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        Thirty years ago, the Harlan foster brothers made a pact to protect the girl they loved and the secret of the night the mudslides swept their home into the sea.

      

      

      

      
        
        But past loves and secrets rarely stay buried, and the Harlans are about to find out what happens when ghosts from beyond the grave come back to haunt them…

      

      

      

      
        
        BOOK #3: THE OTHER SIDE OF MY HEART

      

      

      

      
        
        When a cocky, carefree veterinarian agrees to play one-time date for his best friend’s little sister, he expects an easy night and a clean exit. Instead, he finds himself tangled up in a woman who is no longer off-limits — or easy to forget.

        But as a decades-old murder investigation resurfaces and her mother’s mental health begins to unravel, the undeniable connection between them threatens to splinter under the strain.

      

        

      
        Will the magic of Drake Isle pin down this confirmed bachelor, or do dark secrets have too strong a hold on them both?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Carter

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gorgeous view.”

      Dr. Carter Harlan took two glasses of champagne from the tray on the picnic table and handed one to the blonde standing beside him. He smiled, letting his gaze move across her face and dip down to her collarbone. Waited for the blush to touch her cheeks and the question to come into her eyes.

      Is he talking about me or the island?

      “It is, yes,” she answered coyly, and he stood there a minute longer, chatting, brushing his arm to hers, until her husband marched over and said their son was crying and needed a nap.

      Sorry, she mouthed, but Carter was already dipping his head in a gallant half-bow, already walking to a brunette under the trees. “I’m guessing you must be a nanny or an older sister,” he said as he approached. He waved his half-empty glass at the children racing around the yard. “You’re definitely not old enough for any of them to be yours.”

      She turned in surprise and smiled. Pushed back her sunglasses and said, “Actually…”

      He moved around the fringes of the party, flirting and eating and drinking even as the strings stretched tightly inside him. His neck ached. His jaw ached. But he smiled and agreed with strangers that Cassidy’s Kid Care was the best addition to Drake Isle in years.

      He finished his champagne and looked around for a bottle of water. He still couldn’t believe this place had grown from a tiny cabin on the point to an actual preschool, with a house built onto the back, all of it vibrating with optimism.

      More than that, he couldn’t believe his brother Will had married Cassidy, the sunny, ever-smiling teacher who’d caught his heart and convinced him to settle down.

      Or that Carter himself was standing here on Drake Isle, trying to ignore memories and heartburn and failing.

      Shouldn’t have come. Definitely shouldn’t have had that second glass of champagne. Should’ve sent congratulations and a fruit basket and stayed on the mainland.

      But family tugged hard at him, even if that family wasn’t blood related.

      Or maybe because that family wasn’t blood related. When you’d gone through what the four Harlan foster boys had gone through, well…promises in the dead of night meant you showed up for things like this.

      Carter swallowed an antacid and walked around front. He’d been here almost two hours. That was enough time, wasn’t it? He’d made his appearance. Now he could go.

      Salty island wind tugged at the ribbons tied in loops around the future playground. Children ran everywhere, some followed by parents, most not. Cassidy swept past in a blue dress, carrying a tray of cupcakes. The icing was melting in the humidity.

      “Carter! I’m so glad you made it,” she said for the third time.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” Lie. Tried to miss it. Felt too guilty. “Congrats, Cass. All this…it’s really something. Really great.”

      She flushed. “Thanks. Will and Darren did most of it — the building parts, anyway.” She gave him a long, knowing look. “How’s it feel, coming home?”

      Home?

      He didn’t call any place home. He’d never spent enough time in one place to do so. And he’d only lived on Drake Isle for a handful of years

      “It’s a little weird,” he said instead of correcting her. “I don’t get back to the island often. But when I do…it’s like nothing’s changed. And also, like everything has.”

      She smiled and nodded. “I’m sure. Well, I’m glad you’re here.” She squeezed his arm, then disappeared into a crowd, leaving Carter feeling alone again, see-through, light as mist.

      He shifted his weight and checked his phone. I need to get back to the vet clinic, he’d say if anyone asked. He could say he had a cat about to give birth or a dog that needed fluids, and no one would question him.

      He walked around back to say goodbye and heard Will and Cass talking.

      “Oh, yes. Let’s get a pair of kittens,” she said, standing just inside the screen door. “And maybe Carter could give us some discounted vet care every once in a while?”

      “I heard my name in here,” Carter said, picking up Will and Cass’s daughter Irena just before she tumbled backward onto her diapered bottom. “Something about discounted vet care?”

      Cassidy blushed. “I was just kidding.” Just then, Irena’s twin, Zion, ran up and tugged on Carter’s pant leg for attention. “Looks like you’re the favorite uncle around here,” Cass added.

      “Hey, what about me?” Darren said from somewhere behind Will.

      “Don’t worry,” Cass said. “You’re both the favorite uncles. Equally.”

      “What about Jace?” Will asked, but Darren and Carter just shrugged.

