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            Chapter One

         

         Jessica Blackwood patted down her hair, hoping the humidity hadn’t frizzed it too much. Granny would probably comment on it anyway, even if she’d managed to smooth it into the most perfect pageboy in the universe.

         She stood on the sidewalk outside Granny’s house in the historic district of Magnolia Harbor. Built in the mid-1800s in the Georgian style, the house was a study in geometry and symmetry. The plants in the garden were set out in careful rows too. Granny would have it no other way.

         Jessica hurried up the brick walk, fixing a proper Southern-lady mask on her face. She rang the doorbell and waited.

         It was funny, she’d once called this house home, but now it felt more like the scene of a crime, where her parents had abandoned her and disbelieved her and then sent her away.

         So she didn’t love the house because she’d never been loved here. And yet, like a good girl, she came back every Saturday out of obligation. Granny lived alone now that Momma and Daddy had died.

         When Granny finally opened the door, Jessica drew some comfort from the fact that, like her own hair, Granny’s looked like a frizzy nimbus around her thin face. But that didn’t stop Granny from frowning. The fold in the middle of her forehead could intimidate anyone, and frequently did. Granny had spent a lifetime frowning and had worn that groove deep.

         “Darling,” Granny said in a slow drawl, “you’re late.” And then the old woman inspected Jess. “Why do you insist on wearing that dress? The color isn’t good on you.”

         The dress in question had been purchased at Daffy Down Dilly, the boutique that occupied the retail space below Jessica’s brand-new office. It had a border of roses along the hemline in shades ranging from pastel to hot pink. Jessica loved the dress, but Granny had a thing about pink. Jessica should have remembered and worn something else.

         Jessica said nothing because Granny didn’t expect explanations or apologies. Instead the old woman turned away, and Jessica dutifully followed into the front parlor, which was furnished with Victorian antiques that had never been comfortable.

         As if to punctuate the point, Granny’s sister, Donna Cuthbert, who was about a hundred pounds heavier than Granny, perched precariously on the edge of the balloon-backed sofa. Aunt Donna looked as if she might slide right off that thing at any moment, and her purple jungle-print blouse clashed horribly with the sofa’s red damask upholstery.

         Granny gave her older sister one of her disapproving looks, with the eyebrow lowered just so. “Donna dropped in unannounced,” she said. “I had to put another cup on the tray.”

         As if putting another cup on the tray was a major trial. Granny could complain about anything, even an unexpected visit from a member of her much-diminished family.

         “Hey, darlin’,” Donna said, hopping up from her unsteady seat and giving Jessica a big, warm hug.

         “What brings you to tea?” Jessica asked, sitting down in one of the side chairs.

         Granny took a seat beside Donna. There was a faint family resemblance between the two sisters, despite the fact that one was rail thin and the other quite large.

         “Gossip, my dear,” Aunt Donna said in a conspiratorial tone.

         Jessica didn’t rise to the bait because she avoided gossip at all cost. She’d been scarred by the stories people had told about her over the years.

         She turned her attention to the tea tray, filled with Granny’s pride and joy: her Lenox china in the Cinderella pattern. Jessica picked up the teapot and started pouring. From the time she’d been ten years old, she’d been expected to manage a teapot without spilling, as if this ability was an indication of her worth as a human being.

         “What gossip?” Granny finally asked, unable to resist the lure Donna had set.

         “About Christopher Martin,” Aunt Donna said.

         The teapot jumped in Jessica’s hand, and she sloshed tea into Granny’s saucer. Christopher, who was widely known by the nickname Topher, had been a hometown hero ever since he’d led the Rutledge Raiders to the state football championship sixteen years ago.

         “Oh, for pity’s sake,” Granny said, reaching for a cloth napkin to mop up the spill.

         “Sorry,” Jessica said in a tiny voice and carefully put down the pot. “What about Topher Martin?” she asked, picking up her cup and saucer, hoping that neither woman noticed the slight tremor in her hands.

         “The poor man has shut himself up in Ashley’s cottage,” Donna said.

         “Oh, the poor dear,” Granny said.

         Jessica looked up from her tea. The poor dear? Really? “What do you mean, he’s shut himself away?” Jessica asked aloud.

         “Oh, didn’t you hear?” Donna asked.

         “I don’t gossip,” Jessica said in a tight voice, although technically she was gossiping right this minute.

         “Well, it’s not exactly gossip. I mean, it’s practically common knowledge,” Donna countered.

         “Maybe only to the members of the Piece Makers, sister,” Granny said. The Piece Makers were the local quilting club. The ladies had been meeting for decades to make charity quilts while they discussed everything and everyone in Magnolia Harbor.

         She didn’t ask what the heck Granny and Aunt Donna were talking about. She refused to give them any encouragement. She simply sat and sipped her tea and tried, without success, to think about something that would change the course of the conversation.

         “Christopher was horribly disfigured in a car accident about nine months ago,” Granny whispered in the same tone she often used when talking about someone diagnosed with cancer or having a heart attack.

