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Sharon Ward’s IN DEEP is a stellar, pulse-pounding debut novel featuring a female underwater photographer. A heady mix of underwater adventure, mystery, and romance.

Hallie Ephron, New York Times bestselling author

Pack your SCUBA fins for a wild trip to the Cayman Islands. In Deep delivers on twists and turns while introducing a phenomenal new protagonist in underwater photographer Fin Fleming, tough, perceptive, and fearless.

Edwin Hill, author of The Secrets We Share

How much did I love In Deep? Let me count the ways. Fin Fleming, underwater photographer, is a courageous yet vulnerable protagonist I want to sip Margaritas with. The Cayman Islands are exotic and alluring yet tinged with danger. The underwater scenes and SCUBA diving details are rendered in stunning detail. Wrap that all into a thrilling mystery and you'll be left as breathless as - well, no spoilers here. You must read it to find out! 

C. Michele Dorsey, Author of the Sabrina Salter Mysteries: No Virgin Island, Permanent Sunset, and Tropical Depression

Breathtaking on two levels, Sharon Ward’s debut novel IN DEEP will captivate experienced divers as well as those who’ve only dreamed of exploring the beauty beneath the sea. The underwater world off the Cayman Islands is stunningly rendered, and the complex mystery involving underwater photographer Fin Fleming, especially the electrifying dive scenes, will have readers holding their breath. Brava!

Brenda Buchanan

Author of the Joe Gale Mystery Series

In Deep is a smart and original story that sucks you in from page one. Edge-of-your-seat suspense, a hauntingly realistic villain, and a jaw-dropping twist make this pacy read unputdownable until the very last word.

Stephanie Scott-Snyder, Author of When Women Offend: Crime and the Female Perpetrator
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FOREWORD

GRAND CAYMAN IS ONE of my favorite places on Earth. For those of you who also love it, please know that I took some liberties with the geography of the island and a few dive sites. For example, I needed a convenient place to put the Madelyn Anderson Russo Institute, so I stuck one in.

In general, if something bad happens at any location, the spot is more than likely a figment of my imagination. The restaurant where Fin and Lily have lunch is fictitious. Don’t try to get a reservation.

For you divers, I added walls to a few dive sites where no walls exist, and I added some dive sites that aren’t real.

For those of you who don’t think freedivers are susceptible to narcosis, check out the latest research from DAN (Divers Alert Network). During the descent phase, below 180 feet divers are susceptible to the effects of excess nitrogen, and during the ascent phase, a similar phenomenon occurs from the effects of excess CO2. There are plenty of other sources that have reached the same conclusion.

Fin and the other professional divers in the book engage in some very risky dive practices. They dive alone. They don’t check their gauges. They dive too deep and ascend too fast. Unless you too are a pro, don’t do as they do. Recreational divers should always obey the dive safety rules, and dive within the limits of their experience. Plan your dive and dive your plan.

If you haven’t been to the Cayman Islands, go. It’s a magical place.
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Chapter 1: Freedive Training
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IT WAS JUST AFTER DAWN on the day of the first accident, and the scorching Cayman Islands’ sun was already warm on my shoulders. Before starting to load my gear onto the Maddy, my stepfather’s dive boat, I pulled on an old silver dive skin left over from one of the annual documentaries filmed by the Dr. Madelyn Anderson Russo Institute for Ocean Exploration. My name—Finola Fleming—was emblazoned in fluorescent pink letters down the right leg.

I was still in the first month of my new job and trying hard to make a name for myself. After finishing my doctoral coursework in oceanography, I’d rejoined the family business—the ocean exploration institute we call RIO for short—as marketing director and principal underwater photographer, work I love. Mostly because it requires me to dive every day.

My stepfather, Ray Russo, and his lifelong dive buddy, Gus Simmons, were sitting in the twin captain’s chairs waiting for me to finish loading up. Today, they were training for a deep apnea dive that we wanted to include in this year’s RIO documentary. My assignment was to film some of the training.

I tucked my dive bag under the bench along the side of the 36-foot Munson dive boat that had been custom made for Ray back when he was a champion freediver and a world-renowned treasure hunter. Despite years of hard use in every ocean on earth, his boat still gleamed like new. Ray made sure of it.

“All set, Ray,” I said when I’d put my tanks and photography equipment away.

Ray gave me a devilish grin. “Is that all you’re bringing, Fin? You sure you don’t need any more stuff?”

“Maybe another camera, a change of dive skin, some lip gloss?” added Gus.

