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      For my dad, Alfred Penske. Thank you for teaching me to stay steady and stand tall in a world of tough men. Your patience and integrity guide me every minute. I’ve been fortunate to inherit your extraordinary listening skills and sense of humor. And because of you, I’m able to shoot for the moon while knowing how to crash land safely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Readers,

      

      

      
        
        Freefalling in the Moonlight is a contemporary love story that dives into some gritty matters while infusing hope into these messy situations. There are strong characters who find themselves face to face with the darker forces around them. In total, this story is a romantic adventure of love, hope and empowerment.

      

      

      
        
        Please be aware that this book contains: an on-page scene with sexual harassment, the death of a brother and a mother (off the page) , a misogynistic villain without a conscience, and the challenges breast cancer survivors endure.

      

      

      
        
        The characters in this story strive to overcome adversity, take care of their mental health, and ultimately find their happy ending. However, if there is a possibility that any of these subjects strike you negatively, it may not be the best read for you at this time.

      

      

      
        
        Ultimately, Freefalling in the Moonlight is an escape where you’ll find that honest and true love triumphs.

      

      

      
        
        Artfully yours,

        Audrey Lynden

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOLLYWOOD CUE

          

          APRIL

        

      

    

    
      TOP STORY

      
        
        Chris Wagner Reclaims His Title! Once Again Proclaimed…Nicest Guy in Hollywood!

      

      

      
        
        Hollywood icon Chris Wagner is riding high after all allegations and accusations against him were dropped. He’s been exonerated of any wrongdoing and is ready to get back to work next fall as the lead in Scorsese’s latest mob trilogy.

      

      

      
        
        BY GEMMA GARNER

      

      

      
        
        APRIL

        No script was needed as Chris Wagner, Emmy-winning star of TV’s Case Closed, left the Chicago courthouse. His blue eyes, often compared to Hollywood icon Paul Newman’s baby blues, sparkled in the spring sunshine. Arising from what was initially dubbed the end of his career, Wagner, bookended by his wife and two daughters, told reporters, “It’s true. The justice system works. In today’s toxic environment of celebrity slander and cancel culture, I’ve fought hard to be a voice of reason.”

      

      

      
        
        Well-known for his role as a downtrodden FBI agent solving 1960s cold cases, the actor is also known to industry insiders as the good guy in Hollywood. A self-proclaimed feminist, “thanks to his two tween daughters,” Wagner has generously donated to the #MeToo movement and other female empowerment causes. He strongly advocates, demands equal opportunities, and nurtures the women working around him, once stating, “The show writers are familiar with my script changes. I’m a nag. Many of my lines can be given to co-stars, so when I see a chance to bolster the careers of my female colleagues, I make a stand.”

      

      

      
        
        Wagner celebrated his victory with fellow thespian and longtime acting coach Gus Reid. The two actors share roots in the Midwest, and Reid has given his full support to Wagner. Reid’s brother, Robert, headed up the prominent Chicago defense team that ultimately cleared Wagner’s name and reclaimed his reputation.

      

      

      
        
        When asked about the women who accused him of sexual assault and workplace harassment on the set of Case Closed, Wagner dropped his head, visibly shaken. “They are lovely women with a passion for drama. Creative souls are what make this industry thrive. Unfortunately, miscommunication runs rampant in the film industry and leads to misunderstandings. I have nothing but hope for the two women who falsely accused me.” Wagner’s voice broke in the emotional response. He wiped away a tear, and his wife became his crutch as they went down the stairs.

      

      

      
        
        After his family was tucked into the back seat of a waiting SUV, Wagner’s husky voice returned. “The tremendous support from my fans has been lifesaving. Thank you to all the true crime enthusiasts who make my job a delight every time I step onto a set. I’m here and free, thanks to my die-hard followers. I’ll never forget #freeWagner and #welovewagner.” After blowing several kisses toward the press, the tinted window closed, and he drove off. {GG}
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      May

      Rob Reid wanted to throttle his older brother’s famous, million-dollar neck. The Effing Hollywood Wanker was asking for another favor? Glancing above at the restaurant’s fake grass, fairy lights, and white trellises adhered to the ceiling, he ruminated over Gus’s last request. The favor had turned into a nightmare and evolved into the current situation playing out in the upstairs banquet hall. Sitting at the first-level bar of the Hamptons Social, Rob wondered how long he could avoid the party or its vile host, Chris Wagner.

      Rob scanned the message from Gus again.

      Really NEED you to babysit the dogs.

      The Wagner fiasco was the only favor his brother deserved, so Rob ignored the message and opted to make Gus wait a little longer. Let him sweat it out. Although, the actor extraordinaire probably wouldn’t actually sweat because megastars rarely did, and there really wasn’t any drama to be had. Rob would acquiesce and take care of Humphrey and Bogart because the dogs were like his own and because he needed a hit of fresh hometown air in Wisconsin.

      Behind the bar, the waitress cracked open another bottle of Whispering Angel Rosé—the signature drink in the Hamptons-themed restaurant and served at many swanky East Coast galas. She filled the glasses on the tray and went up the stairs to hand them out to Rob’s colleagues, who were celebrating the biggest win the firm had seen all year. Unfortunately, the successful case was due to the machinations of Chris Wagner—the world’s worst client and a despicable human being.

      “Rosé?” The bartender held out a pink bottle.

      “No, but…” The restaurant wasn’t anywhere near a balmy ocean but instead a mile away from Lake Michigan in Chicago. The breezes coming off the water hadn’t yet hit sixty degrees, and it was already May. “I’ll go with the bourbon old-fashioned.”

      Rob counted the seconds before Fran was recognized and gawked at when she entered the restaurant. In tonight’s crowd, it took less than ten. A professional, probably an attorney, approached the supermodel of swimwear and introduced himself. Rob watched patiently for his good friend Fran to appease her fan and then waved at her to hurry it along. He had to get upstairs before Wagner’s thank-you speech kicked off.

