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Who crossed oceans, built something lasting,

and left behind more than a place—
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CLIFF AND JULIA SANDALWOOD

1989

Xanadu gleamed under the Caribbean sun like a newly polished memory. The hurricane damage from the big storm in 1978 had been mostly repaired, the mahogany panels glowed, and the wrought iron staircase—once a runway for dreams—now carried the laughter of two small children.

Nine-year-old Sophia Sandalwood chased her seven-year-old brother, Christopher, across the grand lobby, both barefoot and shrieking with delight. Julia watched from the balcony above, one hand resting on the rail, the other cradling a mug of herbal tea. Eleven years sober. Eleven years of choosing this life over the glare of the spotlight.

Cliff stepped up behind her, slipped his arms around her waist, and kissed the side of her neck. “You look like you’re directing a scene in your head.”

She laughed softly, leaning back into him. “Just thinking how quiet it’s been. Too quiet, maybe.”

He turned her to face him, his eyes searching hers. “Any regrets?”

“Never.” She brushed a speck of sawdust from his shirt—evidence of his latest restoration project in the dining room. “But I keep dreaming about the old days. The chaos. The martinis. The way everything felt like it could explode at any moment.”

Cliff’s smile faltered for half a second—something she almost missed—then returned. “We’ve had enough explosions for one lifetime. This is our era now. Family. The hotel. No more ghosts.”

Below, the gold-and-red suede luggage cart rolled past, pushed by a new bellhop. It still jingled exactly the way it had the day Julia first saw Cliff, his keys clinking like a promise.

Julia sipped her tea, the herbal bitterness grounding her. “Sophia wants to be an actress, you know. She asked me yesterday how to ‘vogue’ like the ladies in the old photos.”

Cliff chuckled, but there was a protective edge to it. “Over my dead body. She’s got the whole island to explore. Fishing with me, swimming with you. Hollywood can stay in the movies.”

Christopher tripped over his own feet, landing in a giggling heap. Sophia helped him up, dusting off his knees with big-sister authority. Julia’s heart swelled. This was the life she’d fought for—the one that almost slipped away in a haze of awards and empty glasses.

A warm breeze carried the scent of salt and frangipani through the open windows. Xanadu wasn’t just a hotel anymore; it was their home, a boutique retreat for quiet guests who appreciated the faded glamour without the frenzy.

Neither of them noticed the tall young man who had just checked in at the VIP desk. He wore a white linen shirt, carried no luggage except a worn leather satchel, and signed the register with a steady hand: Noah Hunter—Las Vegas, Nevada (permanent address: none).

He glanced up at the balcony once, his eyes narrowing at the couple locked in their quiet embrace, then looked away as though the sight burned him.

In the satchel, he had his clothes and a single folded sheet of paper.

The chaos had arrived.
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NOAH HUNTER

Noah adjusted the strap of his leather satchel as he followed the bellhop down the sun-dappled hallway. The air smelled of polished wood, a far cry from the stale motel rooms and dingy apartments he’d known growing up. Xanadu. The name alone made his stomach twist.

The bellhop, a chatty local named Mario with a gap-toothed grin, prattled on about the hotel’s history.

Mario unlocked the door to a modest guest room overlooking the pool. “Best view on the quiet side. The pool’s got that old Hollywood sparkle. You swim?”

“Not much.” Noah tipped him a crumpled bill from his pocket—the last of his savings from odd jobs in Vegas. As Mario left, Noah dropped onto the bed, the satchel thudding beside him.

He unzipped it and pulled out the faded paper he’d found a few months ago, his fingers tightening on the page.

Noah stood, pacing to the window. Below, the two kids—Sophia and Christopher, he’d overheard at check-in—were splashing each other in the pool, their laughter echoing like a taunt. Julia, the famous wife, lounged nearby in sunglasses, sipping iced tea. And Cliff? Striding across the grounds like he owned the world—which he kind of did.

Chaos. That’s what Noah had come for. Not destruction, exactly—just enough to shake things up. Start small: Befriend the kids; plant doubts. Maybe tamper with the hotel Cliff was so proud of. Or hit Julia where it hurt—whispers about her old drinking days, a bottle left in plain sight.

He tucked the paper away and headed downstairs, adopting a casual saunter. The lobby buzzed with a few guests—tourists snapping photos of the grand piano where, legend said, Duke Ellington once played.

Sophia and Christopher barreled past him, dripping wet and giggling. Noah crouched to their level, flashing a charming grin he’d practiced in mirrors. “Hey, squirts. You live here?”

Sophia eyed him suspiciously, but Christopher beamed. “Yeah! Dad owns the place. Wanna see our secret fort?”

Noah’s heart pounded, but he kept it cool. “Lead the way.”

As they scampered off, he glanced around. Cliff was watching, a faint frown creasing his brow.

Perfect. The first crack.
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CLIFF SANDALWOOD

Cliff leaned on the pool fence, his gaze drifting from Julia’s profile to the pool. His kids’ laughter usually soothed him like the steady lap of waves on the shore, but something about the scene nagged at him. Sophia and Christopher had vanished around the corner of the garden path, towing that new guest, like he was their latest plaything.

“Who’s that with the kids?” Cliff muttered, more to himself than to Julia.

She set her iced tea down and peered over the edge. “Oh, him? He just checked in, seems harmless enough. Probably just a tourist charming his way into local secrets.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
— Chris and Dawna Trizano —





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