Ray finished. “Women never travel light, do they? What is all that stuff?”

Gus chuckled. “I don’t know, Boss. But there sure is an awful lot of it.”

“Don’t need it...,” said Ray.

“Don’t want it,” finished Gus.

Ray and Gus both laughed, and I laughed along with them.

After a lifetime of friendship, the two men were so close they often completed each other’s sentences, and to watch them dive together was like watching a single organism perform. I had been diving with them since I was a little kid, and they had trained me and taken care of me all that time. My heart swelled with love for them.

We moored the boat on the rim of a flat reef that dropped off into a vertical wall that went more than two miles down. Ray used a small portable winch to lower a heavy metal plate on a guide rope marked in ten meter increments. They would use the rope as a visual scale while they practiced.

Apnea diving can be tricky.  Although it’s more common in scuba diving, freedivers are susceptible to narcosis whether from the effects of nitrogen build up as for scuba divers or excess carbon dioxide is still unclear. Either way, it helps to have the rope as a guide. Narcosis, also known as rapture of the deep, can mess with your mind, making you forget which way is up.

“Ready?” Gus asked.

Ray nodded. “All set. Let’s suit up.”

Ray and Gus wouldn’t be using any gear except a small face mask and an aluminum nose plug while they made a series of progressively deeper breathhold dives. No scuba tanks full of life sustaining air; no fins for propulsion. Nothing but their frail bodies against the cruel ocean depths while training to freedive to 330 feet.

Down that deep, it’s dark. It’s cold. And it’s lonely.

Not to mention treacherous.

Since Ray and Gus would be in the water all day, they pulled on thick neoprene wetsuits for warmth. Before stepping off the Maddy’s platform, they strapped dive computers to their wrists to track their depth. The powerful computers were just a little bulkier than a regular wristwatch, but they were technical marvels. My stepfather loved technology almost as much as he loved diving.

I entered the water to videotape their first dives. After filming their entries and exits, I’d have accomplished my assignment for the day, and I planned to spend the rest of my time working on the storyboard for a new promotional video I was planning for RIO.

“Let’s start easy. Just 132 feet,” Ray said.

Gus nodded. “You go first.”

“One of us is up when the other one is down, right?” Ray said, repeating the safety rule for apnea divers. Although I wasn’t a breathhold diver myself, I knew the rule’s purpose was to make sure if the diver underwater ran into a problem, the diver keeping watch on the surface could come to the rescue.

In theory, at least, that’s the way it works.

While Ray floated on his back, calming his mind and body, sipping air in preparation for his dive, I sank beneath the waves to get in position for filming. When he was ready, he made a head-first descent, using his powerful arms and bare feet to propel himself straight down. He was sleek, fast, and focused. A perfect visual for film.

At sixty feet, the ocean took over the work. Ray went still and relied on his body’s own negative buoyancy to pull him down. I followed him until at 132 feet, his dive computer beeped. He turned and headed for the surface, kicking hard to break the ocean’s hold on him. Shortly after he passed sixty feet, positive buoyancy propelled him to the surface with no further effort on his part. I followed him up, still filming.

He broke the surface and removed his mask. “I am okay,” he said, while making the diver’s traditional hand on head sign. This was the required protocol in competition, and the custom looked good on video. Ray was always well aware of the impression he made on camera.

For fifteen minutes after Ray surfaced, Gus studied him with care to ensure he wasn’t suffering any ill effects from the dive. This was an important part of the after-dive procedure. The prolonged lack of oxygen sometimes makes divers forget how to breathe when they surface after deep apnea dives.

Once Ray’s breathing normalized, Gus prepared for his own descent. I filmed him too, and like Ray’s, his dive was perfect. Easy, even for Gus, who wasn’t as experienced as Ray. But then again, these 132-foot dives had been a mere warm-up.

The human body needs time to adapt to freediving, and divers sometimes worked for months or even years to increase their tolerance by just a few feet. Soon Gus would be fighting to master every additional foot of depth, but for Ray, reaching the goal was a simple matter of reacclimating himself to the sport he’d once dominated.

Their next dives went to 140 feet. At these depths, divers were no longer visible to watchers on the surface. The designated safety diver above relied on the dive’s elapsed time to decide whether to intervene. I climbed back aboard the boat to work on my video’s storyboard while Gus and Ray kept diving.

By noon they’d progressed to 230 feet. Although Ray had gone much deeper on past dives, this was close to the maximum depth Gus had ever achieved. “One more dive before we break for lunch?” Gus said.