      She caught his eye, winked, and gave him the one-minute finger. After taking a selfie with another fan, this time a woman, Francesca Marcheti, jogged up and wrapped Rob in a familial hug. Their friendship was as hard as a rock, and she was doing him a solid by being his plus-one to get him through this dismal event. Hugging her, he leaned close but not too close, attentive to her chest. She looked beautiful, but the double mastectomy last February was still fresh in his mind and undoubtedly in hers.

      “Ciao. Here I thought I would be waiting for you,” she said, sliding onto the wicker-backed stool beside him. “Weren’t you volunteering at the Y today?”

      “I went, but another volunteer took the kids on a field trip to the Art Institute. So, they dove into art instead of a pool. I did some laps and had a good workout.” He leaned toward her. “Did I get all the chlorine off?”

      Fran inhaled deeply. “All I smell is bourbon. Are you sure you want to get all liquored up before facing the ass?”

      “Yes. Again, thanks for doing this for me. This is the end. One last time to see Chris Wagner. And I’m vowing, here and now, never to read another article written in the Cue.”

      “Finally, I get to help you out,” she said, tipping her head toward him. “Like the new wig?”

      “Seriously?” It was the exact color of her real hair, dark chocolate. “I’m impressed. But I thought everything had grown back?”

      “Slowly, but surely. Still coming in too patchy.” She took hold of his hand and yanked him to his feet. “And tonight, to take off the pressure, I wanted to look my absolute best for you. The king of popsicles.”

      Rob shook his head. He would never regret the hours he’d spent with Fran as she went through chemo, radiation, surgery, and more chemotherapy. The combined stress of Wagner’s case and Fran’s health care was finally ending, soon to become a distant nightmare.

      Draping his arm over her shoulders, they strolled up the stairs side by side. Close in height, he knew, especially when the crowd of suits swiveled to look their way, that he and Fran were a good-looking couple who appeared to be in love. Thankfully, the depth of their friendship, which began because of a mutual interest in fast cars, remained a mystery to the outside world. Besides, he’d fallen in love once and didn’t relish the idea of doing it again. Or if it was even possible. Maddie Logerquist had supplied his life with the proverbial troubled waters without any bridges.

      With Fran next to him, Rob made the obligatory rounds of handshaking with the other partners in the firm, introducing them to one of the most famous swimsuit models in the world before cancer forced her to retire early. All of his colleagues congratulated him on his victory in court and then showered his date with compliments.

      Rob scanned the room for Wagner while talking shop. When he spotted the “Nicest Guy in Hollywood,” as proclaimed by the Cue, he clutched Fran’s hand and took in a deep breath. More than a month ago, Rob left the courtroom to run as far away as possible from the prize ass. While Wagner schmoozed with the firm’s president, Rob discreetly stared at the TV star, noticing a sheen to his forehead. Even his celebrated blue eyes were bloodshot. Rob wondered how many drinks Wagner had downed before this party of his making. Or if tonight’s dinner started with an appetizer of some illicit drug.

      “Heads up.” Fran elbowed his rib cage. “He’s coming over.”

      Rob caught Wagner’s attention and gave him a quick nod of recognition. On cue, Wagner strode up to him and Fran. Wearing a navy suit, similar to Rob’s standard work wear, he looked civilized, but outside appearances were often phony. In this case, Rob was certain the man clothed in an expensive suit, probably a Tom Ford, was a complete fake.

      “Rob. Good to see you,” Wagner said, eyeing Fran from head to toe. “You look familiar? Were you an extra on Case Closed?”

      Protectiveness overcame Rob, and he tightened his grip on Fran’s hand.

      “No,” she said, lifting her eyebrow. “Francesca Marcheti. From Chicago’s Luxury Autos. “Have you purchased a Ferrari recently? If so, you may have met my father.”

      Rob swallowed a chuckle. It was true. Fran’s family owned the only Ferrari dealership in the Midwest, but she had been on the cover of SI multiple times. For Wagner not to recognize her celebrity proved he was as narcissistic as he was predatory.

      “Where is your better half?” Rob asked seriously. “Or the girls?”

      Wagner cleared his throat. “Back east in the Hamptons. For the summer. Starting vacation early.”

      “Sounds lovely,” Fran said. “What are your daughters’ names?”

      “Trudy and Natalie,” he answered while scrutinizing Fran’s face. “Wait a minute. You’re the model, aren’t you? Who had her boobs lopped off. Like Angelina.”

      A loud rush of blood coursed through Rob’s head. “Don’t be so bloody vulgar.”

      Wagner leered at Fran. “Hey, I’m the client. Paying the overpriced lawyers. I can say whatever I want and however I choose to. Right, babe?”

      “Better lower your voice,” Fran said, giving Rob a look of cold calm with a hint of sinister. “I’m from a famiglia with a lot of bada-bing.”

      Her Italian family may have been Old World, but nothing close to mob-related, at least Rob thought. Seeing the glint in Fran’s dark eyes made him wonder. Maybe all the times she’d had to look warm while posing in swimsuits during the coldest time of year gave her a formidable and slightly terrifying side.

      Wagner was oblivious to Fran’s empty, or maybe not, threat.

      “I think you owe my friend an apology, Chris. There’s no need to be so crass.”

      “My apologies. I didn’t mean to offend you.” Wagner widened his eyes. “I was just shocked at how good you look. Considering…” he said, clearing his throat. “You no longer sport your most delicious and famous assets.”

      Rob wanted to take him down and pound his smug face into the ground. Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest and let out a long, windy breath. “Now you’re the nicest guy in Hollywood again. I gave you a second chance.” Never again.

      Shaking her head, Fran said, “You’re lucky for a complete d-bag.”

      Wagner strolled on, moving among the other staff with a polite smile, quick hug, and an occasional selfie. The selfies, Rob noticed, were taken with only the blonde women who worked in the office.

      “Well, that went well. Don’t you think?” Fran observed, leading him to the bar.