      “He doesn’t get favorite uncle status unless he actually shows up. In person,” Carter said. “You don’t get to phone in from Italy and say it counts.”

      Darren’s face sobered, and Will’s jaw clamped shut. As a rule, they didn’t talk much about their youngest brother. Jace had gotten out, gotten away, after high school. He’d been too young to recall much about the mudslides, so he didn’t have the scars they did.

      The other three Harlan brothers?

      They carried that shit around with them. Remembered it. Gave occasional statements to the media or the cops about it. But Jace had reinvented himself entirely, become a vintner in the Tuscan region of Italy and come back only once, years ago, when their foster father died of a heart attack.

      Carter pushed the thoughts away and tickled Irena’s double chin.

      “And how are you today, little munchkin?”

      The two-year-old squealed with joy and grabbed his collar.

      “Winning hearts at every age,” Will said and shook his head. “I’ll take my daughter before you permanently scar her, thank you very much.”

      “Scar her? I’ll do no such thing. I’m completely up front with women of any and all ages.” Carter tickled Irena’s feet this time. “And that’s why as soon as she’s old enough to understand, I’ll tell her to stay away from guys like me.”

      Will turned to a woman trying to corral her daughter. “This is my younger brother, Carter. Best vet in Rhode Island. You ever need a parrot resuscitated on the mainland, he’s your guy.” He paused. “If you need a date for a friend, though, I’d recommend looking somewhere else.”

      Carter’s face flushed.

      The mother laughed. The little girl declared crossly, “I don’t have a parrot,” and tugged her mother away.

      Carter’s gaze drifted to the mulch under the swings, designed for kids to fall and bounce. Had he attended preschool? He couldn’t recall. He had vague memories from elementary school, mostly bad.

      “I know it’s weird coming back here,” Will said. The twins ran off with their mother, and then it was just the two of them standing there in the shade.

      “Just feels like it’s been a long time.”

      Will eyed him. “It has been.” He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t have to. The conversation always came back to Penny, to Bruno, to the night before the mudslides took Burnt Rock Cove into the ocean.

      No matter how many years passed.

      No matter how many miles any of the Harlan brothers put between them and the island.

      A lump rose in Carter’s throat, but he asked the question anyway. “So, how’s Penny?”

      “She’s good. You should get in touch. Go see her in Maine.”

      But Carter shook his head. “What the hell would I say to her? It’s been too long.”

      “You never saw her after that night?”

      “Nope. I know you and Darren did, but…” Carter trailed off.

      “It was a fucked up night,” Will went on. “I get it.”

      “Do you?” Carter asked. He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Do you know what happened? After you and Darren took off?” The words tumbled out before he could stop them.

      Will’s expression went closed and cold. He glanced around. “I guess I don’t. You gonna tell me?”

      Carter’s hands were balled into fists. He hadn’t come here for a confessional. He always kept those thoughts, that night, deeply buried. Yet here they were. He looked around and leaned closer. “I was the one who killed that bastard. Bruno. In the shed. After you both were back up at Mama Jo and Carl’s house.”

      Will’s face changed. “What the fuck? No,” he said, shaking his head. “You didn’t stay down there.”

      “Yeah, I did.” Carter could still feel the wet sand clinging to his feet, could still smell the old diesel fuel and the mildewing boards of Bruno Gottfried’s shed. “I did it before he could kill Penny or any one of us. And I’ve never regretted it.”

      For a long moment, Will said nothing. Then his hand shot out and found Carter’s shoulder. Not in reassurance. In warning.

      “Don’t you ever say something like that,” Will snapped, his voice just above a whisper. “Not here. Not anywhere. Christ. And not out loud.”

      “Can’t pretend it didn’t happen.”

      “You didn’t kill Bruno,” Will said, his voice flinty. “There’s no fucking way you did.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “You weren’t down there long enough.”

      Carter almost laughed. “You think there’s a time limit on how long it takes to —”

      “You were fourteen,” Will said before he could finish. “You were a skinny kid, weighed a buck twenty, tops.”

      Carter didn’t answer after that. How did he explain what had happened, the dark and the noise and Penny, above all else, pulling at his arm and begging him to stop?

      He couldn’t.

      Carter saw the fear riding just behind Will’s anger and raised both palms. “Okay,” he said. “I’m sorry I said anything. Won’t bring it up again.” He sagged back, lungs aching for air, sweat cold under his shirt. Everything swam for a second.

      “I gotta go change the twins’ diapers,” Will said, and he was gone.

      Carter found a lounge chair away from the crowd and sat. His heartburn was worse than ever, despite the antacids. The sun pressed down on him, sweat icy at his temples.

      He counted backward from fifty. Breathed deeply. By twenty, the shakes were almost gone, but inside, something heavy and dark throbbed in his ribs.

      I killed a man.

      “This seat taken?” asked a feminine voice.

      He glanced up.

