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To Patti

Whose courage, kindness, warmth

and boundless generosity of spirit 

will always be a steady beacon of light

in the darkest of times

and the stormiest of weather.

A sister. 

A best friend.

An irreplaceable role model.

And an unapologetic bacon thief.

PROLOGUE

The words jumped off the page as though its author had inked it in neon. Morgan rolled her eyes in annoyance, in spite of the fact the name Barry Wells held no meaning other than one more prospective tenant for the summer.

Profession: Music Business.

There was just no getting away from them, was there?

She proceeded to stuff his handwritten letter back into the envelope, the balance unread. Typical artist, she had already labeled him. Not even the common sense to borrow a computer and peck out a professional intro. If she felt like spending the energy, she could also hazard a guess what he looked like.

Definitely not the type she wanted to share a roof with for three months, much less listen to incessant hours of practice toward a career that would probably never ignite.

Downstairs, the clock was chiming three. Where had the afternoon gone? Suddenly conscious she’d skipped lunch in deference to re-writes on the new script, she tossed the envelope atop the ominously growing stack of bills. A mild expletive escaped her lips.

Whoever had told her life in the Pacific Northwest was like a day at the beach had clearly been lying. Or at least fudging on the reality about day-to-day expenses.

“You’re the one who had to go live on an island,” she could hear her mother say, punctuating it with a heavy sigh which mingled pity and censure. As recently as yesterday, she’d said it again on the phone and asked her whether she’d given any more thought to moving back to New York.

“It’s my life,” Morgan always retorted. “I’m happy.”

Even on an island, though, there was no escaping the pain of a broken heart.

CHAPTER 1

Whidbey Island had long represented a sweet respite from the cacophony and confusion of city life just across Puget Sound. 

Dwarfed by the Cascades in the distance and out-populated by the firs and red cedars, the village of Langley held a Norman Rockwell sort of charm which drew tourists like a magnet. For some, the yen for peace in so charming a setting manifested itself in weekend shopping trips or the rental of summer cabins. For others, the pull was far stronger—the incontestable urge to shrug off responsibility and lay down roots in the shadows of an earlier, more pleasant time.

Whatever the choice or motive, civilization—if one really craved it—was but a scenic ferry ride away.

Granted, big cities were where the better-paying jobs tended to be. At least the jobs for which Morgan was best qualified. She had even exchanged a comment to that effect with a total stranger at the So-and-So Cafe where she’d stopped for a late lunch one fateful afternoon after returning from some sightseeing on the mainland.

The older woman asked her what kind of job she was looking for.

“Something creative. I’m a writer.”

“Oooooh! What do you write, hon?”

“Mostly articles. Magazine fillers.” She refrained from saying she was also working on a novel because it invariably prompted a listener to ask what it was about.

“Pays pretty good? Those articles ‘n’ things?”

“Not enough to keep me from job-hunting.” On impulse, she asked whether her listener knew of anyone local who might be hiring.

“Lotta folks out here work in the downtown.”

“Langley has a downtown?” an incredulous Morgan replied, wondering how she could possibly have missed it.

The woman laughed so hard her entire body jiggled. “Downtown Seattle,” she clarified. “That or Everett. Easy-peasy to catch a ferry.”

Seattle, the woman continued, was on everyone’s radar these days thanks to the TV show about the shrink and the funny little dog that was always staring at him.

“Frasier?”

“Yep, that’s the one. They film it over there, y’ know.” In the next breath, she suggested it might be a good place to interview. “...and get autographs!”

Morgan smiled, not wanting to burst the woman’s bubble and tell her the show was actually shot on a soundstage in Los Angeles. “Thanks. I’ll have to keep it in mind.”

As if noticing it for the first time, the woman asked her about the camera sitting next to her purse. “You’re a photographer, too?”

“Hobby mostly.”

“You want to take some pretty pictures, hon, you might want to get yourself out to the old Hradek Lighthouse.”

The elderly waitress refilling Morgan’s cup joined in with her own vote of agreement.

Morgan tried to repeat the pronunciation. “What does it mean?” she asked.

