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ANDY TOOK THE TURN too fast, and the police car nearly left the road. 

Gravel sprayed everywhere. The tires slipped, squealed, then finally gripped the road again as he yanked the steering wheel and cursed. First month on the job and he was about to wreck himself. 

“Take a damn breath.”

The sun was barely up out of the water, and the early morning light blinded him as he reached campus. He was already sweating. Hell, he’d been sweating since the call came into the station. Misterion College had its own security team, so they rarely called Drake Isle Police. He wasn’t sure what he’d find – alcohol poisoning? Graffiti or broken windows? A privileged mainlander who’d misplaced his trust fund papers?

Andy climbed from the car and squinted. A group of students stood by the front porch of the nearest fraternity house, an enormous stone structure that dwarfed the buildings around it. They spoke in whispers, some bent over their phones, some crying, some simply shading their eyes and looking into the sun. It was quiet. Too quiet for a college campus in spring. His throat closed. He was one month out of the academy. What if no one listened to him? Worse, what if they laughed at him, a rookie island cop who had zero in common with these rich college kids? But he didn’t have to ask anyone to step aside or let him through. The crowd parted as soon as he approached.

He saw her bare foot first. 

Then her arm, then her shoulder, then the whole of her, blonde hair and ripped jeans and one pink high-heeled shoe. A faded college t-shirt. A silver bracelet on her wrist. Nearby, a cell phone with a shattered screen. 

For an awful few seconds Andy thought he might throw up. 

She was twenty-two, he learned later, the same age he’d turned the week before. But while he celebrated more birthdays, fell in and out of love, bought his parents’ house and eventually became Drake Isle’s Chief of Police, Piper Townsend remained forever a Misterion student, young and broken and robbed of the rest of her life. 

Forever etched on Andy McCabe’s memory.

Forever a mystery he vowed to solve no matter what.
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Present Day


Chapter One 


Andy
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SEVENTEEN DAMN YEARS.

Andy scratched his chin and stared at the date on his desk calendar. It had crept up on him almost before he realized it, the same kind of still, beautiful morning when the call came in. The same kind of quiet island day, same kind of calm before the storm. About the only difference was that Chief Andy McCabe now had his own office in the back of the police station. Still didn’t have any answers. Still spent much of his free time trying to puzzle through Piper Townsend’s unexplained death. No clues. No drugs. No suicide note. She’d obviously fallen – or jumped, or been pushed – from the Delta house rooftop, but no one on campus claimed to know a thing. 

On impulse he pulled out the file of Antonio Towne, a dark-haired, dark-eyed mainlander with dreadlocks and a spotty past. He’d been questioned before, the morning after Piper was found, but Andy had recently stumbled upon some new information. Might be worth following up on. Antonio hadn’t changed much from the college yearbook photo stapled inside the file. He’d gotten a little taller and heavier, and a lot richer thanks to a lucrative building career, but he still spent most of his time on the island. Rumor had it he was currently on an extended trip to Europe to pick out fancy Italian marble. Andy rubbed the back of his neck. I’ll talk to him when he gets back. 

He picked up another file and flipped through it. Sebastian O’Connor had also been questioned before, once in the recent past. Nothing had ever come of it. The man was odd, an absent-minded history professor who’d lived in the Delta house as a faculty advisor. Though he had an alibi for the night Piper died, doubt still scratched at the back of Andy’s mind. He licked one finger, flipped a page, flipped another, and wondered for the thousandth time what he was missing.

The outer door of the police station opened and closed, and a moment later female voices carried down the hall.

“Andy? Andy!”

“Where is he?”

“His office, silly, of course. All the way in the back.”

“Well, how was I supposed to know? I’ve never been back here before. Have you?”

“I’m not answering that.”

Seconds later the faces belonging to the voices popped inside Andy’s open door. 

“There you are!” 

In tandem, Emmy Carter and Lillian Santini put their hands on their hips and shook their heads at him. “Told you he’d forget.” Emmy’s curly red hair was pulled back into a ponytail bound with red, white and blue ribbons, and she wore a t-shirt that said 56th Annual Harbor Days.