      A dark-haired woman, with no kid and no wedding ring, smiled down at him.

      “Ah, no.” He waved at the chair beside him.

      She sat, folding long legs up beneath her, and flashed him a gorgeous, perfect smile. Carter knew how this would go. She’d flirt, cross and re-cross her legs, toss her hair, ask if he knew a good place to get a drink. He’d say yes, buy her a couple, and they’d end up in bed or somewhere close to it.

      Afterwards, he’d leave with a grin, promise to text, and promptly delete her number from his phone.

      He was a shit.

      He knew this, deep down. And yet he also knew he didn’t have what it took to have any kind of lasting relationship. He didn’t believe in love, hadn’t since his biological mother had tried to kill him and he’d ended up here on the island in foster care. Even the devotion Mama Jo and Carl showered on him had come too late.

      Carter stood and gave the beautiful stranger an apologetic smile. “Sorry, but I’ve got a ferry to catch.”

      He wound his way back through the house, back through the crowd, and was almost at the driveway when Darren intercepted him.

      “Leaving already?”

      Carter shrugged. “I have work on the mainland.”

      Darren studied him, careful and unblinking. “Still running from ghosts?”

      “Something like that.”

      Darren nodded. He understood, carried most of the weight of that long-ago night. Carter didn’t have to explain himself to his oldest foster brother, not the way he did to Will. Darren didn’t know what had happened to Bruno, either, but he knew how things had changed after the mudslides.

      “It’s tough, coming back,” Darren said.

      Carter looked out to where the trees had grown wild at the edge of the yard, their roots tangled and deep. “You guys did.”

      “We had reasons.”

      Carter nodded. Darren worked construction on the new housing development. Will ran the island ferry. And against some awfully strange odds, both had met and married mainlanders, women who bore their secrets and their grief and somehow made them lighter.

      Carter wasn’t sure he’d ever meet someone like that — or that he’d want to.

      Darren clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t be a stranger.” Then he was gone.

      Carter walked down the driveway until the gravel gave way to untamed seagrass, and the ocean’s scent came sharper. The air felt heavier here. He tried to breathe through it, but his chest tightened again, a vise cranking down.

      Memories surged, sudden and raw. Penny’s pale face, screaming. Bruno’s red face, taunting. Fisted hands. The sharp crack of thunder. The evidence rushing into the water the following day.

      Carter forced his eyes shut and willed it all away.

      He ordered a ride, then walked toward the road, toward the lighthouse overlooking the water just yards away. For a moment, it was enough just to stand there, eyes on the blue line of the sea, blinking into the sun and forgetting everything that had broken him decades ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Daisy

          

        

      

    

    
      The Pinegrove Care Facility sat behind a long line of flowering crabapples, elegantly landscaped and set back off the road. Long, low brick buildings were arranged in a wide U shape, connected by winding sidewalks. It held eighty beds, a variety of patients, and was staffed by the top nurses, doctors, and therapists in Connecticut.

      Only the best for Iris Davenport — or so her son, Aster, said.

      Of course, Aster lived on the other side of the country, so it wasn’t like he’d ever stepped foot here, Daisy reminded herself. But he paid the bills for their mother’s care, so it was up to Daisy to take care of the everyday visits.

      To answer the phone calls.

      To ask the doctors about new meds and the nurses what might happen as her mother’s condition grew worse.

      To worry, night after night, if Iris would live here forever. She was only sixty-three. It didn’t seem fair.

      Daisy pulled into the visitors’ lot and parked between a dented pickup truck and a gleaming black SUV. She watched the clock on the dash click over, waited five whole minutes past the hour, and then counted to ten for good measure. She preferred to miss the shift changes, where the nurses and aides hovered in clusters and made small talk she wasn’t supposed to hear.

      Finally she headed inside. The lobby was sleek and decorated in muted blues and greens.

      “Hi, Daisy,” said the receptionist. “Your mom’s in the garden room. She’s having a pretty good day.”

      “Thanks.” She walked down the hall, where framed photos of the coastline alternated with pale watercolors. A tall man pushed a laundry cart and nodded to her in passing.

      At the end she turned, where the hallway curved toward a pair of heavy doors, crowned with an exit sign. Beside them lay the “garden room,” a glassed-in sunroom with gorgeous flower beds that the local Garden Club and the Girl Scouts maintained year-round.

      Her mother loved that room, of course.

      Daisy? And Iris?

      When she was a little girl, Daisy recalled strangers looking at them for a moment in confusion when they heard the names. Yes, we love flowers in this house, her mother would trill, and wrap Daisy in a hug. Aster, too, was named after one, and he grumbled about it for a while until he discovered that his name also meant “star.”

      Daisy was eleven the first time she sensed something wasn’t quite right with her mother. Not dangerous. Just... off. Like a painting hung slightly crooked. Like a song played in the wrong key.

      It was early spring, and the cherry blossoms in the backyard hadn’t bloomed yet.