“Sure thing. I’m starving,” Ray said. “I’m going to 260 feet on this dive.” He inhaled several times and then disappeared under the water.

I checked my watch when he surfaced. Ray had been underwater for over three and a half minutes, still well under his personal best time.

Ray removed his mask. “I’m okay. In fact, I’m fine, and I’m more than ready to eat. No sense in waiting any longer than we need to for lunch since we’re all starving. Fin can keep an eye on me. Why don’t you dive now, Gus?”

“Okay, if you say so. I’m gonna try for 260 feet too.”

“You sure? We’re not competing here.”

Gus grinned. “We’re always competing, my man. And if an old guy like you can do it, I can do it too.” He floated on his back for a moment, then swiveled beneath the water.

As we waited for Gus to surface, seconds slid into minutes. I checked the timer on my dive computer. He’d now been under water for three minutes. For Gus, that was a long time.

Gus wasn’t approaching world record times yet, but then again, he was not a world class breathhold diver. I could tell from how uneasy Ray was that we both knew he should have surfaced by now, or at least we should have been able to see him making his way back from the shadowy depths.

At three minutes and fifteen seconds of downtime, Ray peered through his mask into the water for any sign of his best friend. I put my camera away and lifted my scuba tank over my shoulders.

Just in case.

Three minutes and thirty seconds.

Still no sign of Gus. I could hear Ray’s fearful panting even from my spot on the boat.

At three minutes and forty-five seconds, I saw growing alarm in Ray’s deep brown eyes. His breathing was rapid and shallow, and his panic over Gus prevented him from catching his breath. He wasn’t wearing tanks, and he couldn’t freedive now even to save his friend. He wouldn’t get past thirty feet before running out of air.

I donned my fins and stepped into the water. This was a problem. A very big problem.

“Save him,” he said. “Please.” His voice was raspy, breathless, and full of terror.

I put my scuba regulator in my mouth and sank below the surface. While I descended, I turned in slow circles searching in all directions for any sign of Gus.

At first, I saw nothing.

At 100 feet, I spotted him, his foot tangled in the guide rope below me. He was very still, not even trying to swim for the surface.

I swam as hard as I could. I reached him at 130 feet of depth. He was unconscious.

I grabbed him and stuck my primary regulator into his mouth, switching to my spare for my own use. I clasped his torso with one arm, using the other to hold the regulator in his mouth in case he began breathing on his own. I began the long trek back to the surface, ascending as fast as I could and ignoring all safety stops.

The alarms on my dive computer went crazy at my rapid ascent. I didn’t care. I had to save Gus, no matter the cost to my own health. My heart was pounding with fear and exertion.

Knowing every second could mean life or death for Gus, it felt like forever before we emerged from the water. Ray pulled Gus’s limp body onto the Maddy’s dive platform.

I scrambled aboard and dragged the emergency oxygen tank over to where Gus lay immobile. I clapped the mask over his face and started the flow.

Meanwhile, Ray grabbed the radio and called RIO. “I need help. Get an ambulance and oxygen to the dock. Gus had an accident.” Heedless of the tears running down his face, he gave our location and then began CPR, working to save his friend’s life. “Please, God,” he whispered, over and over again as he pumped.

I noticed the depth on Gus’s dive watch, which showed he’d been down to 330 feet. I pointed it out to Ray and asked, “Why would he go down that far?”

Ray shook his head but didn’t break his CPR rhythm. I was sure we were both thinking about the French freediving champion who’d blacked out and suffered lung barotrauma because the judges had set the guide rope a mere ten meters deeper than he’d planned. Gus had gone so much further than an extra ten meters. Still, that injured diver had been able to resume his freediving career soon after the accident. I prayed Gus would be as lucky.

Despite my desperate prayers, I was surprised when after a few minutes, Gus expelled a belly full of sea water, gasped, and at last, began breathing on his own.

Ray’s sigh of relief was audible, and tears streamed down his face. He rolled Gus onto his left side to prevent him from choking. The color slowly returned to Gus’s lips and cheeks, and his eyes fluttered open. He tried to sit up, coughing, and spitting blood.

Ray put a hand on his shoulder. “Just relax. Take a few minutes before you exert yourself.”

Gus coughed again and nodded before he lay back down. After a few minutes, his breathing steadied and once more, he tried to sit up. This time Ray piled several life preservers behind him to support his back.

“That diver tried to kill me,” Gus said. “I’m lucky I made it.”