“You were right.” Lil, who wore a matching t-shirt and jeans, came around the desk and put her hands on Andy’s shoulders. “You promised,” she said with a squeeze. “You said you’d be there at three, no later. And now it’s almost four.”

Andy shuffled the files together and jammed them into his top drawer. “Sorry. Lost track of time.” 

“Crazy Jake has been in the dunking booth since two,” Lil said. 

“Since two,” echoed Emmy’s toddler daughter and held up a pair of chubby fingers. Hope was the spitting image of her mother, down to the red hair and ribbons. She darted around the desk and patted Andy’s leg, waiting for him to pick her up onto his lap. 

“Did you throw a ball and dunk Crazy Jake?” Andy asked. 

Hope wriggled on his legs, reaching for his pen, his computer mouse, anything within reach. “No,” she finally said. “Not big ‘nough.”

“You’re not big enough?” Andy looked incredulous. “Well, I’ll hold you up and help you myself, how does that sound?”

Hope laughed, Emmy smiled, and Lil clapped her hands together and said, “Let’s go, then. Enough sitting in this office. It’s beautiful outside.”

“A-yep, sure is.” Andy stood. Harbor Days, the island’s annual spring festival, always fell on the third weekend in May, a small-scale introduction to the bigger celebrations on July Fourth and Labor Day. Mostly it was another way to fit in fireworks and boat races and carnival games and fried dough before the days got too hot. Islanders loved it and mainlanders crowded the ferry each year to attend it. 

“Bringing anyone to the bonfire tonight?” Lil asked as they walked down the hall. 

Andy checked the schedule, confirmed his extra officers on duty for the night, then locked up the station and followed them to the parking lot. Just a block from the harbor, they could hear the sound of a band playing on the beach and the ferry horn blowing as it left the pier. To their left sat the northern lighthouse, pillowed by clouds. A warm breeze caught Andy’s hat and tossed it from his head, and Hope laughed with delight as she chased it down the sandy path. 

No place like Drake Isle, he thought. Born and raised here, he savored its slow pace, its fiercely proud and independent people, its goddamn beauty. No island along the Northeast coast could compare. He didn’t give a rat’s ass what people said about Martha’s Vineyard or Cape Cod or Block Island. Even with the black mark of Piper’s unsolved death, none of them could hold a candle to Drake Isle. 

“Hey,” Emmy said as she returned the hat that Hope had fetched. “Mr. Avoiding-the-Question. Bringing anyone tonight?”

He gave her a sidelong look. “Don’t you think you would’ve heard if I was?”

She smiled. “Thought maybe there was a mainlander you were keeping from us. You’ve been going over there a lot.”

“Just for work,” he lied. 

“You need a girlfriend,” Lil said. Her long, dark hair blew in the ocean breeze, tangling around her shoulders. An enormous diamond on her left hand caught the sunlight, and Andy marveled again how easy it seemed for others to find the right person, to meet someone and get to know them and realize they wanted to spend the rest of their lives together.

Of course, he knew it wasn’t really that easy. He knew every couple had their ups and downs, but sometimes it seemed like everyone around him was getting hitched and having babies. A few years back he’d thought he was heading down that road too, but Liza had up and moved across the country, taking Andy’s heart with her. You’re obsessed with Piper, she told him more than once. You lose sleep over her. Cancel our dates because of her. 

He’d tried to explain that Piper Townsend was a cold case, nothing more, and when he had a chance to follow a lead he had to take it, but his words fell on deaf ears. Since then he’d soured on relationships. Still, once in a while he wondered how she was doing. If she’d gotten her big Hollywood break, if she’d met someone, if she missed Andy. If she even thought about Andy. He could’ve asked Emmy, since she and Liza were friends, but he was too proud. 

“Look at this,” Lil said. She held out her phone. “It’s kind of new, but Trey knows the guy who developed it. It’s gotten like a thousand new subscribers in the last week. He thinks it’s really gonna catch on.”