      But Iris had declared it the perfect day for a picnic. She wore a flowing dress with a wide-brimmed hat covered in glued-on violets. She sang and poured lemonade into delicate champagne flutes they usually weren’t allowed to touch. She called Daisy “Queen of the Garden Realm” and placed a crown made of foil and pipe cleaners on her head.

      Daisy had laughed at first. She loved her mother’s whimsy. Moments like these felt like magic, like something out of a storybook.

      But halfway through their sandwiches, Iris looked suddenly serious.

      “We need to bury the spoons,” she said.

      Daisy blinked. “What?”

      Iris was already on her feet, standing barefoot in the damp grass, her eyes locked on the silverware beside the plates. “They’ve seen too much. They know our secrets. We can’t let them talk.”

      Daisy’s heart skipped. “They’re just spoons, Mom.”

      Her mother stared at her for a beat, confusion flickering across her face, like she didn’t understand the words. Then she laughed, high-pitched and breathless, and reached for the gardening trowel.

      “Exactly,” she said, crouching beside the tulip bed. “That’s what makes it perfect.”

      She dug fast, flinging clumps of earth behind her, humming some strange, off-kilter tune as she worked. Dirt speckled her dress. Tulips trembled at the edges of the hole.

      Daisy didn’t move. She sat on the blanket, foil crown slipping down her forehead, hands in her lap. A tightness had started in her chest, cold and unfamiliar. She didn’t have the words for it then, but she knew something was wrong. Something inside her mother had tipped sideways.

      Later, when she told her older brother about it, Aster only chuckled and said, “Mom’s always been dramatic. You know how she is.”

      But he didn’t understand, not really. This wasn’t drama. This was something else, something Daisy didn’t know how to define. Aster was already away at college then, and their father…well, he’d died years ago, when Daisy was only two.

      So Daisy was the one who grew up with the strange fairy-tale games and midnight pancakes and sudden bursts of laughter. Wildness in her mother’s eyes that she couldn’t name. Tension that hummed beneath her mother’s skin.

      It took years for the doctors to determine that it wasn’t bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, or Parkinson’s. Finally, a specialist in Boston diagnosed Iris with early-onset dementia.

      “I need you to know this,” the kind, graying doctor had told Daisy. “Dementia isn’t one straight line. Some people change slowly, over many years. Others have long stretches where things stay relatively stable. There may be good months—even good years—mixed in with the harder ones. Right now, your mom is still very much herself.”

      Most days, thankfully, she still was. The disease had progressed slowly. But the doctor was right. It wasn’t a straight line at all.

      Still, when Daisy looked back, it wasn’t the clinical diagnosis she thought of. It was that spring day. The dirt. The spoons. The way her mother had danced barefoot through the yard, humming to herself like she heard music no one else could hear.

      That was the moment the world tilted, just a little, and never quite righted itself. That was the moment that Daisy realized maybe they’d switched roles somehow, and now she was the mother, and Iris the child.

      Daisy stood in the doorway of the garden room, watching. Her mother wore her favorite blue shawl, the one with tiny shells along the fringe. Her hands were folded in her lap as her eyes tracked a robin hopping outside the glass.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      Iris turned. She stared at Daisy, then sideways, around Daisy, as if searching for another face behind her.

      “Hi, love,” she finally said. She spun the watch that hung loosely on her wrist. “Are you early, or am I late?”

      Daisy sat beside her and smiled. “Neither one. You’re right on time, and so am I.” Her gaze fell to the sketch book open on her mother’s lap. The page was neat and filled with strokes of blue and green.

      “Drawing today?” Maybe it was a good day. Her mother only sketched when she was settled. Or on new meds.

      Have to check with the nurses about that.

      Iris looked down, as if she’d forgotten the book was there. “Oh,” she said, her brow creasing. “Yes. I think it’s supposed to be a dolphin, but the lines are all wrong.” Her finger trailed along the page. “I can’t get the nose right.”

      “I think it’s lovely,” Daisy said. Her mother had always been artistic, painting, drawing, and singing from dawn to night. Daisy had hoped for that gene, but the most she’d gotten was her mother’s storytelling ability.

      “I missed last night’s movie,” Iris said, out of the blue. “I like Tuesdays because of the movie.”

      “Which one was it? I can ask if they’ll run it again.”

      But Iris shook her head “No. It’s not the same. Things never are.”

      Isn’t that the truth?

      Daisy shifted in her chair. She’d picked up extra hours at the coffee shop this week, trying to make ends meet. The cable station where she’d worked for the last year was cutting its weekend programming. And its educational programming.

      Not enough viewers, the production manager told her, right before he asked about her social media marketing skills. But we could use someone to ramp up our Instagram following.

      My marketing skills? They’re not bad, she lied, because she’d rather pluck out her eyelashes than generate click-bait or cute captions for social media pages.

      She wanted to produce shows, make films, that mattered. She wanted to educate people and shock people and wake them up to the truth of the world around them.