Ray and I looked at each other over his head. “What diver?” Ray asked. “What happened down there?”

Gus took a deep breath and shuddered. “I was swimming hard but feeling good. I knew I could make it. Ears and sinuses were clear. I was going so fast I didn’t have time to notice anything until I saw this other diver at around two-hundred-forty feet.”

“There was no other diver down there, Gus,’” said Ray. “Fin and I were both on the surface. There are no boats nearby, and we didn’t see any bubbles from a scuba diver.”

“There was another diver,” Gus said, spitting another mouthful of frothy blood into the cup I held for him. “Came out of nowhere. With a rebreather and a scooter. That’s why you didn’t know the diver was there.”

“I think you might have been narc’ed, Gus.” I said as I poured the cup’s contents overboard. 

“Freedivers don’t get narc’ed,” he retorted.

“I’m afraid they do. The latest research shows it’s possible whenever you go below eighty-five feet. You were down pretty far, and even though we don’t know for sure during freediving if it’s caused by nitrogen, carbon dioxide or...”

“Let’s not worry about narcosis now,” Ray said. “The important thing is you’re safe.” 

“I wasn’t narc’ed. It was real.” Gus could be stubborn. “As soon as I turned to go to the surface, the diver put a rope around my right foot and held me there. I tried to get away, but the more I struggled the tighter it got. I bet I have a mark on my ankle from the rope.” He reached feebly for his leg.

“I’ll get it.” Ray rolled up the wetsuit leg. A red welt encircled Gus’s right ankle. Ray’s gaze met mine over our patient.

I shook my head slightly. “Your leg was tangled in the guide rope when I found you.”

Gus tightened his lips and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “I wasn’t hallucinating. That diver held me down there until I stopped struggling. By then it was too late. My lungs were ready to burst. I didn’t have enough air to get back to the surface. Whoever was down there tried to kill me. I’d have been a goner if you hadn’t come for me.”

“Of course I’d come for you.” I wiped another trickle of blood from his lips. Bleeding lungs were a common complication of freediving, but the condition usually healed quickly without causing permanent damage. Even so, it was important to have a doctor evaluate Gus right away. I looked at Ray. “You stay with him. I’ll drive the boat back to RIO.”

He nodded. “Radio ahead that we’re on our way in. Theresa will want to know he’s awake.”

I climbed the ladder to the flying bridge and started the engines. As soon as we were underway, I grabbed the radio to let the RIO team know we were heading to port. Their answer was nearly drowned out by Gus’s wife sobbing in the background, and the sound broke my heart.

I raised my voice so she could hear me. “Theresa, he’s awake, and he seems fine. We’ll be there in ten minutes. Maybe less.”

Cheers and applause greeted my words. Theresa shouted, “Thank you.”

Theresa and I had met when she started dating Gus a few years ago. I always say she’s my best friend, but the truth is, she’s my only friend. You can blame my unorthodox childhood for my lack of friends, but I wouldn’t have changed a thing about my life.

As a kid, I’d spent most of my time at sea on the Omega, RIO’s research vessel. That’s why I call my mother Maddy instead of Mom, because that’s what everyone around me called her. Educated aboard ship by private tutors, I never went to a regular school until college. I was shy, gawky, and isolated, and to make matters worse, I was always visible on TV and the internet because of RIO’s popular annual documentaries. Not a recipe for popularity, but I had experiences unmatched in any other environment. And now I had Theresa as a friend. On balance, it was all good.

I pulled the Maddy up to the dock at RIO headquarters where the entire staff was gathered on shore to assist Gus. He was popular with the team, and there was no shortage of people wanting to help.

Even before they’d secured the boat, Doc, the EMTs, my mother, and Theresa all jumped aboard. The medics started preparing Gus for transport to RIO’s infirmary. Theresa tried not to get in the way while still holding onto him as tightly as she could. Tears rolled down her face.

My mother went straight to Ray and wrapped her arms around him. “You’re safe,” she murmured. “I am so lucky.” They stood together watching the medics strap Gus to a portable gurney.

A trickle of blood seeped from Gus’s mouth, and he grasped Theresa’s hand. “Can’t breathe,” he said, clutching his chest with his other hand. 

Doc listened through her stethoscope. “Possible heart attack,” she said. “Take him to Grand Cayman Hospital instead of sickbay.” RIO’s infirmary was the best in the islands for diving related injuries, cuts, scrapes, stings, and barotrauma, but we weren’t well equipped for other types of medical emergencies. The medical staff lifted the gurney onto the dock and sped off toward the nearby parking lot to rush Gus away.