      He made sure no one was within hearing range. “If I did have another chance, I’d sink the asshole and take him for all he’s worth. No questions. No deals. And no NDAs.”

      “What do you think is really up with his wife and kids?” Fran asked. “Last month, they were one big happy family.”

      “Not anymore. I hope she stays in the Hamptons. For good. Then the daughters will have a chance for some normalcy,” he said, staring at his drink.

      Fran laid her hand on his shoulder. “Speaking of normalcy. When are you coming to Elkhart?”

      Racing his sports car at Road America, his retreat each summer, couldn’t come fast enough. Then he remembered about watching Gus’s dogs. “I’ll be in Wisconsin by July, if not sooner, for my brother.”

      “Only Gus?” Fran gave him an unnerving and perceptive smile. “What about Maddie?”

      Recently, Rob’s thoughts kept wandering off track and toward Maddie. The last time he’d seen her—February—was disastrous. They’d been pushing a god-awful sleigh bed in a race on a frozen lake in Baileys Harbor. Tense and perturbed by the Wagner case, he’d been unable to function naturally around her. Or was it his frustration over being in the friend zone?

      “My schedule is tight, and I’m anxious to get the Triumph from the shop.”

      “Your precious car isn’t moving anywhere. When you get to Wisconsin…at least call Maddie.”

      “When did you become so pushy?”

      “I’m Italian. It comes with the territory. And Maddie figured into every story you told me while I was going through chemo, dude.” She clutched his shoulders and shook. “I want to meet her. Per favore.”

      “Sì, sì. I’ll keep you posted. I suppose I should thank you, or maybe not, for getting me hooked on watching Summer Haven. Never thought of myself as a reality TV watcher.”

      “Watching a bunch of thirty-something New Yorkers partying and living it up in a Hamptons mansion all summer long is my idea of a perfect escape. And your Maddie makes them look good while dressed in bikinis.”

      Laughing, they headed toward the door. When Fran took time to pose for a couple of photos, he scanned his phone for messages and clicked on another one from Gus, again asking about the dogs. He jotted a response, then closed his eyes and pictured Maddie.

      It seemed like he woke up and fell asleep with her on his mind every day for the past decade, but his heart wasn’t sure how to process this part of his daily routine. Focusing on work made the loss of his one true love somewhat easy to forget, but who was he kidding? Whether she knew it or not, Maddie Logerquist was immersed in his deepest desires, and there would be no way to avoid her or their history when he returned to Wisconsin. Their roots were tangled, knotted, and deeply entrenched together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      June

      Maddie crunched over the carpet of discarded needles from the canopy of evergreens, the earthy scent making her nose itch and eyes water. She would have preferred sitting at her desk and inhaling the luxurious pine-scented candle she’d just bought at Wicks & Balms, but the day had arrived. A trip into the woods of Toft Point was required. Tightening her grip on the urn, she ran face-first into a spiderweb. Pawing at it, she groaned. Up ahead, a snake slithered around the corner of the chinked log cabin, where her brother was peering into a filthy window.

      “This is disgusting,” she yelled. “And watch out. There are snakes.”

      “No big deal. I’m not Indiana Jones.” Brady pushed open the cabin’s decrepit wood door and stepped inside. “Do you have Ma’s will with you?”

      “Of course.” Keeping the urn safe, she cocked her hip to show him the black binder jutting out of her summer tote bag. Inside the abandoned cabin—once used as a dorm for men who’d worked at the long-gone quarry owned by her family—she said, “There are several pages describing Mom’s last wishes if you want to take a look. Double-check, but she only states Toft Point.”

      “No, I trust you. And you’re the organized one.” He shined his flashlight around, illuminating the dust motes floating about the stuffy space. “Not gonna lie. It’s been great having you home.”

      “Aw, you’re just being nice,” she said, tripping on a loose plank of pine. With a huff, she stepped closer to her brother. “We just have to spread Mom’s ashes in…some…area. Since the ground is finally soft enough.”

      “Complicating word, area. Toft Point is over seven hundred acres.” Brady kicked branches and debris out of his way, then inspected the hearth and the mantel. “Our mother, the Dame of Baileys Harbor, Wisconsin. She never missed a detail. Except when it came to her final resting place.”

      “Elsie Logerquist made specificity an art form,” Maddie said, “but maybe she wasn’t capable of making this one decision. Because of the cancer.” Maddie still recoiled at the speed of her mom’s death. The diagnosis came, and two months later, she passed.

      “An old receipt. Damn. I hoped, like an idiot, it was a map.” Brady crumpled up the piece of paper he’d picked up and shoved it in the back pocket of his jeans. “Let’s go outside. This place is giving me the creeps. Reminds me of Crystal Lake.”

      “Ha. My brave brother, a member of the Coast Guard, is frightened by dilapidated bunk beds?”

      “Aren’t you?” He led the way out of the dank cabin. “Ma had a way of making everything about our small town bigger than life. A never-ending hunt for treasure. It’s like she’s still here and hiding in the bushes. Ready to jump out, scare the shit out of us, and lecture us on the importance of moss in the environment. I’m not interested in pissing her off.”

      “As if,” Maddie scoffed. She’d been the one who had, without a doubt, utterly disappointed their mom when she moved to New York a decade ago. “You have nothing to worry about, golden boy.”

      “Golden, my ass.” He circled around the remains of a lime kiln. “Do you think she’d want to be laid in this thing? A lot of moss covering it…what’s left of it.”

      “How morbid. And redundant. She’s already been in one oven.”

      “Right, sorry, Ma. Wasn’t thinking.”

      Maddie held out the urn, growing heavier by the minute. “The answer is here. An urn shaped like a lighthouse means, possibly, she wanted to be near or around a lighthouse?”

      He shaded his eyes, gazed west, and pointed at the water. “The closest lighthouse to Toft Point is over there, a small island only available by boat. It’s called the Birdcage.”

      “Why the hell did Elsie buy an island with a decrepit lighthouse?” She trembled as cold dread shimmied along her spine. “It’s not mentioned in the will.”