      “Are you still seeing that musician?” Iris asked, startling Daisy from her thoughts.

      “No, Mom. That ended a while ago.”

      Iris’s eyes narrowed in disappointment. “He had nice hair. He made you laugh.”

      “He did. But he moved to Boston.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Iris patted Daisy’s hand, and in that brief minute she sounded so much like her old, regular self that Daisy’s eyes filled.

      Me, too.

      Other people came and went from the garden room. Daisy watched them, making up stories even though she didn’t know them. That man was a lawyer years ago. Argued a case in front of the Supreme Court. That cute couple are about to adopt a toddler from Kenya. The maid speaking Spanish was a professor in her home country.

      “Do you remember going to the beach, when you filled your shoes with sand?” her mother asked from nowhere. “You wanted to bring it home, but you got so mad when it spilled in the car.”

      Daisy blinked. “I don’t…how old was I? Six? Seven?”

      “I miss the ocean,” Iris said, ignoring Daisy’s question. “It remembers everything.”

      Daisy reached for the sketch book and turned the page. “Will you draw me a bird? Maybe one of those blue herons that used to live on the pond behind our house?”

      Iris picked up the blue pencil, her hand steady as she sketched a few light lines. “You always make it better,” she said, not looking up.

      “So do you, Mom.”

      Daisy’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced at the screen: Aster, all caps, impossible to ignore. “I’ll be right back,” she told her mother.

      She stepped into the hallway, pressing the phone tight to her ear. “Hey, Aster.”

      “I just wired this month’s payment. Should go through by tomorrow.” No hello. No how are you? Just a quick, brief statement of the facts.

      “Thanks. You didn’t have to do it early.” She pictured him sitting at the desk of his expansive veterinary clinic, staring out at palm trees and sun.

      “How’s Mom?” he asked after a pause.

      “Pretty good today.”

      “Good. That’s…” He went away from the phone and said something to someone in the background.

      “But she seems tired so much of the time.”

      A rustle. Then the yip of a dog. “She’s always tired on that med,” Aster said. “That’s what it’s for. To keep her more even.”

      “I know. I just…” Daisy let the words fade. “You should call her. I’m sure she misses you.”

      “Yeah, okay. Will do. Listen, I’ve got surgery on a dachshund in twenty minutes. We’ll talk later, okay?” He hung up before she could respond.

      Daisy stayed where she was for a moment. Her heart ached, a dull throb that never really went away. She looked down and saw a coffee stain on her shirt, another dribble down one pant leg. Nice. How long had that been there? Hours, probably.

      She tucked the phone back in her pocket and went to say goodbye to her mother, who was waiting for her, filling in the heron with blue.

      

      The sun was still high in the sky when Daisy walked back outside. It flared golden arcs across the pavement and onto the flowering crabapple trees. She strode past the garden, in no hurry to drive home or change into her barista’s uniform with the coffee mug stitched over her left breast. She still had an hour or so before she had to clock in.

      So she dropped onto a warm concrete bench near the side parking lot and pulled out her phone. A calendar reminder of her shift, a text from her best friend Addie, a missed spam call. Nothing else.

      No notifications from App-arently Yours, the newest dating app she’d signed up for last week. It was billed as no-fuss, no-frills, for the “serious single” seeking other serious singles, whatever that meant. She’d tried the others, the ones the vast majority of her friends were on. They’d turned up nothing.

      She opened the app, telling herself she’d scroll for just five minutes.

      Faces filled her screen, pre-selected for her: a ginger guy with a big beard and a Red Sox jersey, who “loves dogs, the outdoors, and bad puns.” Left swipe, and he was gone.

      Next: glasses and a cardboard sign that read “free hugs.”

      Third: a wide, uneven smile and a ukulele. She paused, certain she’d seen him before. Maybe in college? There was a vague memory of small talk across a sticky table in a bar near the ocean.

      Left. Left. Left.

      She stopped at an older man, his hair silver and face unreadable, leaning on a kayak in thick morning mist. Under the picture was a quote: “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.”

      So which did he want?

      Daisy closed the app. “Who am I kidding?” she said aloud, and a nearby squirrel looked up at her, a nut in its paws. Her mother was right. Nick, the musician she’d dated for almost a year, had made her laugh. He’d had nice hair and a nice smile and no reservations in moving to center-city Boston for a teaching job.

      Daisy had waited for him to ask her to come along, but he’d never brought it up. Just kissed her, acted regretful, then said they should “keep in touch” in case she ever needed a place to stay if she visited.

      Like he was willing to be a Holiday Inn for her and not much more.

      “I am not getting involved with anyone. Ever,” she said aloud to the squirrel. It was too exhausting, putting yourself out there, letting yourself fall, only to find that the other person wasn’t falling in the same way.

      Plus, with her mother’s situation —

      Her phone buzzed in her hand, not with a call or an App-arently Yours notification, but a new email from the Lighthouse Fellowship Grant Committee.