Doc put her hand on Theresa’s arm. “C’mon, Theresa. You can ride in the ambulance with me.” The two women hurried after the medics.

The rest of us stayed at RIO, willing Gus to make a full recovery. We couldn’t focus on anything except Gus, so we closed RIO’s aquarium and all our public areas. The entire staff gathered in the cafeteria, waiting for news.

Later that afternoon, Doc came through the main entrance. She stood at the front of the room so we could all hear her. “I can’t give you a lot of details, but I can say Gus will be fine. He did have a heart attack and he sustained some serious lung damage from the dive, but in time, I expect him to make a full recovery. He’ll have to stay out of the water for at least six months, maybe more.” The crowd broke into cheers at the welcome news.
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Chapter 2: Dive on Rum Point
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A LITTLE PAST SUNRISE a few days later—the day of the second accident—I was snorkeling alone in the warm waters at Rum Point on the north side of Grand Cayman. Daily diving was part of my job, and I was still trying to calm down after the drama of Gus’s near drowning.

Through my waterproof bone conduction headphones, I was enjoying the sweeping sounds of Ravel’s Une Barque sur l’ocean. The rolling notes echoing the sunlight dancing through the clear seawater were tailor made for the moment. I aimed my video camera at the pile of sand where a stingray’s hooded eyes and the telltale outline of his wings were the only hints to his presence.

I took a breath through my snorkel and dove, adjusting my camera to zoom in on the distinctive white scar above the stingray’s eyes. As a kid, I’d named this stingray Harry because of the fictional wizard who bore a similar scar.

We were both a lot older now than when we’d first crossed paths. Recently, I’d taken hundreds of still photos and hours of video of Harry for a short film I was working on for RIO.

Since my playlist would end with the Ravel piece, I knew it was time to finish my dive and get ready for work. I surfaced and took one more breath through my snorkel, gently kicking a few times to bring me closer to Harry’s position on the bottom. But when I dove back down, he rose, dipped his wings to brush off the sand, and glided away. Harry never let me get too close, although after all this time he must have known I was neither predator nor prey.

As usual, I was enthralled by the elegance of his gliding motion, and I followed his path with my camera’s lens until he dropped behind a large orange brain coral. I lost sight of him just as my lungs signaled an urgent need to breathe. I hated leaving his mysterious watery world, but I couldn’t stay any longer. I headed for the surface, while my gaze lingered on the clouds of slowly drifting sand indicating Harry was re-burying himself on the ocean bottom.

The top of my head had barely emerged from the water when something big and fast hit me hard, lifting my body fully out of the sea before I fell back. On the way down, I saw ribbons of blood swirling around me. Then, there was nothing but darkness.
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Chapter 3: Hospital
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SOMEONE WAS POUNDING on my chest, forcing me to spew out a stream of sea water that burned my nose and mouth as it emerged. I coughed and drew in a shuddering breath.

“She’s awake.” I didn’t recognize the voice.

“Thank God.”

That voice I recognized. It was Maddy. I opened my eyes and tried sitting up, but my aching head protested. I moaned and fell back to the sand.

Maddy’s voice echoed through my throbbing skull. “Finola Newton Fleming, open your beautiful eyes right this minute. I know you’re awake.”

As always, I responded on cue. Even after I shook my head to clear my vision, I saw a double image of my mother kneeling in the sand beside me. Twice as much of her ice blonde hair, perfect skin, and steel blue eyes.

She’s photogenic and undeniably beautiful, but that’s not what made her famous. She’s smart, and one of the most respected oceanographers in the world. Her drive and love of the ocean propelled her to create a multi-million-dollar oceanographic institute, and the annual documentaries she produced had made her a household name to anyone who cared for the planet and its oceans. She inspires many people, and although she never means to, she intimidates most people she encounters.

Except me. Because I’ve seen the tiny tattoo of a shark’s fin on the instep of her left foot. She’d had the tattoo done the day I was born. She always said that was the day she truly fell in love for the first time. Even as an adult, I loved hearing the story.

I opened one eye. “Where am I?” My mother, three EMTs, and a handful of strangers stared at me.

Maddy took my hand before she responded. “Rum Point. We’ll be taking you to Cayman Islands Hospital in a minute. I’m so glad you’re awake. We were worried.”

“What happened?”

“A joyrider on a stolen Jet Ski. He kept going. I guess he didn’t even notice he hit you. Lucky for you, this young lady was on the beach and saw the whole thing. She swam out to get you and towed you to shore. But don’t worry. We’ll find the guy who did this.”