         “I hear it’s a challenge to look him in the face now,” Donna said.

         “So have I. Such a pity. He’s still unmarried, and a Martin. A rich one, evidently, since he was the CEO or something for one of those hedge funds. They say he made billions,” Granny said.

         “It’s such a shame, and after the way he led the Rutledge Raiders to the championship that time.” Aunt Donna let go of a long sigh.

         Jessica kept her expression impassive while her emotions churned in her gut. Just yesterday, Topher Martin had called her office and asked her to design a house for him out on a remote island in the bay. She’d refused at first, but he’d been very persuasive, offering her a fee that was twice her going rate.

         He hadn’t really explained why he wanted to build a house so far off the grid. But now maybe she had her answer. Maybe he wanted to hide. Maybe he’d become a monster.

         Although in Jessica’s book he’d always been one of the villains—a member of the football team that had started the vicious rumors about her sixteen years ago. Now maybe everyone would get over their hero worship and see him for who he truly was.

         If her architectural firm wasn’t desperate for new business, she would never have considered his commission. But she was trying to move on in her life. And a girl had to eat.

         “Have you seen him since he was disfigured?” Donna asked, pulling Jessica from her thoughts.

         Granny shook her head. “No. But he was such a beautiful boy once.”

         “Well, it’s water over the dam now,” Donna said. Her aunt placed her empty cup down on the tray. “The juicy bit is that I understand he’s so disfigured that he wants to build some kind of hideaway on Lookout Island.” Donna paused here for impact before turning her gaze on Jessica. “And I understand from the word on the street that he’s hired you.”

         Jessica’s face heated as the two old women stared at her. Granny glowered as if Jessica had been caught in a lie just because she hadn’t rushed in to tell her that she had a new client. Aunt Donna leaned in ready for the next juicy morsel.

         “I’m meeting with him on Monday to discuss the house he wants to build.”

         “So you’ve seen him?” Donna asked.

         Jessica shook her head. “No. We had a phone conversation. And it would be an exaggeration to say that I’m his architect. I have no idea, really, what he wants to build. He hasn’t signed any paperwork, either. We’re meeting for a site visit. That’s it for now. And since he might be paying me a lot of money to design a house for him, I’m not going to gossip about him.” Although, way back in her mind, it struck her that maybe there was justice in the world. Let the old biddies of Magnolia Harbor gossip about him all day long. She hoped all that talk would make him miserable, and then he’d realize what he’d done.

         Jessica leaned over and picked up the teapot. “Seconds, anyone?” she asked, hoping to change the subject.

         “You know,” Donna said, holding out her cup, “I’ve heard Ashley, Sandra, and Karen talking about Topher. His cousins definitely don’t want him to build this house.”

         “No?” Jessica asked.

         Donna shook her head. “I gather he’s been deeply injured too. Has a problem with his leg.”

         “The poor dear. He has no business moving out to that remote island,” Granny said, turning toward Jess. “You should tell him no.”

         “What?”

         “You shouldn’t help him, my dear,” Granny repeated.

         “Why not?”

         “Because it wouldn’t be right.”

         Jessica bit her tongue and just barely stopped herself from asking Granny the age-old question: Who elected her to be the arbiter of right and wrong, anyway? Because she was a really bad judge.

         “It might not be,” Donna said.

         Jessica stared down at the stupid Cinderella teacup. Here was the exit door. She could walk through it if she wanted. She could tell everyone that she refused his commission because he had no business building a house in a remote location.

         So maybe doing the wrong thing was exactly what she needed to do. She didn’t care. Let him go live a miserable life in a drafty old lighthouse. It would serve him right.

         The thought warmed her in some weird and unacceptable way. She looked up from the teacup and right into her grandmother’s judgmental stare.

         “I really don’t care whether it’s right or wrong, Granny,” she said. “I need a client; he has money. And that’s the end of this discussion.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The only berth available for Topher Martin’s newly purchased, forty-foot Caliber sailing yacht, Bachelor’s Delight, was way at the end of the Magnolia Harbor pier. When he’d first returned to Magnolia Harbor three weeks ago, he’d planned to live on the boat. But the long walk from the berth to the nearest convenience store had proved impossible for him.

         So he’d thrown himself on his older cousin’s mercy. Ashley Scott, the owner of Howland House, the five-star bed-and-breakfast in town, had allowed him to rent Rose Cottage for the next six months, through March.

         The long walk from the parking lot reminded Topher that his earlier plans had been half-baked. He was annoyingly winded, and his bad leg ached by the time he reached the berth.

         Isaac Solomon, at the marina office, had fueled up the boat and stocked the small refrigerator in the galley with drinks and box lunches. Topher hobbled down the ship’s ladder and snagged himself a bottled water and gulped four ibuprofens.

         Maybe that would take the edge off the pain.

         But even if it didn’t, he would endure it. He’d done that before when he’d torn up his knee between his freshman and sophomore years at Alabama. That injury had ended his NFL dreams and taken months and months of recovery time.