      Daisy’s heart stuttered.

      She looked around and opened the email, barely breathing. She’d stopped waiting for this email. Stopped hoping. The words took a second to settle:

      Dear Ms. Davenport⁠—

      We are delighted to inform you that you have been selected as this year’s recipient of the The Lighthouse Fellowship for Filmmaking. The grant committee at Misterion College was particularly moved by your proposal to document the aftermath and ongoing impact of the Drake Isle mudslides…

      She stared. The words swam on the tiny screen, so she read the email again, convinced it would vanish. Same words. Same congratulations.

      “This isn’t happening.”

      One of the most competitive grants on the East Coast, and she’d won it.

      She’d won it?

      Daisy put one hand to her mouth, fingers shaking. She’d built her application in snatches of time between gigs at the station and coffee shops shifts and visits to her mother, never believing it would land. Yet there it was: real and solid, money and months of work and a possible future.

      Iris Davenport had lived on Drake Isle for a time after marrying her husband, though they’d moved away when Daisy was just a baby. Still, she talked about it often, telling Daisy stories about the people, the landscape, and the mudslides that had changed its shape forever. And Daisy knew as soon as she was serious about film-making that she wanted to find out more, to explore more, about the rain and the earth washing away and the people who didn’t survive the mudslides — along with the people who did.

      Now she was being handed the opportunity to do it, all expenses paid.

      Daisy jumped up from the bench, arms raised champion-style. “I did it!”

      A nurse pushing a resident in a wheelchair gave her a curious look. But for once, Daisy didn’t care. The whole world could give her strange looks right now.

      Then she sank back to the bench. Drake Isle was almost two hours away from the Pinegrove Care Facility, between the ferry ride and the drive to get there. What would she tell her mother if her visits shrank to once or twice a week instead of every other day? Could she tell her mother, or would the thought upset Iris?

      Yet the idea of not sharing this news with her mother sent a dagger of grief straight through her. She’d be so happy, Daisy thought. She’d want to know every detail.

      Daisy stared at her phone. She’d be a fool to turn down this opportunity. “Thank you,” she typed before she could second-guess herself. “I’m thrilled and honored and can’t wait to know more about the details.”

      Then she hit send before she could think better of it and let the sun chase the chill and the doubt from her shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Carter

          

        

      

    

    
      Carter’s mornings always started with the blast of his phone’s alarm and a giant cup of coffee so strong it could etch glass. He went for a five-mile run, did a hundred sit-ups followed by a hundred push-ups, then took a cool shower and made a protein smoothie.

      A ten minute drive from his condo took him to his veterinary clinic out near the state line.

      He swung into the parking lot a little before eight. He’d built this place from the ground up, scrimping and saving since graduating from vet school, and he was damn proud of what he’d done.

      Against all odds.

      Despite the place he’d come from.

      “Morning, Doctor C!” called Keisha the minute he walked inside. The beads on the ends of her braids matched the color of her nails, and she flashed him a wide smile as she texted without looking at her phone. “Coffee’s on.”

      “Thanks.” He glanced over his schedule and then stuck his head into the break room. His two techs sat at the table, a plate of pastries between them. “Morning, ladies.”

      Marnie, a woman close to his own age, lifted a chocolate-glazed doughnut in greeting. “Doc.” She’d been with him from the start, almost ten years ago. Great with the animals, even better with the clients. Lila, fresh out of school at the local community college, turned three shades of pink as he walked into the room.

      “Morning, doc,” she said, lashes fluttering as she wrapped her fingers around her coffee mug. They’d had a couple of close encounters since he’d hired her six months ago, but one thing Carter never did was sleep with his staff. He negotiated his way around the table, filled his own tall stainless steel coffee mug, then retreated to his office in the back.

      He had a busy day ahead, and they’d likely have a walk-in or two. First appointments started at nine and went straight through to five.

      First was a German Shepherd with thunder phobia, then two annual exams on cats he’d seen since they were born, then a French bulldog with a limp.

      “She’s been up all night,” Frenchie’s owner said, blinking back tears. “Won’t eat. Won’t leave her bed.”

      He nodded, listening more to the hitch in the dog’s breathing than her owner’s words. Frenchie panted in that short, jerky tempo teetering just past panic. She was hurting. And scared because she was hurting. Carter zoned in, moving slowly, his palm flat, pressing along muscle until he found what he was looking for: a knot of inflammation on the dog’s front left thigh.

      “Looks like she has a strain,” he said. “She probably slipped on that nice new tile floor you just put in. Not used to it yet.”

      The look on the owner’s face was half relief, half wounded pride, as if her floor had turned traitor in the night. Carter didn’t judge. He just laid out the anti-inflammatory plan, the need for rest and no jumping. Frenchie leaned into his hand, weight heavy and trusting, and somewhere deep down Carter felt something release, the way it always did when he eased an animal’s pain.