While she spoke, Mom gestured toward a young woman standing near my feet. She wore a hot pink string bikini top and a pair of still wet cut off jean shorts. The polish on her fingers and toes matched the color of her bikini to perfection. Her huge brown eyes glowed with a fiery intensity, and her long dark hair was wet and shining in the sun.

“Thank you.” I rasped out the words.

I tried to recall what I could about what had happened. “I don’t think it was the Jet Ski guy’s fault. I was outside the swim zone and wearing headphones, underwater without a dive flag, and I wasn’t looking up when I ascended. I can’t think of any other mistakes I could possibly have made. I broke every rule there is. I have to take responsibility for getting hit.”

“You always take the blame whenever anything goes wrong, but this was not your fault,” Maddy said. “And the person driving the Jet Ski broke the rules too, and then he just left you. You could have died.”

“But I didn’t. Everything turned out fine. The accident really was my fault.”

“You were lucky. Again.” Maddy sounded exasperated. Relying too much on luck was a frequent topic between us.

“We’re both lucky. Lucky is good,” I said.

Maddy laughed, and I laughed along with her. “Luck does make up for a lot of stupid. You and I have both proven that often enough.”

She leaned down to whisper in my ear. “I agree you broke every rule, but that’s no excuse for what he did. And what were you thinking? I know I trained you better than that.”

I shrugged, wincing at the pain in my head. “Yes, you did. I was just snorkeling, and I wasn’t deep enough to hurt my ears. Where are my clothes? And my camera?”

“I’ve got your camera, but right now, let’s get you to the hospital. You need to be checked out and we’ll want to have your face taken care of right away.”

My face? I gulped and raised a hand to my head. My hand came away red. “Mirror, please,” I said.

Maddy pulled my hand away. “Leave your face alone. You’ll be fine as soon as we get you to the plastic surgeon. Don’t stress out in the meantime.”

“I need a plastic surgeon? How bad am I hurt?” I tried to free my hand from her grip so I could touch my face.

“Hush. You’ll be fine. You just need a couple of days of rest. I’m sure it’s just a few cuts and some bruising.” She moved aside when the EMTs wheeled up a portable gurney and loaded me aboard. “I’ll get your things and then Ray and I will see you at the hospital.” She brushed my long hair out of my face.

She turned to the young woman who had saved my life. “I can’t thank you enough for rescuing her. If you ever need anything...”

The woman looked down at her feet. “It was nothing. I’m glad I got to her in time.” She turned away and walked across the beach to the parking lot. The EMTs pushed my gurney through the deep sand.

Hours later, still at the hospital, I was more than ready to go home. I’d had X-rays, CT scans, eye exams, neurological tests, and stitches. The doctor came into my room where I was anxiously awaiting news.

“Hi. How do you feel?” he asked.

“Marvelous,” I said. “Where are my clothes? I’m ready to leave.”

His look was kind, but I could tell he was on to me. “Glad you’re feeling feisty, but I’d like to give your body at least one night to recover, okay? And we’d like to do some additional tests. How’s your vision?”

I told him the truth. “I was seeing double for a while, but I’m better now. I want to go home.”

He scribbled some notes on his iPad. “I’ll send a nurse in to make sure you’re comfortable. We’ll schedule the tests and maybe tomorrow or the next day we can let you go home.” He stepped out of my room just as Ray came in, carrying my camera and laptop computer. He placed them on the table beside my bed.

Ray sat down and pressed my hand to his face. “Thank God you’re awake. First Gus and now you. It’s too much. I was afraid we’d lost you.” His velvety brown eyes held tears. Ray and my mother married when I was two years old. I considered him my father in every way, just as I knew he thought of me as his daughter.

We sat together quietly until a nurse bustled in. “Visiting hours are long over,” she said to Ray with disapproval.

He nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He kissed my cheek and he and the nurse left my room together.

I was bored and too restless to sleep so I booted up my computer and pulled the memory card from my camera. I slid the card into the computer to check for useable images or video.

The first files were all of Harry, the stingray I’d been watching before I was hit. This film was nothing special. I had hundreds of hours of footage just like it. The last few minutes were something else.

The camera had been trained on Harry, and his image grew smaller and more distant as I rose. I’d been intent on the stingray, and I hadn’t noticed the dark shadow blocking out the sunlight filtering through the clear water. The shadow must have been the Jet Ski bearing down on me.