Andy squinted at her phone. Trey, Lil’s fiancé, was on the cutting edge of all things tech-related, so whatever Lil was showing him was probably The Next Big Thing. Andy didn’t spend much time online, outside of work. He didn’t have any social media accounts, used email infrequently, and preferred to read or snooze on his deck when he had down time. But he shaded his eyes and leaned in. 

Island Love, read the banner at the top of the webpage. Find your island match with us!

“Aw, hell. A dating website?” Andy slid on his sunglasses. “I’m not sure that’s for me.”

“It’s how everyone meets these days,” Emmy said. She hoisted an impatient Hope into her arms. 

“Not you and Blake,” Andy pointed out. “And not Lil and Trey.”

“Okay, maybe you’re right, but the vast majority of single people today use these sites.” Lil scrolled with a manicured thumb. “There’s a lot of really cute girls on here.” She stopped. “Ooh, here’s someone who’s thirty-eight, never been married, teaches in Boston, loves dogs and lighthouses and –”

“No.” Andy waved away the whole notion. “I’m not going to hook up with someone online.”

“Why not?”

“Are you sure?”

Both women spoke at the same time. Even Hope looked at him with wide-eyed little girl wonder, as if he was crazy to pass up the opportunity. 

“Call me old fashioned, but I want to meet my soulmate in person. At a bar, or in line at the grocery store, or yep, even at Harbor Days, if it works out that way.” He motioned at Lil’s phone. “But not through a screen.”

Emmy sighed. “Suit yourself, handsome.” On her tiptoes she stretched to kiss his cheek. “You’re coming to the beach, right? You’re not going to turn around and go back to your office the minute we leave, are you?”

“Nope. I’m goin’ home to change, and then I’ll come down and relieve Crazy Jake at the dunk tank. Be there by five.” He tweaked Hope’s ponytail. “I promise, okay, little one?”

Hope smiled and laughed, and then they were gone, walking back toward the harbor while Andy folded his six-foot-four frame into his car and headed for home. 

Windows down, the radio on a classic rock station, he took his time. Harbor Street wound all the way around the island, and as he passed the lighthouse, the long driveways, the wind-battered homes set back from the road, he scanned them all with care. Couldn’t help it. Even off-duty he kept an eye on the island and all who lived here. 

He rested one wrist on the wheel and steered without thinking. He’d driven this route thousands of times. Maybe more. Home for Andy was a small, single-story house on the other side of the island, situated halfway between Misterion College and the new Duck Blind development. Well, it wasn’t really new, he supposed, as he neared the blinking light that marked the turn. They’d broken ground for the gated community almost a decade ago, and by now the thirty-odd mansions that dotted the coast had all been sold to millionaires on the mainland. Few lived here year-round. Most used the homes only for vacation, to escape the heat of Boston in the summer, and though they spent their money generously in town, they vanished when the weather turned cold. 

On impulse Andy turned into the development. Antonio Towne had been one of its primary builders, bringing his investors here when Misterion College reopened after a decade. Despite what he thought about Antonio as an outsider, Andy knew the guy was partly responsible for the island’s rebirth. Now that Duck Blind was complete, he’d broken ground on another project, a smaller and more exclusive development on the nearby bluffs of Burnt Rock Cove. He might be buying marble in Italy, but he’d return to the island soon enough. Andy could question him about Piper then. 

“Afternoon, Chief,” said the guard at the gatehouse when he drove up. Andy nodded and flicked his fingers in hello. The gate opened and he eased through, taking his time as he drove the wide circle around the community. 

He’d been here before, but the place always caught him off guard. With its ornate homes and lush landscaping, Duck Blind was gorgeous and immaculate. It was also utterly sanitized of any island vibe, other than the white sand along the road and the seagrass planted in a few front yards. The entire development was a meandering cul-de-sac, with one way in and out. When he reached the far end he stopped. Two homes overlooked the water, stately and enormous. Both had unending views of the ocean, and Andy could only guess at their value. Two million? Closer to four? One was closed up tight but the other looked lived in. Opened up for the season. The front door was ajar and a pair of sandals lay in the grass. 