      Penance?

      Self-soothing?

      Or maybe just proof that he could fix something.

      That he could make a living, breathing thing feel safe again.

      The owner thanked him as she backed out of the clinic. But before Carter could reach for the next file, a yowl erupted from exam room three, and he hurried inside, where Lila was mid-battle with a tabby. A young mom with two kids stood in the corner, bottom lips trembling.

      Carter took a quick survey of the angry cat and the blood seeping from fresh scratches on his vet tech’s arms. “What do we have here?”

      Lila grimaced as she tucked Princess Buttercup into a towel burrito. “She has a wound on her right front leg. But she’s not letting me anywhere near it.”

      Princess Buttercup – Carter always inwardly laughed at the name – was cranky on her good days. Today, in obvious pain, she was all claws and fury. So he went in low and gentle, voice soft, doing his best to get a clear view of the abscess.

      Buttercup’s owner stood in the corner, wiping back tears, one hand on each of her children’s shoulders. “She got out of the apartment last night. I don’t know…I think some animal got to her…”

      The little girl started to cry, and the woman bent and whispered something in the girl’s ear. The boy was doing his best to remain stoic, Carter could tell, but tears brimmed in his eyes, too.

      “Ah, Princess Buttercup is a champ,” he said. “This is nothing. A little scratch.” That wasn’t exactly true; the wound was a mess: red, swollen, and seeping. But it wasn’t anything Carter hadn’t seen before. And the fact that the cat was still feisty, still trying to fight them off, meant she wasn’t too unstable.

      It was when creatures stopped fighting, when they folded in on themselves and gave up, that you lost hope.

      “Things happen,” he said over his shoulder as he worked. “Cats love to explore. It’s not anyone’s fault.” He spoke to the kids, maybe eight and ten years old. They sniffled, but the tears were gone now. “But you’ll all need to keep an eye on her the next few days. No more outdoor adventures, okay?”

      They all nodded vigorously. By the end of the appointment, Princess Buttercup had simmered down, yellow eyes still suspicious but claws in. Pain and antibiotic meds starting to take effect. Anger and pain going away.

      “You’re amazing,” Lila said as they cleaned up and the family left. “Really. My cats don’t even let me in the room when they’re hurt.”

      “I’m experienced,” he said. “And I’m not afraid to get scratched or bitten in the process. Be more assertive. Let the animal know you’re in control. But also, that you’re there to help.” He let his gaze settle on the young tech. “You’ll get there. Don’t worry.”

      She blushed, blinked, caught her bottom lip between her teeth. Carter left the room before he said something he shouldn’t.

      Between cases, he caught the running commentary at reception. Today’s topic was, as usual, his dating life.

      “I’m telling you, Marnie,” Lila said, flicking through vaccine records, “that man’s eyes alone? They should be illegal. And his body? And… damn. I bet he leaves a trail of broken hearts everywhere he goes.”

      Marnie shrugged. “Maybe. I know he never dates anyone more than a few months.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Keisha said. “Sketchy past? Secret wife and family in Boston? Fear of commitment?”

      Marnie’s voice was soft. “Who knows? Maybe he’s seen too much grief with these animals. Doesn’t want to commit because he knows loving something means it’ll rip out your heart in the end.”

      Carter pretended not to hear, but the words stuck hot and heavy behind his ribs.

      Loving something means it’ll rip out your heart in the end…

      Hell if that wasn’t the truth.

      He walked away, not wanting to hear anything more. Ate lunch in his office while the others laughed over sandwiches from the deli down the street.

      First appointment of the afternoon: a pregnant poodle whose owner stared at Carter in disbelief when he told her the news “But that’s not possible!”

      “I’m afraid it is,” he chuckled. “Do you know who the father might be?”

      After that was a new patient, Plato, a parrot who’d chewed his own wing and bashed the raw edge on a curtain rod. The owner, a guy in cargo shorts who smelled of weed, leaned against the wall and yawned.

      Plato glared at Carter. “Hello, fuck you,” he said, in a voice that sounded like a woman’s.

      Carter grinned. “Let’s check your wing, Plato.” It took a few minutes of jockeying and other random curse words until he got a clear look at the wound. It was just a superficial cut, but it needed cleaning and a wrap.

      “Thanks, man,” said the owner as he finished.

      “Sure thing.” Carter peeled off his gloves as a glint of color caught his eye.

      On the floor in the corner of the exam room lay a friendship bracelet, with knotted thread and plastic beads, blue and white and mint green. Instantly familiar. The kind of thing Penny had made a long time ago, along with all the other girls in the Drake Isle Middle School.

      The edges of Carter’s vision went fuzzy.

      

      “Carter! Hey!”

      He wasn’t even off the bus when Penny called out to him, waving from down the rutted road on Burnt Rock Cove. He tossed his bookbag on Mama Jo and Carl’s porch and jogged to meet her.

      “You weren’t in school today,” he said when he got there.