      “No idea. Maybe Ma wasn’t completely…there when she purchased it. The tumor may have been working on her brain before we knew about it. But since Birdcage Island isn’t a big concern, let’s not worry about it. At least for today.”

      She tipped the brim of her sunhat to get a better look through an opening in the woods. Unlike the lighthouse on Cana Island, the lighthouse on Birdcage Island had a weird metal birdcage perched on top of it. She sighed. Since packing up her life last fall and returning to her hometown of Baileys Harbor, all Maddie seemed to do was worry about everything.

      First, the hospice, then the funeral, followed by an endless list of responsibilities as she’d assumed her mom’s multiple community positions. Maddie had created a spreadsheet to keep track of the many details revolving around the conservation work and the Logerquist legacy. She plodded on and tried her best to take over Elsie’s role—essentially a twenty-first-century Rachel Carson for Baileys Harbor.

      While Brady tossed pinecones around, she wiped her runny nose and wandered to the hiking path. There was an inscribed plaque welded onto a tower of limestone boulders.

      
        
        Those who visit Toft Point to enjoy its wild, untamed beauty and rich biodiversity should be deeply indebted to the Thomas Toft family, whose great fondness and respect for this land eventually led to its permanent protection.

      

      

      She kicked the rock and felt sixteen instead of thirty-four.

      As the daughter of Elsie Logerquist, granddaughter of Vivian Toft, and great-granddaughter of Helen Bailey, Maddie was dealt a fortunate hand. A family located in a lakeside town where she had absolutely no desire to live.

      She settled the urn on the ground next to the monument and checked her phone for messages. The service was still sketchy. She added cell service to her notes, a list for the next Chamber of Commerce meeting. After jotting several other reminders for herself, she returned to her surroundings—uninhabited nature with an unwelcoming vibe. Maddie scanned the woods and looked hard between the towering white pines to see Brady, but he had disappeared. Slipping her phone into her bag, she trudged onto a path leading closer—too close—to Lake Michigan’s rocky shoreline. “Ahoy? Brady?”

      Only the dreadful sound of the lake’s crashing waves from beyond the trees answered her. The safe and peaceful presence of her brother had evaporated. Maddie closed her eyes and shook off the awakened and awful fear she’d been struggling to bury since moving home from New York. She shouted for Brady again, shivered in the blazing heat of a midday sun, and laid her hand on the back of an Aldo Leopold bench to keep calm.

      “Hey. You okay?” Brady jogged toward her. “Sorry. Just wanted to check the water levels.”

      Maddie exhaled. “Yes. No. Not really. It’s June, and there’s so much going on. I literally just turned the agenda for the next Commerce meeting into a novella.”

      They hiked back inland, a safe distance from the water. She plopped on the ground, pressed her back against the cool stone commemorative, and tapped the urn. “And, of course, the funding for the lighthouse has to get cut by the state. Oh, joy of joys.”

      Her marketing skills and influencing had been honed from living a gig life in a tough city, but Maddie continually wondered if her more modern approach to work would be enough to keep her mother’s projects going forward. Especially since one of the two darn lighthouses was more like a doomed dirigible.

      Brady sat on the ground across from her and crossed his legs. “You’re a badass. You can take this town and blow the roof off. I know, when the time comes, you’ll be on a plane back to the city. And your buddies on the cast of Summer Haven will be celebrating your arrival with whatever cocktails they’ll be stirring up on the show.”

      Maddie wouldn’t and couldn’t let herself think about the past. Leaving New York and the Hamptons last summer was a complicated mess. More factually, she’d been unceremoniously asked to leave by the reality show’s producer, who happened to be her ex. “Thanks, but I need to get through this summer in Wisconsin.”

      “You have a network of friends here in Baileys and all of our complete support.”

      Maddie pictured her hometown friends Kat Orlov and Lucy Maxwell, both of whom owned successful businesses on Main Street. Graham Bilby was her steadfast volunteer at the lighthouse. And—

      “Don’t forget about the one and only Gus Reid,” Brady said, reading her mind. “He’s a celebrity. You get his world.”

      Startled, she shook her head hard. “You’re comparing me to an A-list TV star. Gus Reid is around-the-world famous. I’m a C-list, no, D-list, onetime reality TV show guest. Hardly onscreen and mostly behind the scenes as the stylist.”

      Five years ago, landing the gig as head stylist on the popular TV show Summer Haven had put her on cloud nine. One of her model friends from FIT had introduced her to Alex, the main guy on the show where a group of a dozen New York professionals gather on summer weekends to blow off steam after a grinding work week in the Big Apple. Airing the parties and shenanigans at the Hamptons mansion had developed a devoted following of fans.

      “But you know the drill. Fancy folks live a certain way. How much money does the lighthouse need?”

      “A quarter million,” she said, considering the amount. She had definitely learned about the peculiar and luxurious needs of the rich and famous while spending summers in the Hamptons. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars was pocket change for many of the resort-loving Easterners.

      Brady fell back on the ground and groaned.

      “The lighthouse prism has to be replaced.” Maddie put her hand protectively on the urn she’d set beside her leg. “Couldn’t we sell the Birdcage lighthouse and the property to a private party and use the proceeds to pay for the other lighthouse?”

      “Who would buy it?” Brady stood and held out his hand to help her up. “Not even sure what’s going on over there. No one has stepped foot on the island in years.”

      “We’re dealing with too many darn lighthouses for this tiny town.” Shrugging, she cradled the urn and stood up. With her free hand, she brushed off the debris of needles and leaves from the back of her silk shorts. The university’s purchase of Toft Point was pure luck. The board members of another one of her mom’s babies, the Sanctuary, were constantly adjusting the budget. Donations were tough to rely on.

      “Gus Reid has a lot of Hollywood connections and well-known friends,” Brady said. “People love that shit. Seeing famous folks and snapping selfies with them. You need to find out how he can help. Besides, it’s not like I’m suggesting you go talk to Rob.”