Suddenly a ball of black and white fluff bounded into the road. It had so much hair he couldn’t tell if it was a big cat or small dog or some other exotic breed of animal that rich people kept. A woman ran around the house in pursuit. She was young, maybe thirty, with light brown hair and high cheekbones and a pale blue dress that fell to her ankles. She looked vaguely familiar, and Andy wondered if he’d seen her on a magazine cover or in a movie somewhere. She was the kind of beautiful that made you stop and stare, the kind you admired from a distance because she belonged to some other world. Holy hell. He’d never seen her before, not in town or on the harbor.

And then he’d taken his eyes off the road too long. Without warning the animal disappeared under Andy’s car. Damn. He held his breath, jammed on the brakes and braced himself for the inevitable thump. 
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Chapter Two


Kate


One Hour Earlier
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“KATY-DID! SWEETHEART? Where are you?”

Kate Kinney shaded her eyes. Her parents were somewhere close by, outside on the porch or maybe heading to the beach, but the blinding sun made it impossible for her to see. 

“Kate!” That was her younger brother Sam. “Come down here. We have champagne.”

“It’s too steep, Connie, be careful.” That was her father, forever fussing and worrying.

“Oh, please. I’m fine.”

Kate wrapped her arms around herself as a sudden breeze came off the water. For a second she stayed put, standing in the kitchen and letting the voices fade as the rest of her family walked down the narrow stone steps cut into the bluff below her house.

I don’t want to be here. 

That was a silly thought. She was in a beautiful home on a beautiful island on one of the most beautiful days of the year. The ocean stretched out for miles, brilliantly blue and shimmering in the sun. Seagulls cried overhead and the air smelled of salt and clarity. The faint sound of carnival music carried from the harbor miles away. Most people she knew would give their eye teeth to visit a place like this, let alone live in one. 

She pulled her hair off her neck. No, she just didn’t want to be here under these particular circumstances. She was supposed to be in love and on vacation and trying to get pregnant. She was not supposed to be having a beach picnic with her family like she was single and still living at home. And she was for sure not supposed to be calling divorce lawyers and spending her nights crying herself to sleep. 

“Kate! Last chance or I’m coming back up there myself and carrying you down!” That was Charlie, her second-oldest brother.

“On my way!” she called through the open kitchen window. The last thing she needed was Charlie following through on that threat, then tripping down twenty-four bluestone steps and breaking an ankle on her behalf. She wasn’t sure how fast the first responders on Drake Isle showed up, but she had a feeling it would be considerably slower than on the mainland. 

Everything on the island felt considerably slower than on the mainland. And this, now, would be her life for the unforeseeable future. Living here alone. Thinking about her failed marriage alone. She ran her fingers over the alarm panel by the door, a complicated screen with too many buttons. This house had too many buttons, screens, locks, doors...it was like living inside a museum. Huge, beautiful, and completely overwhelming. Panic slid through her. I can’t do this. Her cheeks went hot. She took a deep breath, then another. It didn’t work. The awful familiar spinning sensation started up, her anxiety whirling out of control. Sweat slid down her back and her heart pounded too loud inside her chest. I’m going to throw up. Or pass out. Or something equally horrifying and close to death. 

Then George, her mother’s dog, barked at her ankles. Kate blinked. The spinning slowed. George barked again, and she scooped him up and held him close. After a few moments her heart stopped pounding like it was running away from her. Her breathing steadied. Keith had never wanted pets of any kind, but now that he was gone maybe she’d get one. Or two or four. 

“Maybe I’ll turn into a crazy cat lady,” she murmured into George’s fur. He whined and licked her face. “No? A crazy dog lady, then. Is that better?” He barked as if in approval and then wriggled to be let down again. “Fine,” she said and followed him outside. “Let’s go have drinks on the beach.”

“You don’t have to stay here,” her mother said an hour later. The remnants of cheese and crackers and two bottles of champagne lay scattered across the sand. “You could come back home. No one’s staying in the guest room.”