“Something about a castle dweller,” the first woman informed her, drawing on what Morgan would later learn was her knowledge as the town’s designated snoop. “Of course, it hasn’t been a working one for years.” She merrily nattered on about its history and the star-crossed immigrants who had once lived there and dutifully kept wayward ships from running aground. The current owner, she explained, was looking for someone to sell it to.

“A white elephant, if you ask me,” the waitress said with a snort. “She’d be better off spiffing it up and renting til the economy picks up.”

“Or just donating it to the Park Service,” her friend added.

For a fleeting moment, Morgan was reminded of a childhood fantasy she’d once had about being a famous writer and living in a lighthouse on the windswept coast of Maine. Well, she was neither famous nor was she on the right coast but the romantic allure of being a recluse in a fog-shrouded dwelling by the ocean still beckoned. “I’m not really in a position to buy a lighthouse right now,” she confessed.

The two women seemed to think that renting the place—“trying it on for size”—was an option the owner could probably swing.

“You should at least give it a look-see,” the waitress said. “It’s not too far...”

Morgan cast a discreet glance at her watch under the guise of brushing a lock of dark hair off her forehead.

“Oh, you have plenty of time,” both women assured her. “Just tell her Emmy and Eunice sent you.”

Was everyone on Whidbey this free with their neighbor’s hospitality, she wondered. It was a far cry from her native New York where everyone lived behind deadbolts and avoided eye contact on the subways.

“You know, it’s a slow day,” Emmy the waitress announced. She was already untying her gingham apron and pulling off her hairnet. “I’ll go with you.”

* * *
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A SMILE ALWAYS CAME to Morgan’s lips whenever she recalled their subsequent lobbying to convince the lighthouse owner she’d be a responsible renter until such time as a decision was made on what to do with the old place. Opinionated as the two women could be on occasion, there was no denying Emmy Reed and Eunice Halligan truly had her best interests at heart. They were also the first to cheer her when she landed a telecommuting job with a local access cable show in Seattle. Yes, the pay was practically peanuts but it nonetheless rekindled the belief she should revisit that work-in-progress novel she kept setting aside.

It was Emmy to whom she had turned for advice when finances became tighter than she anticipated. It was Eunice, the local librarian, who proposed the idea about Morgan’s renting out her extra room for the summer. “Lots of artsy types need a place to get inspired,” she said. “I betcha it’ll go like hotcakes!”

As she now sat through her fifth interviewee, Morgan was beginning to wonder if it wasn’t just another device on the part of both spinsters to gleefully irritate her.

She stood up to shake the hand of the thin young woman she had just finished talking to. “Do you have any other questions?” she asked, even though she had mentally crossed this one off her list at least two minutes after they’d met.

“Is there—uh—like a problem if the rent’s—well, y’know, kinda late like from time to time?” 

Morgan arched a suspicious brow. “How often are we talking about?” Honestly, she thought, the stupid things people say when they forget their mouths are open.

The young woman bit her lip, its surface already devoid of color or gloss from the act of nervously nibbling on it all through the interview. “Well, like, sometimes it’s, well—y’know, not always sorta there?”

At least a dozen retorts went through Morgan’s head, none of which her listener would have grasped or appreciated for their wit. Instead, she replied that payment was expected no later than the fifth of each month.

“Oh,” said the girl as if this were a completely foreign concept to her. “So like I guess now I wait for you to call me or what?”

She’d be waiting for a very long time as far as Morgan was concerned. Still, she politely thanked her for coming.

Well, if things continue at this brilliant pace—no, I don’t even want to fathom it. 

Somehow, some way, she’d make it to September.

September.

“Egad,” she muttered to herself as she sat down on the bottom of the circular steps. What had ever possessed her to come to the Pacific Northwest in the first place, much less, stay this long?

She closed her green eyes. All right, she knew the answer to that one. 

The beauty. 

The calm. 

The simplicity.

The distance from Vinnie Prosio and everything his memory reminded her of. When, she wondered, would the past ever loosen its tight grip on the present?

Lost in temporary reminiscence, she jumped when the phone rang.

“I’m calling about your summer rental,” said a man’s voice. “Would it be okay for me to take a look at it this afternoon?”