      “If you weren’t so strong, I’d wrestle you into a headlock.”

      Rob Reid. The younger brother of Gus and the only guy she’d completely fallen head over heels for. Except Rob barely remembered her. The last time she’d seen him, inches apart and pushing a sleigh bed across the ice during Winterfest, they’d barely made eye contact. “He’s a high-powered Chicago attorney. I don’t think he has time for us.”

      Brady dropped his arm over her shoulders, and she nearly caved from the weight of it.

      She relaxed. “Okay. I’m on board with Gus. Utilizing his star power is a solid idea for fundraising. But Rob? He’s probably focused on his latest case or hanging with…” She stomped down the image of Rob with Francesca. A swimsuit model so famous she only used one name.

      Her brother waited for her to finish, ignored her, and then continued. “Rob was extremely close to Ma. And to all of us. His perspective, and history in Baileys, may come in handy. The point is,” Brady said, arching his eyebrow, “there are folks in town who would go to the moon for you and back. And then hand you a platter of cheese.”

      “I believe they call it a charcuterie board these days.” Maddie took off her sunhat, fanned it across her face, and then placed it on top of the urn. “I’ll figure out something for this overload of lighthouse responsibilities,” she said. “What about Mom?”

      “For now, let’s set her on the dining room table in her house.” Brady gently took the urn from her. “Then Elsie Logerquist can look out the window facing Moonlight Bay.”

      “Good idea.” She extended her arms and shook out the cramped muscles. “And a great view of the water.”

      Her mind wandered as they hiked back to the parking lot. She tried to focus on the dilemmas, her mom, the lighthouses, but all she kept thinking about was Rob. Picturing him in her head—from long ago—on the cliffs of Cave Point Park. Maddie winced. Sometimes, from out of nowhere, she sensed his touch.

      After jumping off the bluff and into the water, they’d climb onto a boulder and soak in the sun. While lying on the limestone landing, Rob would lightly caress and then kiss the inside of her arm. She shivered at the memory, hugged herself, and rubbed her forearms.

      Don’t let the past drag you down. Just keep moving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      June

      Pure dread stifled Maddie. After moving back to Baileys, she’d been able to dam up the flow of memories by staying clear of Elsie Logerquist’s estate—a museum filled with too many triggering artifacts—until now. Shortly, all twenty of the decision-makers most embedded in the community would arrive to hear Maddie’s pitch to save the Cana Island lighthouse.

      In the center of the dining room table, her mother’s urn commanded a presence, but it was anything but calming. Maddie adjusted her laptop for the millionth time, then closed the window shades to cut the glare from Moonlight Bay. Elsie’s view of the water had had a good run the past week. Scrolling through her PowerPoint images, Maddie wondered if twenty-five photos of the decaying beacon were too many.

      Kat opened one of the french doors from the kitchen. “Decaf and regular are brewing. Once you finish your presentation, we can eat outside on the deck. Do you want anything?”

      “Is there tequila in the freezer?”

      “I think so. You’ve got this, girl. Do you wanna do a practice run?” Kat strode around the room and checked the dining room table as if it were in her restaurant, the Beacon. She straightened Maddie’s arrangement of binders—color-coded—and then pulled out the head chair. She admired the ornately hand-carved wooden chair back. “This furniture is beautiful. Are you sure you don’t want to move in here? My apartment is so small.”

      “I love sharing your place, Kat.” She adjusted the image of the lighthouse projecting on the blank wall above the sideboard. “It’s spacious compared to my shoebox in New York. And a lot more…relaxing.”

      “Okey-dokey. But since most of your belongings are stored here, don’t you think—”

      “Simplifying, Kat.” She quashed the dismal feeling that surfaced daily. “Sorry, didn’t mean to be curt. It’s…this place can be overwhelming. I can’t stomach it. I’m relieved Brady’s been able to take care of it since my mother passed.”

      After a kind smile, Kat ducked into the kitchen and returned with a silver serving tray. “Here’s to the past and the future.” She poured the Silver Patrón into a shot glass and handed it to her. “Fresh limes. Lick, salt, and shoot. Have at it.”

      “Perfect.” Maddie sprinkled salt on her thumb, then licked and downed the ice-cold tequila, becoming calmer as the cool burn melted.

      The Fourth of July holiday was a month away, plenty of time. She’d worked on tighter deadlines. True, this incoming group of leaders needed to make pivotal choices quickly, and Gus Reid, with his fame and notoriety, would make or break this plan. However, all were Baileys Harbor fans and would do what it took to ensure the success of her proposal.

      Brady came into the dining room, barreled around the table, and wrapped her in his arms. “Hey, sis.”

      While she was swathed in brotherly love, Michael Powell—Kat’s boyfriend—came up and jokingly joined the hug.

      “I think your fireman is here to save us,” Maddie said, unsure if Kat heard her.

      “The band’s back together,” Gus chimed in, piling onto the group hug.

      Swarmed by burly men she’d known forever, Maddie’s overwrought nerves relaxed.

      “Are you okay in there?” Lucy pushed the men away. “She needs air, guys.”

      “I’m better now.” Maddie finger-combed her hair to smooth down the mess and took in her posse. Gus was as Hollywood-gorgeous as ever, and his fiancée, Lucy Maxwell, looked great, but was it Maddie’s imagination, or had her stomach grown a bit? Brady was Brady. And Michael looked fireman fit with every one of his dreads trimmed to perfection.

      “Evening, mates,” Graham Bilby shouted as he walked in. The uncle of the Reid brothers was her right-hand man at the lighthouse and looked dapper in a crisp polo shirt and Madras golf shorts. “Lovely to see you all.”

      With few memories of her dad, Maddie felt a deep surge of fatherly love when Graham tugged her into his chest. “Glad you’re here.”