“I’m thirty-four, Mom.”

“So?” Her mother looked indignant. “You can live at home until you’re eighty-four. Or a hundred and four.”

“Hey, I thought I was getting the house,” Charlie said. 

“The house is being split four ways,” Kate’s father said. “And since Jonah’s the oldest he’s the executor. So you can all fight over it long after your mother and I are gone.”

Kate got up and collected their things. “Can we maybe talk about something else? I thought you came here to cheer me up.”

“We did.” With that, Sam tossed Kate over his shoulder and marched to the edge of the bluff. She shrieked but he didn’t let her go. The waves rolled onto shore a hundred feet below them. “You can’t ever be sad in a place like this,” he said as he put her down. They looked out over the water. “Seriously, Kate. It sucks that you’re going through all this, but what better place, huh?”

She didn’t answer. Sure, Drake Isle was beautiful. It was also remote and isolated and seemed a thousand miles from the mainland. A different world. This was what you wanted. And it’s what you need to start over. True. But she could still be scared and pissed and not quite ready to face a brand new life by herself, couldn’t she? She fixed her gaze on the faraway horizon. “You’re all taking the six o’clock ferry back?”

“Yeah. Charlie and I have to work tomorrow. And Mom has her library volunteering thing.”

“And Dad has something to fix around the house, I’m sure.”

Sam chuckled. “Sounds about right.”

They followed her parents and Charlie back up the steep steps. Once or twice Kate stopped to look behind her. It was beautiful, all of it. Breathtaking. Rugged land and wide-open water and a sky that changed color almost every hour. She tried to draw strength from it, but all she could see were text messages on her ex-husband’s phone, pictures of half-naked women and lies everywhere that swallowed her up. 

“Jonah said he could finish the back patio,” her father said when they all reached the house again. “And the bathroom on the third floor. Just say the word.”

“I know.” She missed her oldest brother something fierce, but work consumed him. She didn’t want to ask him to give up a paying job to come take care of her. “He doesn’t have to rush. I don’t think I’ll be doing much entertaining here.” She said the words lightly, as if she didn’t care, but a hush fell over them and when she looked up she saw tears in her mother’s eyes. “Aw, mom. Don’t do that. I’ll be –” She couldn’t get the rest of the words out. They stuck in her throat behind a sob.

Before she knew it they were hugging her, all four of them, and she closed her eyes and leaned into them. Don’t go. It seemed crazy to stay on Drake Isle solo, but her therapist and lawyer had both advised her to get some distance from Keith. It’s healthier, they’d both said. You don’t need to run into him or his friends. Put some space between you until the details are worked out. Well, fine. She’d stay here for the summer and do just that, even if it killed her. 

Which it might, because anxiety could be a bitch. 

“You’re sure you don’t want me to stay? I can send the boys back home and keep you company for another few days.” Her mother smoothed Kate’s hair from her face like she was still a child. 

“You have about a million things on your social calendar, Mom. And I’m a grown woman.”

“Who will always be my preemie baby.” She took Kate’s wrists in both her hands and squeezed tight. “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself. And promise me you’ll come home if you need to. If it gets too hard.”

“I promise.”

She gave them all another round of hugs and then they were getting ready to go, letting George out one more time before the forty-minute ferry ride back to the mainland. The men were watching the end of a ball game in the living room and Kate’s mom was in the bathroom, so Kate was the only one outside when it happened. 

George took off. 

Like a lightning bolt he rounded the corner of the house almost before she’d realized he was gone. 

“George!” She saw the tail of a rabbit hopping like mad with the black and white pup in close pursuit. “Stop chasing that poor bunny right now!” She jogged around the house, but George paid her no mind. Fixated on his prey, he dove into the street at the exact moment a Drake Isle police car rolled up outside Kate’s house. 

She screamed. The dog froze. The car slammed to a stop. And Kate’s world changed in the blink of an eye. 

“Whoa, there.” 

The cop behind the wheel scrambled out. In the next minute he was on his hands and knees, crawling under the nose of his car after a quivering but very alive George. He hauled out the dog and stood. “This little one belong to you?”