      She was flushed and sunburned, barefoot. Wild. Thirteen, same as him, but so out of his league it hurt.

      He knew this.

      He didn’t care.

      The one thing he had was brains. An above-average IQ, according to some test he’d taken back in elementary school. It meant things came easy to him in school, and that he was in advanced classes, same as Penny.

      “You missed the math test,” he said now, worried.

      “It’s okay. Mr. Holloran will let me take it tomorrow.”

      Carter followed Penny down to the beach. “Were you sick?”

      She shook her head and picked her way across a line of flat rocks that led out into the water. “My dad was,” she said over her shoulder.

      Carter scowled. He knew what that meant: Bruno Gottfried had had too much to drink the night before and couldn’t make it to work. So his only daughter stayed home from school and wiped up his puke and piss and made him coffee and kept the lights off so he didn’t get angry.

      Carter hated Bruno. All the Harlan boys did.

      “I made you something,” Penny said when he caught up with her. They stood side by side, balancing on a wet rock, watching the tide go out.

      “What?”

      “Here.” She handed him a friendship bracelet, woven from thin threads in his favorite colors, orange and white. It had two small beads in the middle. All the girls at school were making them, passing them around like party favors. “It’s you and me,” she said. “Friends ‘til the end. Right?”

      Something crawled into his throat, and he couldn’t speak. He slid the bracelet over his wrist and pulled the ends until it tightened. “Right. And thanks,” he said, wanting to say something else, something more, and not knowing how.

      I love you, came to mind, but that wasn’t the sort of thing you said to your neighbor, even if half the time your chest hurt just being around her.

      “Let’s fish before the sun sets,” Penny said, and the moment was gone.

      

      Carter picked up the bracelet and shoved it into his pocket. Who’d dropped it here? The kids from Princess Buttercup’s appointment earlier? They didn’t have a Lost and Found at the clinic, but he’d stick it in a desk drawer in case anyone came back for it. He wondered if anyone ever noticed what they’d left behind, or if ghosts just stacked up, year by year, gathering dust. Making appearances when you least expected it.

      He took a long breath and let the memory of Penny dissolve.

      

      “Hey, doc?” Keisha said around two-thirty. “Your last two appointments of the day just cancelled.”

      “Really?”

      She shrugged and nodded. “Tonto’s owner said the dog stopped throwing up and seems fine now. The other was a new patient. Said she’d call to reschedule next week.”

      Carter looked outside. Brilliant summer day, with the sun high in the sky. “You know what? Let’s close up early.”

      “You sure?” Marnie asked.

      “Yep. Call Woodland Creek and let them know.” The after-hours clinic in the next town over handled emergencies when Carter’s was closed, and vice versa. “Anyone else can use the online scheduler.” His mind clicked, making plans before he was fully out the door. “Enjoy the rest of the day,” he said to the three women. “I’m gonna pay someone a visit.”

      He could hear the whispers even as he tossed his lab coat into the laundry room. Not the someone you’re thinking, he could say as he left, setting the gossip straight.

      But he didn’t.

      His red Mazda knew the way to Pinegrove Care Facility. Less than a fifteen-minute drive from his clinic, it sat back from the road, tucked into trees and gardens. Darren and Will rarely came to visit Mama Jo. Once or twice a year, maybe.

      But Carter tried for better. Tried for once or twice a month, even though that wasn’t nearly enough for the woman who’d saved him. Who’d showed him that love could be limitless and that a house could be safe.

      At least for a little while.

      He pulled into the side visitors’ lot and took a minute to check his phone. No calls from the clinic. Good. A few texts, a handful of notifications from the App-arently Yours dating app, and an email about speaking at an upcoming conference in New York.

      Nothing pressing.

      He got out and headed for the door. And stopped.

      A woman sat bent over her phone near the side entrance. Chestnut hair loose around her face, skin flushed. Long legs. Oversized purse on the ground at her feet. Not a nurse. He didn’t recognize her.

      She lifted her head and saw him. She blinked, then smiled so brightly that he felt like he’d been struck by lightning.

      The smile was followed at once by a flicker of recognition.

      Oh, shit.

      She knew him. From where?

      He slowed and smiled – careful, neutral, not too wide or knowing. He had no idea who she was.

      She tucked away her phone and kept smiling, as if she was about to speak to him. He ran through the options: former client? One-night stand? College? Foster placement?

      Could they have slept together? He didn’t think so, but that was the most likely possibility. He tried to reconstruct the context but couldn’t.

      “Hi,” he said as he got closer.

      She opened her mouth, and her face turned bright red. “Hi.”

      He winked, gave a little nod, and kept walking, pretending his pulse hadn’t just tripped over itself.

      By the time the automatic doors slid shut behind him, he still couldn’t remember her name – or why the sight of her felt like being yanked backward through time. All he knew was that he had the strangest feeling his life had just changed, and he hadn’t even made it to the damn front desk yet.
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