      The noise in the dining room escalated as others arrived—the mayor and her assistant, the police chief, members of the C.O.C., and various business owners. After greeting one another, the group took their seats around the dining room table, and Maddie turned on the screen. The wall behind her was illuminated with a vintage photograph of the lighthouse. Most of the people in the room could be spotted in the photo, only they were about fifteen years younger. “I found this pic and thought it was a solid reminder as to the meaning of the lighthouse.”

      Gus craned his neck toward the image. “Damn, did I really have a mullet?”

      “Hard to believe it, but yes,” Michael said. “We could probably blackmail you with this pic by sending it to People. How important is your title of Sexiest Man Alive?”

      “Okay, folks,” Maddie said, “While we’re waiting for—”

      “Rob,” Graham stated, looking at his phone. “He just texted. He’s on his way.”

      “Right, of course.” Maddie smiled hard and wondered if the one shot of tequila would be enough to keep her nerves from jumping overboard when Rob joined them. “Well, ah. Let’s remember the true celebrity is the lighthouse. At least it was. We need to give it a makeover—a sleek and sexy look for the twenty-first century. Unfortunately, the state won’t be helping with funding anymore. That’s why I called this emergency meeting.”

      “No delays, Graham,” Gus said. “Lucy has to get home early, so if Rob’s a no-show, he’ll have to get updates from you.”

      Lucy blushed and kissed her fiancé’s famous jawline. “I’ll manage, no worries. This is important, and it’s the lighthouse we’re talking about.”

      “What’s going on, you two?” Kat asked. “Some celebrity stuff we should know about?”

      “Maybe. We’ll be in Malibu for the month of July,” Gus announced. “I have some news. There’s another show my agent has lined up for me, but we’ll see.”

      Maddie’s stomach twisted, then flipped. Her entire presentation and pitch for the fundraiser was hitched to Gus Reid. And now, the hometown celebrity had just torpedoed it. “Holy… But I thought—hoped you were going to be here for the Fourth of July. For the month. The holiday.”

      Gus patted his heart. “Damn, sorry, Maddie.”

      “Let’s go through all the fundraising ideas,” Brady suggested with a thumbs-up. “We’ll figure something out.”

      The rest of the group concurred with nods and smiles.

      “Okay.” She stood away from the table and wrapped one arm around her stomach. She barely kept the remote from sliding out of her sweaty palm. “Ladies and gents, the topic at hand is the Fourth of July. As I said, the state has cut the funding at the worst time ever, summer. The lighthouse needs dollars.” She clicked the remote, and the photo of the lighthouse prism flooded the room. “This is working, but it needs an upgrade. And some high-tech fixes.” Staring at the image on the wall, she adjusted the ankle strap of her sandal. “My most recent estimate for the lighthouse updates stands at a quarter million.”

      Murmurs rumbled through the group.

      “What I was going to propose—” Maddie caught a nod of encouragement from Brady. “Is or was…kicking off a fundraiser the week before the Fourth and then continuing for the rest of July and possibly August. With Gus, I had planned a series of events to celebrate. Similar to our Winterfest last February. I mean, thanks to you, Gus, Baileys Harbor has turned from a sleepy Midwest small town into a thriving vacation destination.”

      “True.” Gus wagged his well-manicured eyebrows in jest. “Go on. I’m thinking about how to make this work.”

      “A doppelganger?” she asked despondently.

      “Maybe.” His million-dollar smile sparkled like a darn cartoon.

      Maddie cast off the sinking feeling, cleared her throat, and continued. “My thought is to coordinate exclusive fundraisers where people, for two hundred fifty dollars apiece, sign up for an evening tour at the top of the lighthouse with a four-star dinner afterward. Dessert would be a chance to meet Gus Reid in person. One-on-one. If all the spots sell, we could raise twenty grand a week.”

      “I’m already on board,” Kat said. “The meal planning and catering will be organized by yours truly.”

      Michael raised his hand. “I’ll be available for security concerns.”

      Brady gave Michael a high five. “I’ve spoken to the Coast Guard team patrolling the lake. We can double up on the safety. I told them about the lighthouse situation.”

      The mayor and her assistant were taking notes on their devices and nodding.

      Emboldened by the positive reactions, Maddie changed the image to the numbers chart. “My original thought…was that by summer’s end, with money from Gus’s Hollywood cache, the funds might close in on the two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar goal, and if not, we could look into a loan for the rest.”

      She tried like hell to sound upbeat, but without Gus, this plan would never get off the ground.

      Michael crossed his thick arms across a chest that could rival the pecs on Terry Crews. “Gus, here’s the deal. We need fireworks and a famous face to get money for the lighthouse. What’s your plan?” he asked.

      Maddie displayed the photo on the wall—the friends around the lighthouse years earlier—to muster up a sense of nostalgia. Sighing, she collapsed into her chair.

      With dramatic flair, Gus retrieved her remote, tapped the keys on her laptop, and resumed the meeting. He pulled up the image of a man who was equally, if not more, handsome than Gus. One of the famous Chrises, the actor Chris Wagner. Since April, he’d been splashed over TV talk shows, online celebrity gossip, and fodder for Hollywood insider columns.

      “Him?” Maddie heard the depraved, gushing tone in her voice. “Chris Wagner? Really?”

      “I don’t like him,” Graham said, crossing his arms and harrumphing. “Rob worked his arse off in court defending the wanker.”

      “Uncle Graham, I know.” Gus gave his uncle a quick grin. “But I’ve been working with Chris for a few years, and he’s been completely professional. His career is hotter than ever, and he’s on the cusp of a great deal with Scorsese. And thanks to my little bro, Chris has to fulfill a court order, so he’ll do anything I ask him to. Even if it’s parasailing across Lake Michigan to get to the lighthouse on the Fourth.”

      Maddie scanned the others’ expressions. They all seemed as starstruck as she was, and she’d actually met Chris Wagner when he made a cameo on Summer Haven. She distinctly remembered hoisting up her jaw before the star came up and said hello to her. “Are you sure Chris Wagner is free to come here? Or if he even wants to.”