The last applicant had left her feeling disenchanted with humanity, a feeling she couldn’t keep from seeping into her voice. “It would depend on how far away you are. I really hadn’t planned on doing any more interviews until tomorrow.” With any luck, he was calling from the mainland and she could feign the excuse it would take him too long to get there. 

“Actually, I’m pretty close.” 

Oh great. He was already on Whidbey. Maybe even in Langley itself. “How close?” she asked.

“Is your front door close enough?”

“What?!”

“I tried the bell but it must be broken...”

A little breathless, she opened the door to a tall, well-dressed stranger holding a cell phone to his ear. 

“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” he apologized, still speaking into his mobile. With a grin, he snapped it shut and extended his right hand. “Barry Wells.”

Wells. Barry Wells. Why did his name sound familiar?

“I sent a letter to the post office box you listed in your ad two weeks ago? When I didn’t hear anything back from you, I just wanted to see if the place was still available.” 

She felt a sudden heat steal into her face, even though he had no way of knowing his letter had long since been tossed. “Yes, of course,” she lied. “It’s just that there have been so many people to schedule.” A quick and disturbing thought crossed her mind. “How did you get my direct phone number?” She had temporarily signed up with a call service in Everett which forwarded messages to her, something Emmy advised would ‘screen out the kooks.’

For a second time, he apologized for the invasion of her privacy. “I was asking for directions at the hardware store down on Main Street. They told me they did some repair work for you up here.” 

Yes, that was good ol’ Langley. She was reminded of the lyrics in the theme from Cheers—the place where everyone knows your name and no one’s shy about giving out personal information. 

She hesitated, unsure of whether to invite him in or fib further and say the room had already been rented. No, the latter wouldn’t do. She had already divulged on the phone she was still interviewing prospective tenants.

To her surprise, he seemed to be hesitating about something, too. 

“You have the advantage over me,” he remarked. “You know my name but I don’t know yours.”

All right, so telling him her name was harmless enough. 

“Morgan,” she replied. “Morgan Selby.”

* * * 
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IT WAS IMPOSSIBLE TO dislike him. Inwardly, she chided herself that disliking him was exactly what she was trying to do. To find some flaw or peculiarity which would render him unsuitable as a short-term tenant. Exactly why she had such determination to dismiss him, however, she wasn’t sure. Maybe it all stemmed from a deep-seated belief that if something seemed too good to be true, there was always a hidden catch.

Yet with every answer he gave to her questions, the realization she had landed the perfect boarder was becoming clear.

As Emmy and Eunice would probably have added, his looks weren’t any hardship on the peepers, either.

His stance conveyed he was a man who had not only found his place in the world at a relatively young age but he was also content with it. His dark hair, slightly graying at the temples, was thick and tapered neatly to the collar of his sport coat. Featherlike laugh lines crinkled at the corners of blue eyes that seemingly missed nothing. Even in a crowd, his presence would be compelling. The set of his chin suggested a stubborn streak, yet not a trace of it emerged as he followed her through the split-level cottage, thoughtfully complimenting her on the décor. Her curiosity, as well as her vanity was aroused; they had similar tastes in color and furnishings.

There was also an air of efficiency and sense of purpose about him which fascinated her. “So what do you do?” she asked, trying to connect this impeccable person now seated across from her with the sloppy image she’d conjured from a discarded note. Music business, she remembered. Someone with obnoxiously pierced body parts and hair longer than her own. She was relieved to have been so wrong about him.

He smiled. 

Geez, she thought, even his smile is near perfection. It was enough to make her senses spin.

“I guess you could call me two parts law and one part music,” he replied.

“Oh? What instrument do you play?”

“Mostly the radio in my car,” he facetiously answered. “Actually, I’m a talent promoter. I go around scouring the country for fresh sounds and then push the right papers to get them into business.”

She was surprised at how quickly impressed she was by his obvious enthusiasm for his work. Either that or the fact he seemed to be gauging her reactions as if they were somehow of profound importance to him. “And your scouring has brought you to Washington?” she asked.