“Ah, yes. I mean, no.” She hurried over and took George into her arms. “I mean, not technically. He’s my mom’s dog. And right now he’s a very, very bad dog,” she said into George’s closest ear. 

“Aw, well, as long as he’s okay. That’s the important thing.”

Kate clutched George to her chest as the man looped his thumbs into his belt. He had close-cut dark hair and a deeply tanned face. A scruff of beard covered a square, confident jawline. He wore a dark blue uniform with the words Drake Isle Police emblazoned in gold and a wide, warm smile. 

Blue eyes.

One dimple, left side.

Tiny crows’ feet and a few gray hairs at his temples. 

Broad shoulders and a flat, lean stomach she could see even beneath his dark blue shirt.

“I’m Andy McCabe, by the way.” He reached out a hand for her to shake. “Chief of Police here on the island.”

She shifted George to one arm and put her free hand in his. Something flipped over inside her. “Kate Kinney. I’m sorry about George. He doesn’t usually misbehave that way. He was chasing a rabbit.”

“No worries at all. He’s a dog. That’s what they do. I’ve got one of my own back home.” He had a soft drawl, a way of smoothing the letters together that made her think of the rolling waves or the sun slipping into the hills. 

It’s a voice like honey.

That sounded more than a little corny inside her head. But she liked honey. It was sweet and gentle and soothing, and she could use a little of that these days. The wind tossed her hair and self-consciously she put a hand to it before it tangled. 

“Kate! We’re about to –” Charlie stopped mid-sentence. 

“Be right there!” she called over her shoulder. She could feel them all watching her from across the yard, their eyes burning into her back the way they had when she was in high school. Looking out for her. Protecting her. 

“Sorry. Don’t want to take ya away from anyone.” But Andy didn’t move. Neither did Kate. Neither did George, who suddenly seemed content to snuggle in Kate’s arms, the rabbit long forgotten. 

“You’re not.” Something fluttered inside Kate’s chest, something she hadn’t felt in a very long time. “I mean, it’s just my brothers and my parents. They’re getting ready to catch the ferry home.”

“You have a beautiful place here.”

“Thanks. It’s pretty big. Too big, honestly.” She rubbed the fourth finger of her left hand, feeling the bare skin in the place where a ring used to be. “We’re only here in summers.” Why did I say We? She and Keith hadn’t been a We for months. 

Andy fished a business card from his pocket. “Well, in case ya need anything while you’re here, feel free to call. It’s the office number, but it gets rerouted after hours. Someone always answers.”

She folded the card between her fingers and wondered if she should ask him to stay. She could make tea. Or offer him some lemonade. She didn’t suppose he’d take a beer, but she could offer that too. “Thank you,” she finally said. “And thanks for not running over George.”

He laughed. “You’re very welcome. I do my best to avoid squashing animals while I’m on duty.”

“But when you’re off duty it’s a different story?”

The blood rose in his cheeks. “Course not. I’m just kidding around. Told ya, I’m a dog owner too. Hey, maybe I’ll see ya down at the harbor this weekend,” he added. “Big festival, first one of the season. It’s always good fun.”

“Maybe you will.” Kate clutched George closer and resisted the urge to ask him to stay. He took his time backing away, holding her gaze, as if he felt the same connection she did. This is crazy. But she didn’t care. She hadn’t felt this rush of attraction since high school, the burning ache that made you stay up late and wish on stars and write a boy’s name in your notebook until it was etched in your dreams. He’s good-looking. Really good-looking. And funny and kind and...

Andy smiled and waved as he returned to his car.

“Kate? Hey sis, we’re leaving!”

“Katy-Did? What happened to George? Why was that policeman here just now?”

The voices and their questions hung in the air, but for a long moment she didn’t turn around. She and George remained where they were in the middle of the street. She watched the police car ease around the end of the cul-de-sac, then pass her one more time. Andy waved out the window again as he left, and Kate realized that for the first time in forever she had the beginnings of a good old-fashioned crush.

And not just any crush. 