      “He will because he owes me, and especially Rob. Chris has to complete some community service, per the legal system, his agent, and studio.”

      “Isn’t Chris Wagner the douche accused of sexually harassing his co-star?” Brady asked.

      “Exaggerated by the tabloids,” Gus said. “Even if Chris Wagner is the lech they’ve made him out to be, he deserves a second chance. Hey?”

      Graham shook his head. “I don’t know about this. I heard he’s still playing about and ignoring the rules. Cheeky bastard.”

      She assumed Graham had more accurate knowledge because, of his three nephews, he was closest to Rob. But Gus had rehabbed his own tattered image, so a lot of what he was saying made sense. Besides, having Chris Wagner come to Baileys Harbor for the lighthouse would be a windfall.

      Gus retrieved his phone. “I’ll call him. Right now. What do you all think?”

      Maddie nodded while prayers crept into her thoughts. Rob was the only missing voice, but since he wasn’t currently living in Baileys and hadn’t bothered to show up…you snooze, you lose. “Do it. Call Chris Wagner.” Maddie’s voice was one octave higher, but she couldn’t help it. Chris Wagner would solve all her problems, and then she could return to New York.
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      “I had no choice but to wait for the judge,” Rob rehearsed the excuse for being late and pressed the Audi’s gas pedal. With such short notice to get to this meeting, he questioned his sanity. Except Maddie had sent him the message, and even though the timing wasn’t convenient, he had to get up north. Once again, they’d be together in Baileys Harbor.

      Nearing the Logerquist estate on Moonlight Bay, he chuckled. Originally, the area had been called Mud Bay, and developers found it a hard sell. The wrought-iron entrance gate was open, so Rob drove in and parked next to Uncle Graham’s Aston Martin. Before he slid out of his car, he eyed the sleek automobile to his left, and Road America begged for his arrival. Maddie came first though.

      He jogged up to the arched doorway and knocked. When no one answered, he let himself in. The posh Logerquist house was like a second home to him. After his own mum had died, Elsie Logerquist was an amazing proxy mum. What a loss, such a tough woman and an incredible conservationist.

      “Hello?” Multicolored binders, a signature Maddie move, and empty coffee cups were cast about the dining room table. He kissed his fingers and planted them on the urn—a silver-plated lighthouse—centered on the table. “Miss you, Elsie.”

      Voices filtered in from outside, so he glanced out the window. The moon shone over the water, and strings of lightbulbs dangled across the deck where everyone had congregated.

      He strode through the kitchen to grab a beer and noticed the wall. The spot where all the awards and photos had once been displayed, celebrating the three athletic Logerquist siblings—Maddie, Brady, and Tyler—was now blank, empty, and sad-looking. A sense of gloom swept through him.

      What a miserable tragedy. Rob would always miss the daredevil and prankster one of the twins. Tyler was Loki to Brady’s Thor. Shaking his head, he held up his bottle of beer to the blank wall and wondered. Had Maddie spoken Tyler’s name since moving back to Baileys Harbor? Or since the day he died?

      What a horrific situation. All four were exceptional swimmers, but Brady was the strongest. And if Tyler had any chance of breaking free from the lake’s riptide, it was his brother who could do it. Not him. Not Maddie. She’d been desperate to jump from the boat that summer evening to find her brother, but Rob had held her tight in his arms. It was one argument he wouldn’t lose. Then Brady returned without Tyler.

      Rob strode away from the empty wall and went out the back door and down the stairs, taking them two at a time. Outside, he scanned the scene. Gus, the FHW, smiled brighter than the moon. Michael, of course, was standing close to Kat. When would those two get married? And Maddie. Taking pictures and shouting at the guests with her usual propensity for cursing.

      Uncle Graham shouted, “Bloody ’ell. Snap the picture.”

      “Done. Okay,” Maddie yelled. “Finish your whiskey, old man.”

      Lucy laughed.

      A cool lake breeze woke him up.

      Home.

      “Evening, all. Sorry for the tardiness,” he said, approaching the group. Immediately, his closest friends cheered and jeered him, lovingly, of course. Brady pulled him into a bear hug, and Rob slapped his good friend’s back.

      Graham and Maddie were in a head-to-head discussion, but his uncle gave him a knowing nod. Before he responded, Gus punched his arm. “You missed a meeting of the minds, bro.”

      “Sorry, couldn’t be helped. Judges, you know, like to keep tight control on the wheels of justice. And their golf schedules. Good to see you.”

      Lucy gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for taking care of Humphrey and Bogart for us. The dogs are looking forward to summer camp with their Uncle Rob.”

      “Not a problem. I have plenty of jogs and swims lined up for them as their camp counselor. I’m glad to be out of Chicago. The air and humidity, it’s been thick as a jungle.”

      Uncle Graham and Maddie parted. While his uncle checked on something in the brick pizza oven, Maddie headed his way. Finally.

      Her long black hair had disappeared. Now, she sported a short cut, probably cropped shorter than his own, which was overdue for a cut. Her beautiful face and open smile, like he’d seen on screen on Summer Haven, were on full display. But in person, Maddie, as usual, stunned him. As she came toward him, he forgot to blink. Instinctively, he fast-tracked his steps to get closer to her.

      “Howdy, stranger,” she said. “What the hell took you so long?”

      A rampage of passionate memories threatened to swallow him down. He shook his head to clear them out. “The glacially slow court process. I had to wait to file a brief.”

      “I hope you weren’t wearing those tattered shorts and dingy T-shirt.” Maddie scanned him with her sea-blue eyes from head to toe. “A little shabby, dork.”

      “It’s summer, and I’m officially off the clock.” He pulled his phone from the back pocket of his oldest, threadbare, favorite khaki shorts, which he’d thrown on with his Tom Petty T-shirt. He held up his phone to show off his calendar app. He’d drawn Wisconsin over it. “I’m here and comfortable enough to run up the stairs in the lighthouse.”