He nodded. “I understand there are a lot of kids with a following in the coffee houses. But then, you probably know more about that than I would.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant by this. Was he lumping her in with the ‘kid’ generation? All right, so she didn’t look nearly thirty. Maybe it was a compliment. Or maybe she looked like she hung around coffee houses. Or maybe—

She nearly missed his next question while trying to analyze his last answer.

“So how long have you owned this place?” he asked.

“Actually, I don’t. I’m on a two-year lease. It’s just one of those things I—” Okay, what was the right word here? “—fell into by accident, I guess.” It would even make a good story someday, she often thought. Then again, reality rarely made a seamless transition to fiction.

“Well, it would suit my needs to a tee,” he replied. “I’ll be spending most of my time over on the mainland listening to bands. You probably won’t even know I’m here.”

She seriously doubted that, having already committed his striking visage to her memory.

“And, of course,” he added, “if you’re ever having a party or anything and need me to make myself invisible...”

Was this a tenant from Heaven or what? What landlord didn’t want such a cooperative boarder who could fade into the woodwork upon request?

“I assume,” he continued, “you’d want the full three months paid up front?”

She was temporarily speechless, which her visitor interpreted as discomfort rather than amazement. “I guess maybe I’m jumping the gun a little,” he apologized. “I forgot you said you’re still interviewing other people.” He withdrew a business card from his wallet and proceeded to jot his references on the back. “These are the names and numbers of people who can vouch for me in New York—” 

“New York?”

“I thought I mentioned it in my letter?”

Before she could respond, he told her he’d be staying in Seattle until Friday. “If you think you’ll have made a decision by then...?”

“Yes, I’m sure I will.” Seriously. Could her mind be made up any more than it already was?

And that’s when she noticed the gold and amethyst ring on his left hand.

Funny, how it completely escaped her attention until now, just before he was leaving. Not that a wedding band was any of her business, she reminded herself. This was strictly a landlord/tenant relationship in the making. As long as he kept to himself and paid the rent on time, she had as little right to pry about his personal life as he had to pry about hers. 

She had also tuned herself out some time ago to noticing such things about men at all. Why even bother, she rationalized. She wasn’t looking to get involved or attached for a long time to come, persistent as her mother was about the necessity for her to do so before it was too late to give her a house full of grandchildren. Unspoken in these conversations was that Clarice Selby chose to ignore the two and a half years her daughter had been with Vinnie Prosio.

Her visitor’s voice suddenly cut into her mental tennis game of wondering whether his jewelry was a wedding band or a family heirloom.

“I’m sorry—what?” she said, hoping she hadn’t been staring too hard at the square cut stone.

The magnetism of his smile as he repeated his question was nearly as mesmerizing as the amethyst. “Was there anything else you wanted to know about me?”

She faltered. “Uh...” Well, she certainly couldn’t come out and ask him about the ring. The man was an attorney, for Heaven’s sake!  There was probably something discriminatory about inquiring as to a renter’s marital status. The last thing she needed right now was the expense of him taking her to court for asking inappropriate questions.

She also didn’t need him to think she was coming on to him. Which she absolutely wasn’t.

“Nothing else I can think of,” she murmured, wishing she could have at least come up with one more question. A question which would require a lengthy answer and allow her to inhale his sandalwood aftershave that much longer.

He was standing to leave. 

“You really have a beautiful setting up here,” he complimented her. “I can see why you’ve had so many people asking about it.”

She followed him to the door. “So,” she started to say, then faltered again, conscious of a tingling in the pit of her stomach which hadn’t been there before his arrival.

“So?”

“So—uh, you’re definitely interested?”  

He prefaced his response with another one of those signature smiles. “What gave me away?”

“Well, it’s definitely a wonderful place to spend the summer.” You’re repeating yourself, her conscience nagged her. Enough already.

“I look forward to finding that out.”

The front door was now open.

“So will anyone else be joining you?” Even inside her head, the words had come out sounding like a dutiful waiter.

He considered her question for a moment before replying in a voice which was uncompromising and yet oddly gentle. “Not this time,” he replied.

CHAPTER 2

To coin one of their own phrases, Emmy and Eunice were absolutely twitterpated over Morgan’s news she’d finally rented out the spare room.

As for Morgan, she could still feel the warm squeeze of his handshake long after he had left and knew she’d have to fight her own battle of personal restraint not to read anything significant into it.