One that made her check her hair and makeup as soon as she got back inside. One that had her searching his name online the minute her family piled into their cars and beeped goodbye. And one that for sure curled her toes and kept her thinking about Police Chief Andy McCabe for the rest of the day. 
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Chapter Three


Andy
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LATER, AFTER ANDY HAD obliged Emmy and Hope at the dunking booth, stuffed himself at The Lobster Shack, and listened to the old-timers’ band, he headed for home. Harbor Days was a pretty mellow event. No all-night parties or underage kids from the mainland looking to escape their parents. Still, he’d walked the length of Harbor Street twice, checking in with his officers and making sure all was under control before driving home for the night. 

“Come on, boy.” He opened the sliding door to the deck that overlooked the sea as Buster, his aging beagle, obediently followed. They settled into their usual spots, Andy on his chaise lounge and Buster at his feet. We’re a couple of confirmed bachelors, Andy sometimes joked to his friends. Usually he didn’t mind the dog’s company, but tonight his thoughts kept returning to Kate Kinney.

She seemed to be living alone in Duck Blind. He hadn’t seen a wedding band or diamond ring on her finger. Still, he doubted she was single. Unless she was a movie star – and she could be, with that heart-breaker of a face – she hadn’t bought that enormous mansion on her own, or for herself. She didn’t seem like a recluse, so he doubted she was in hiding. Maybe she was waiting for a husband and a flock of kids to join her? Or a long-time boyfriend or fiancé? 

“We’re only here in summers.”

She’d used the word we, so there was probably someone else in the picture. He dropped one hand to pat Buster’s rump. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d spent more than a few minutes thinking about a woman this way.

“Well, I oughta stop,” he said aloud, “especially if I don’t even know if I’ll see her again. Right, buddy?”

Buster rolled over, farted, and sighed in response. Andy chuckled. The moon came out and cast beams of light along the water. He yawned and sank lower into his chair. He’d grown up in this house, but like most kids he never appreciated it until he left the island. After a few years on the mainland he’d hightailed it home, missing the wind and the water and the open air something fierce. Even after his parents left, and after he could’ve afforded something bigger and closer to town, he chose to stay. If he could, he’d live on the water itself, on a houseboat or sailboat or something else where he could feel the waves beneath his feet. But this tiny home on the western cliffs was the next best thing. 

His phone buzzed with a text message, and he pulled it from his pocket to see a message from Lil.

Look at these. 

He touched his thumb to the screen and the Island Love website popped up. Oh, Lil. Enough already. She’d jabbered on about it while they were eating dinner, kept trying to show him single women who were just dying to hook up with someone like Andy. 

“Naw, thanks, I’m good,” he kept saying. “Sure, that one’s cute, but how can I tell much from a screen?” 

He thought she and Emmy got the message, but maybe not. She’d just sent him three more profiles, three separate women looking for love on or around Drake Isle. 

Are you really? he wanted to ask the Photo-shopped, doe-eyed women in the pictures. Or do you just want a sugar daddy with a vacation home? He couldn’t get used to the idea of meeting someone with the swipe of a finger. 

“You’re an old soul, my friend,” Emmy had said earlier tonight, and he supposed she was right. He liked tradition and conversation and good old-fashioned courtship. He knew he’d make a good husband, a good father even, if he met the right woman. In person. Not by typing his stats and preferences into a website and waiting for an algorithm to spit out the results. 

“If it’s meant to be, it’ll be,” he said to the empty beach, but then his heart hurt because the words reminded him of Liza. She’d said that a lot before she left, as if they were only taking a break and would reconnect sometime in the future. Looking back now, he knew she was just trying to let him down easy. 

He finished his beer and gave Buster a gentle shake to wake him. Many summer nights they’d fallen asleep out here, but there was a chill in the air and a chance of rain tonight, so Andy and his dog made their way inside and tucked themselves into bed. 

***
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Kate
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She found a way to distract herself until almost ten. She did the dishes, organized the laundry room and watched an hour of mindless reality TV. Then she made the mistake of checking her emails and found two from her divorce attorney. 