      “Cheers, sonny.” Graham came up, clutching a tray of pizza fresh out of the stone fire oven, and offered them a slice. “It’s lovely, this setup out here. Did you tell him the bloody awful news?”

      “Give him a chance to finish his beer.” She scowled at his uncle.

      “Grazie.” He grabbed a slice of heavenly scented pepperoni pizza. “What’s going on?”

      When Graham opened his mouth, she shushed him.

      “It’s about the lighthouse.” She stirred her cocktail and bit the cherries off the stick. “We met earlier, as you know, to figure out some fundraising ideas.”

      He resisted the urge to stare at her lips.

      Graham snorted. “It’s all your brother’s fault.”

      “You both know Gus can do no wrong.” Rob glanced about to make sure his brother was out of earshot. “What has he done this time? Win another Emmy award?”

      Maddie took a gulp of her drink. “We’re in a dire situation. The money to fix the lighthouse has been cut, and you know how Elsie loved the thing. I’m doing what I have to do for her,” she said, then scowled at Graham.

      The determination in Maddie’s voice cut him to the quick. She could be obstinate; some might say pigheaded. His debate skills were polished by their high school arguments.

      Her shoulders stiffened. “I developed a fundraising plan. Unfortunately, it hinged on your brother’s celebrity, and he won’t be in town. So—”

      “Chris Wagner is filling in,” Graham sneered. “The wanker.”

      Rob almost choked on his pizza, then coughed to clear it. As a defense attorney, he’d learned to fine-tune every one of his expressions to disguise all of his appalled reactions, but this time, his facial muscles froze. It took a full second before he smiled, swallowed, and spat out one word. “Oh?”

      With Graham and Maddie both clearly upset, he knew his anger or frustration would make everything worse. He set his pizza down and took a long swig of beer. “What did you all come up with? Sorry to make you repeat yourself, Maddie. Elsie and the lighthouse are important.”

      Graham huffed and strolled to the pier.

      Maddie rewarded him with a sisterly hug and a chaste peck on his cheek. Her typical MO, when they crossed paths these days, once again reminded him that they were in the dreaded friend zone. He reconfigured his emotions and let his lawyerly side prevail. “Tell me what’s happening.”

      “I need to come up with a quarter mil for the lighthouse. Starting with July Fourth, and using the star power of Chris Wagner, we’re planning a series of fundraisers.”

      “Has he agreed to it? Were you in contact with him tonight already?” The sound of the d-bag’s name was painful to hear and impossible to say. Again, Rob regretted he’d been unable to get Wagner’s arse thrown in jail.

      “Yes. Yes!” Maddie’s voice trembled with excitement. “Gus talked to him directly. No agent or PR person was involved, and Chris Wagner agreed to come here next week and stay through August. Isn’t it great?”

      Rob didn’t know whose neck he wanted to wring tighter, his brother Gus or the devil himself, Chris Wagner. He took in a deep breath of cool lake air. He couldn’t come up with one “great” thing about this situation. Once again, he would be dragged into the toxic circle surrounding Chris Wagner’s life. The last thing he’d expected, as he made his escape to Baileys Harbor only three hours ago, but there was no way he’d leave now. His hometown, and especially Maddie, couldn’t navigate the vicious human being alone.

      “I’m staying at Gus and Lucy’s, and here and there, I’ll be taking off to get to the races at Elkhart. If you need me for anything, you know how to find me.”

      “Oh, right, the vintage car races, they’re happening. Graham mentioned it.”

      Once again, she used the overly concerned big-sister tone he despised.

      “I’ll stick around for the Fourth. Sounds as if a lot will be happening then.”

      “Sure, sure,” she said, patting him on his back like a loyal pet. “It’s all good, and I’m grateful you’ll be here.”

      Brady came up to them. “You guys okay? I got word Wagner is an asshole.”

      “He’s not my favorite,” Rob announced, “but the ‘asshole’ will bring in the funds for Elsie and the lighthouse.”

      “Wagner can’t be all bad,” Maddie protested. “You defended him and won. Right? And he is a good friend of your brother’s.”

      “Not exactly friends. They’re both actors and very good at what they do. As for my role, it was simply doing a job to the best of my ability with this client.” He added, “If there’s a camera around, Wagner is an all-around perfect guy. Unfortunately, when no one is watching, his Hollywood smile disappears. Just make sure you aren’t alone with him or that there’s a camera always in the vicinity.”

      “I sort of get it,” she said. “Working behind the scenes on Summer Haven taught me a lot about the eccentricities of reality TV celebs and famous A-listers.”

      Scratching his jaw, Rob gazed out at the water. “I did watch a couple of episodes last February, but my caseload was intense. My TV time was severely cut back. I managed to see you romping through a Hamptons vineyard though.”

      “That was fun. We did a wine-tasting episode. Unfortunately, soon after filming that episode last August, I was asked to leave the show, and Brady called me back to Wisconsin for my mom.”

      “I’m sorry,” he sighed, staring at the boathouse at the end of the pier. Without a doubt, Tyler’s sleek red Barracuda racing boat was still docked inside.

      He dragged himself back to the present. “Have you ever met the megastar? In person? Talking face-to-face?”

      “One time at the Hamptons house while filming. He was very gracious.”

      “He lied to me, and I was his defense attorney.” Rob combed his fingers through his hair. “Keep liar in your mind at all times. Even if you go all starstruck, remember, the ass is married with two young daughters. Don’t let him convince you otherwise.”

      “I can handle him. While at FIT, I modeled for some of the world’s sleaziest photographers, and I’ve learned many ways to mitigate depraved and horny goats.”

      Brady hugged Maddie. “We’ve been through worse. It will come together.”

      “I was thinking about heading to Elkhart tonight to meet with a mechanic about my car in the morning,” he said. “But it’s late. I’ll stick around and keep the schedule open.”

      “Thanks,” she said, gazing at him. Her eyes seemed to shimmer like the lake’s surface before he dove into the water.

      “Whatever I can do for the lighthouse.”

      And you.
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