“Didn’t I tell you the room would rent in a heartbeat?!” Emmy declared in satisfaction. She took partial credit for her neighbor Earl down at the hardware store having provided the out-of-towner with her young friend’s unlisted number.

Eunice was quick to reclaim her own authorship of the idea, having helped Morgan write up the catchy rental ad in the first place. “So how long is it going to take him to move all his stuff in?” she wanted to know.

The question struck Morgan as funny. “He’s only moving his clothes. I shouldn’t imagine it would take him that long.”

“Unless he’s a clotheshorse,” Eunice said. “Men can be just as bad about women about that kind of thing.”

“Well, you’ll just have to bring him down to the cafe for dinner when he’s all settled in,” Emmy enthusiastically proposed. “I’ll even put out the good plates for you.”

“And the real glasses,” Eunice added. “None of the cheap plastic stuff.”

Morgan gracefully sidestepped the invitation. “He’s going to be very busy,” she told them, repeating what he had told her about being virtually invisible for his entire stay.

“Well, that’s no excuse not to eat three squares,” Eunice countered, her own physique an ample testament she took such advice seriously. “Now sit yourself down and tell us all about him, dear.”  Emmy was already slicing a generous piece of apple cobbler.

“There’s really not much to tell. He works in the music industry, he’s from New York—” 

“Oh my,” Eunice said with a slight shudder.

“What’s wrong?”

“He’s not a perverted psychopath or anything, is he?”

It was Emmy’s turn to laugh. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “Morgan’s a smart girl. Don’t you think she’d recognize a perverted psychopath if she saw one?”

“Now how would she do that?” Eunice challenged her. “They look like everyone else. That’s how they blend in.”  She informed them she had read an article about it just the other afternoon in Psychology Today. “I’ll cut it out and send it to you,” she offered. “You can never be too sure about these things.”

“Go on with your story,” Emmy encouraged Morgan as she refilled her coffee cup. “We want to know every last little detail.”

* * * 
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THE TRUTH WAS, SHE knew little more about Barry Wells the Saturday morning he moved in than she had from the previous Tuesday when they first met. Sterling adjectives about his character and credit had liberally laced the conversations she had with his references back East. “You won’t have any problems with him,” his banker promised with a chuckle in his voice. “I guarantee it.”

Could he also guarantee she wouldn’t spend 24/7 thinking about the way he made her pulse race? She didn’t think so.

What brief opportunity she might have seized with his landlord to inquire about the existence of a Mrs. Wells at the Manhattan penthouse address was abandoned as fast as it came. What if it should get back to him somehow she’d been snooping about his private life? No, she thought. He was going to be spending three months under the same roof with her. Surely he’d drop enough clues by summer’s end if she just paid close attention.

Not that she had any pressing need to know about his marital status anyway.

“I’m having the phone company come out and put in a separate line for you the day after tomorrow,” she told him. “So if you want to hook up an answering machine or a computer...?”

“That’s really nice of you,” he thanked her. “Actually, though, I’m not going to be giving my whereabouts out to that many people. Only the ones who need to know.”

Morgan assumed his wife was probably one of them. 

“—and mostly on my cell,” he was saying.

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry. I tend to talk fast when I have a lot on my mind.”  He repeated his remark about the cell phone. “Before I forget, I ought to give you that number, too, in case you need to reach me for anything.”

She couldn’t imagine what sort of crisis would require it but felt obliged to thank him for the offer anyway. His fingers accidentally brushed hers as he handed her the check and his signed copy of the lease. She was tempted to tell him they should shake hands again and seal the deal, if for no other reason than to feel the warmth he radiated. Instead she followed him up the stairs of what would be his address for the next three months.

“Refresh my memory again,” he said, “the bathroom is the door on the right?” Some years ago, Morgan told him, a past round of ownership had foreseen the wisdom of adding a second bath in what had once been a good-sized closet. The trend toward converting historic homes into B&B’s generated a boom in the remodeling business—a much needed shot in the arm for Seattle’s economy. 