In the next images, the world spun and tumbled. Red streaks in the water floated across the frame. The camera had continued filming after my accident, making a record of its slow spiraling descent until the lens landed in the sand and everything went black.

The video was disturbing. The sight of my own blood in the water, the camera’s crazy downward spiral, the world going dark. I couldn’t watch it again. I pulled the memory card out of its slot in my computer and tossed it in the bag. I never again wanted to see the evidence of how close I’d come to losing my life.

The nurse returned with some pills and a glass of water. She removed most of my tubes and replaced the bandage on my face. Thanks to the pills, I was asleep before she left the room.
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Chapter 4: Betrayal
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I AWOKE TO THE SILVERY light that occurs just before dawn in the tropics. It was so early even the Cayman parrots were still asleep, although a solitary rooster was crowing in the distance. The hospital was as quiet as hospitals ever get. Clanging, banging, beeping.

I held up a hand to check my vision. Good. I wasn’t seeing double. I slowly got out of bed. Aside from a slight headache and a little stiffness in my shoulders, I felt fine.

I’d been in a hospital three previous times in my life, and that was three times too many. Once was a childhood tonsillectomy. Next came a nasty burst appendix. The worst was the ciguatera poisoning I suffered after eating a grouper sandwich from a roadside stand when I’d been out with my ex-husband just before we divorced. Alec never even came to the hospital to see me.

Anyway, my experiences taught me that it was best to avoid hospitals, doctors, medicine, or surgery of any kind. Nothing good could come of more tests. It was time to make my escape.

I went in search of some clothes. In the closet, I found a duffle bag of necessities Maddy must have brought while I slept. I rummaged around for a hairbrush, but when I looked in the mirror, I saw that half my shoulder-length brown hair had been shaved off. I’d been so fixated on my face I hadn’t even noticed that happening.

Nothing I could do about my hair, so I pulled the bandage off to assess the wound on my face. A row of black stitches crossed the raised red line running from the crusty avulsion above my right ear, past the knot of scabbed flesh near my eye, across my cheek to the corner of my mouth. Yellowing bruises crowned my skull and scalp. I tried not to cry, but tears welled up anyway.

The early exposure in RIO’s annual documentaries had cast an unexpected shadow over my adult career. Half the time people said I was riding on my famous mother’s coattails; the rest of the time, recalling some of my wilder childhood escapades that’d been caught on camera, they said I was just another brainless girl with a pretty face. And Alec claiming my work as his own had started rumors of plagiarism, but the rumors had it backwards. He’d stolen my work, not the other way around.

At least the accident would take care of one of these problems. After this, nobody would be able to say I was getting by on my looks. People might still think my mother was giving me a free ride, but my face wouldn’t be pretty anymore. Meanwhile, I had to find a way to cope with my altered appearance.

I rummaged through the duffle until I found a bright silk scarf. I tied it pirate style around my head with the ends trailing over my shoulder along with what was left of my hair. I looked in the mirror and shrugged. Not bad. Pulled low on my forehead, the scarf emphasized the blue of my eyes and hid the worst of the fresh scabs on my head and face.

I slipped on a bra, some undies, a pair of shorts, and a RIO tee shirt from the duffle and stepped into a pair of flip-flops. I maneuvered my canvas cross-body tote over my shoulder with care, and then I crept out of my room.

Ray’s car was parked at the curb when I snuck out the hospital’s side door. He was leaning against the car’s hood, arms folded, and face turned up to the sun. “Where to?” he asked with an impish grin when he saw me.

“How’d you know I’d be coming out now?”

“I know you,” he replied, handing me a large Dunkin’ coffee. “You’re a rebel, and you hate hospitals. I figured you’d be trying to make a break for it, and I know you’re an early riser. I went up to your room and peeked through the window earlier. I saw you fixing your hair, so it was obvious you’d be out soon. And since you’d have to sneak by the security station if you went out the front door to make your escape, I knew this side exit was a better bet. Headed home?”

I nodded and we took off for my house on Rum Point. We were about half-way there when I saw Maddy’s bright red Mini Cooper convertible headed to town. Ray tooted hello. She waved and kept going.

“She went over to stock your fridge this morning. Expect a lecture on proper nutrition next time you see your mother,” he said.

We both laughed. My poor eating habits were legendary.

In another few minutes, we pulled into my driveway.

“Thanks for the ride. I owe you one.”