...still waiting on his attorney’s office to finish...

...hasn’t signed the papers yet so our next step will be...

She tossed her phone aside without seeing the rest of the words. Three weeks since Keith had been served with the divorce papers, and all she’d heard was crickets. She lay her head against the cool leather of the couch and tried to inhale deeply the way her therapist had taught her. But sitting inside an office with someone counting the numbers was different than doing it yourself in a dark house surrounded by silence.

Maybe I made a mistake. Had she rushed the decision to leave him? Marriage took work; everyone said that. What if she hadn’t worked hard enough? 

Kate balled her fists in her lap. She’d loved the island from the first day they stepped foot here, when Duck Blind was just an open field full of dirt. She loved the tiny gift shops along Harbor Street that sold overpriced lighthouse candles and lobster statues. She loved the fresh seafood, the beach restaurants, the infinite view of the ocean. She’d thought they could make a home here, a getaway where they could build a family and memories and eventually pass it on to their kids and grandkids. 

But he’d ruined everything by sneaking around behind her back. 

If Keith wasn’t signing pro athletes he was scouting them, or getting them endorsement deals, or flying around the country to attend glittery parties and black-tie events that went all night and into the dawn. At first she’d accompanied him to the events. Then she’d tucked love notes into his suitcase. Finally she’d just kissed him goodbye and sent him off to the airport while she curled up with a glass of wine and a movie on TV. 

Still, she hadn’t worried about their marriage. She knew the blush of first love wore off after a while. She and Keith were each just carving out their own places in the relationship. He was the jet-set traveler and hard-working husband, while she was the devoted wife decorating their home and preparing for a baby when the time was right.

Then she found lipstick on the collar of a shirt tossed in the corner of their bedroom. 

And a series of text messages from someone named Brandi, and then a week later from someone named Sade. 

Tears slipped down her cheeks as she saw them again in her mind’s eye, the words and the half-naked pictures and the sneaking suspicion that he’d never loved her, not really, that she was just another game he’d played to win. Now he was bored and middle-aged and looking for something else. Two days after their third wedding anniversary she made an appointment with a lawyer.

Her heart hammered as she got up and turned off the TV. No panic. Please. She couldn’t slip down that hole, not tonight, not when she was alone. She walked into the foyer and focused on the physical things around her, the way her therapist had taught her. 

Look at the small things first. Don’t focus on everything all at once. Find five things you can see. Five things you can touch. Five things you can smell. And so on. 

Sometimes it worked to quell her anxiety. Sometimes it didn’t. She reached out to steady herself.

Cream wallpaper. That was one.

A circle of stained glass by the door, flown in from Florence. That was two. 

Cool gray marble under her bare feet. That was three. 

But she couldn’t find two more. All she could think of was the emptiness around her, Keith’s betrayal, her own queasy stomach and the sweat breaking out across her forehead. The walls seemed to close in. Finally she groped her way to the kitchen, placing her palms squarely on the walls as she went. She poured a tall glass of water, found her pills in the cabinet, and took two with a desperate prayer that they’d help. 

Then she climbed the stairs and slept for a few fitful hours until all hell broke loose. 
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Chapter Four


Andy
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––––––––
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THE BLAST OF THE EMERGENCY phone yanked Andy awake. He sat straight up in bed, heart pounding. That line rarely rang. After the last regular shift ended at midnight, police calls were redirected until the morning shift began at six. In most small towns, state troopers were the next to respond to emergency calls. But here on Drake Isle they came straight to the police chief’s living room. State police would take thirty minutes to respond from the mainland. Andy could get anywhere on the island in under ten. Still, emergency calls were rare on Drake Isle. In fact, he’d only gotten two before, one when the Marin Bridge collapsed after a storm, and one last winter when some of the local guys got drunk and decided to break into their old fraternity house on campus. 

Otherwise, not much happened in the middle of the night. So when that landline rang, it was serious business. ASAP business. In thirty seconds Andy was out of bed and pulling on his shirt and pants. 
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