“It’s stocked with towels, soap, everything you need,” she replied as she opened the door. She had actually had fun going to the new Bath and Boutique Shoppe which recently opened just down the street from the café. The realization her own supply of fluffy, feminine pastels and fragrant body bars wouldn’t do prompted an afternoon excursion of finding ‘manly’ colors and accessories for the décor. She even found a sandalwood soap-on-a-rope for the shower but returned it to the store when she started stressing if he’d construe such a gesture on her part as paying much too close attention to his aftershave.

He grinned as he popped his head in the open door. “All the comforts of home.”

Morgan wondered what ‘home’ was like where he came from. 

“You also mentioned something to me having about kitchen privileges,” he reminded her. “Okay if I take you up on that now and then?”

“Just replace whatever you use. I keep a list on the fridge.”  She had already given him a map from the Langley hardware store and circled what Emmy and Eunice called the ‘pertinents’—supermarket, post office, pharmacy.

“Sounds fair.”  He was withdrawing a bottle of red wine from one of the boxes he had carried in from his rental car. “My first contribution to the household,” he announced as he handed it to her.

She was surprised by both the gift and her recognition of the bottle’s expense. “What’s the occasion?”

“Just a thank you for picking me to be your tenant.”

“Well, you were certainly more than qualified, Mr. Wells.” Okay, it sounded hokey but it was the only thing she could think of.

“Please,” he insisted. “Call me Barry.”

* * * 
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SHE HAD COMPLETELY forgotten to ask him anything about coffee.

A disheveled Morgan stood in the kitchen doorway, still wearing the oversized T-shirt she’d slept in the night before. Though the first, faint rays of Sunday morning had yet to make their entrance through the louvered window, it was a routine she could do with her eyes shut. A sloppy but comfortable ritual of greeting the dawn she had followed ever since she’d been out on her own.

Funny that the first thing to dance into her head today was about changing it all to accommodate the presence of a stranger.

Coffee, for instance. 

Should she make her usual three cups or brew a full pot? 

Did he drink his coffee black or should she maybe break out the ceramic sugar bowl and creamer? In dismay, she remembered the only creamer she had was a blue and white porcelain cow with a chipped nose. Tacky. Very tacky.

Maybe he was a tea-drinker instead. Did she have any? If she did, should she set out the whole box or arrange it in a dainty wicker basket? Goodness knows when the last time was that she’d sliced a lemon, much less bought one...

Living by herself, of course, didn’t necessitate such formality. What limited cooking skills she inherited from her upbringing had long since fallen by the wayside in favor of packaged snacks and microwave dinners. Many a time, she had scarfed down entire meals standing at the kitchen counter, not because she was particularly pressed for time but because she just felt too lazy to lay a single place setting at the table and listen to herself chew.

He’s going to think I’m a total cretin, she thought.

You’re also a cretin wearing nothing but a pink T-shirt, her conscience chimed in. And have you taken a look at your hair lately?

That routine would obviously have to change, too.

At least she didn’t have to worry about it at this very moment. It was Sunday, it was barely five o’clock, and—like most weekend mornings at this time—she was fairly convinced she was the only person awake on the whole planet. Well, maybe except for her mother. Clarice Selby was a fanatic about maximizing the 24 hours a day she was allotted, especially if they could be put to use worrying about her only daughter on the opposite coast.

It was almost eight o’clock in New York City. It wasn’t her mother she was thinking about right now, though. She was wondering again about the place her boarder called Home. Did his penthouse have a spectacular view of the park? He looked like the type who’d want a commanding view of the city. 

His city. 

Okay, so it used to be her city, too, except she had personally never felt much in command of anything. Especially her own life.

If she were still living there now, she’d have heard the familiar ‘thunk’ of The New York Times hitting the apartment’s flimsy front door. Certainly it weighed enough to take the door right down with it, her mother always said. In Clarice’s opinion, the person hadn’t been born yet who could read the whole paper cover to cover. In Morgan’s opinion, it would have been fun to try, especially if it were shared in bed with someone special.

The ‘someone special’ apparently hadn’t been born yet either, she thought as she padded across the kitchen floor in her bare feet. So here I am on an island with The Langley Chit-Chat, no one to talk to, and a job which pays next to nothing. I really do need to get a life.
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