“You can pay me back by coordinating the diving as well as managing the photography and marketing on the Save Our Seas documentary. Now that Gus won’t be there to help, I don’t think I can concentrate on my own dive and still do a good job coordinating all the other divers’ logistics. I’m re-starting my training a week from Monday. Early. I want you there, but promise you’ll take it easy in the meantime.”

“Deal. I’ll be there. Thanks for the ride.” I kissed his cheek and slid out of the car.

“But wait, there’s more...” he said in the dramatic voice of a TV announcer.

I gave a mock groan. “What?”

Ray stared at his lap, not meeting my eyes. “I want to bring on another photographer to help with the documentary filming. I’m thinking of Alec. It’s a lot of work, and without Gus...”

I sucked in a breath as if I’d been punched in the gut. “But I’m the principal photographer at RIO.” I’d never felt this betrayed, not even the day I learned what Alec had done.

“I’m sorry, but it’s about funding our work,” he said. “RIO needs money to keep operating, and a big-name photographer attached to the project can help us attract donors. It’s not personal.”

“It is personal. Bringing in another photographer will make it look like I can’t handle it on my own. You know I’m struggling to make a name for myself. This will set me back. How can you ask me to work with another photographer, especially Alec?” I was upset and frustrated. Ray had been there for me through all my tears when Alec and I broke up, but this made me question Ray’s faith in my abilities.

He looked away. “You’ll still be in charge, and your name will come first in the credits. It’s all about donations. Funding. The name of the game in non-profits. You know the way things work.”

Trouble was, I knew, but I didn’t have to like it. I got out and slammed his car door. “See you Monday,” I shouted while I made my way down the walk, my thoughts reeling.

When I fitted my key in the lock of my front door, I breathed a sigh of relief. From the very first time I’d walked in, I knew I was home. I loved every detail of the house and its furnishings.

I hadn’t seen Newton Fleming, my ultra-rich biological father, since I turned five, but a few years ago he had given me this fully furnished house as a twenty-first birthday gift. It was one in a long series of expensive birthday gifts, most of which were completely impersonal. I wondered why he didn’t realize I’d have preferred a phone call or even a text to let me know he cared about me. I didn’t want to be just some obligation penciled into his assistant’s calendar.

Anyway, the house was so perfect I suspected he had delegated the shopping for this gift to my mother rather than an assistant.

When I went inside, I headed straight to the kitchen where Maddy had filled my refrigerator with healthy foods. I grabbed a vanilla yogurt and sat at the counter. Too restless to eat, I left the unopened carton behind and went outside.

In my backyard, I pulled a lounge chair under the shade of the pergola and tried to relax. I shut my eyes, hoping for a nap, but no luck. Within minutes, I was up, using the long-handled skimmer to sweep the surface of my already pristine pool. After a few passes, I tossed the skimmer aside and sat on the cool tiled edge with my feet in the water. That lasted no more than a couple of heartbeats before I was on my way back inside.

The sight of my face reflected in the glass door reminded me of my wound. This was a good time to assess the damages again, so I turned on all the lights in the bathroom and pulled the magnifying mirror close. The redness and swelling had gone down a little. I told myself the knot of flesh near my eye might just look like a bad case of crow’s feet when I finished healing, and when my hair grew back, the scar on my head wouldn’t show at all. I crossed my fingers, hoping I might be able to skip the dreaded trip to the plastic surgeon.

Meanwhile, I had to do something about my hair. One half was shaved to the scalp, the other was falling over my shoulder in long waves. I couldn’t deal with lopsided hair in addition to everything else.

When I’m diving, I hate having my hair floating in front of my face or getting caught under my mask’s skirt causing leaks. Getting back to diving was my highest priority. I’d once read a book where the female detective cut her own hair with manicure scissors. If it worked for her...

I grabbed my own manicure scissors, but they were so small it would have taken me forever to saw through my thick wavy tresses. Frustrated, I turned to my kitchen shears to lop off my remaining hair. As anyone but me would have expected, the choppy and uneven cut looked awful.

I like to accentuate the positives in any situation, so I chose to believe the haircut made me look fierce. Anyway, it would grow back someday. In the meantime, at least it wouldn’t get in my eyes or under my mask. No long-term harm done.
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Chapter 5: A Deal
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TWO DAYS LATER, I WAS back at work, heading down the hall to Ray’s office when I saw my ex-husband, Alec Stone, knock on Ray’s door and go inside. I lingered in the hallway just outside Ray’s office, eavesdropping while pretending I was waiting for him to be free to review the copy for the invitations to the upcoming fundraiser.
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