         But that old injury was nothing in comparison to the pain that lanced through his leg with every step. He loved and hated the pain. It was a reminder of the alternative he’d narrowly escaped when he’d wrapped his Ferrari around a barrier when he’d swerved to avoid a deer on a blind man’s curve. At the same time, he often wondered why his life had been spared and reduced to this living nightmare.

         He dragged himself back above deck and sat down in the cockpit behind the ship’s wheel. He checked his watch. He’d left himself plenty of time because he didn’t want Jessica Blackwood to see him winded and limping down the pier. Hell, if he could have dealt with her entirely by telephone or text, he would have.

         But how on earth would she ever design him a house if he refused to go with her to the island? If he left her to her own devices, he’d get something ultramodern like the house she’d designed for Yoshi Akiyama.

         Yoshi was one of his investment clients, and his new beach house was amazing. The technology was cutting-edge, and it had been built out of recycled and locally sourced, sustainable materials. But it was also avant-garde and looked a great deal like a bird taking to flight.

         Topher didn’t want an ultramodern house. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure exactly what he did want. Just a place to escape to. Beyond that he had nothing.

         He checked his watch again and rolled his neck, easing the tension. If he was scrupulously honest, he’d admit the truth. He was dreading the moment when Jessica Blackwood would give him the stare. She’d focus over his right shoulder and avoid eye contact. No matter how many times it happened, he’d never get used to the fact that people found his newly rearranged face disgusting and disturbing.

         He checked his watch yet again, like someone with a compulsion. Anxiety clutched at him. Maybe he should call her and—

         He looked up from his Rolex and caught sight of Jessica coming down the boardwalk. She was wearing a pair of sensible army-green camp pants, a plain white T-shirt that molded to her slender form, and a pair of boat shoes. With an Atlanta Braves baseball cap on her head, she looked like the epitome of the plucky girl next door. The one least likely to end up in trouble with the town’s most notorious bad boy.

         As she approached, memories tumbled into place. Damn. He remembered now. She’d been a lifeguard one year at the yacht club pool. She’d even saved a kid who’d hit his head on the diving board.

         She hadn’t been his type at all, and yet he remembered that summer, finding her attractive in spite of the fact that she wasn’t stacked or blonde, but because of her heroism that day, hauling that kid out of the pool and giving him mouth-to-mouth until he coughed up a bunch of water.

         He’d become fascinated with her for a time—enough to wonder why she hung out with Colton St. Pierre. He vaguely remembered telling her that Colton was bad news.

         And he’d been right about that. Colton had ended up in jail. And Jessica had been sent away. Well, everyone made mistakes. Clearly, she’d straightened her life out.

         And she still wasn’t his type. But then, no woman in her right mind wanted him now, except maybe for his money. He certainly had enough to buy companionship. But who the hell wanted that?

         As she approached, he swiveled on the captain’s chair, the morning sun hot against his scarred face, a trickle of sweat inching down his back between his shoulder blades. He braced for the stare, but she was wearing sunglasses.

         He didn’t know whether to curse or praise God. Being not very religious and consigned to a body that no longer worked right, he chose not to thank God.

         “Good morning,” she said in a falsely bright voice that conveyed her disgust. Damn those sunglasses—he would bet his fortune that she was looking over his shoulder. He turned his head to the left so she would only have to see his good side.

         “You’re late,” he growled.

         “I’m sorry, but it was a long—”

         “Untie the mooring lines,” he interrupted. He hoped to hell she knew what that meant because he’d be damned if he had to do it himself. Climbing up to the dock and back would hurt. And, of course, it would display his weakness.

         She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “I’m not your crew, you know.”

         Great. She didn’t know what a mooring line was. “Fine. I’ll do it—”

         “No. All you have to do is ask nicely,” she said with another big, phony smile.

         “Please,” he muttered, semi-embarrassed. What the hell? He didn’t want to scare this architect away. She was the only one who hadn’t laughed at him when he’d said the words “Lookout Island.”

         She dropped her big tote into the cockpit and scampered down the dock to the big cleat where the mooring line was tied. She moved like a sprite, light on her feet. She was fun to watch.

         Clearly she knew something about sailboats because she handled the mooring lines like a pro and even hopped from the pier to the gunwales without looking intimidated or out of her element.

         “So you know your way around a sailboat,” he said as he fired up the diesel engines.

         “My grandfather was once a member of the yacht club. He had a J-22 we used to sail when I was a kid,” she said as she stepped down into the cockpit and then perched on the portside bench.

         He studied her as she looked up at the mast where the wind vane indicated a good breeze blowing from the southwest. Topher judged it at maybe eight knots or so.

         “So we’re not sailing?” she asked as he guided the boat into the channel.

         “No,” he growled, annoyed by her question.

         He’d been sailing all his life, and the yacht had all the technology money could buy. It might be forty feet long, but it was rigged to be single-handed. Topher could manage it even without his good health.

         But he didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of this woman. He didn’t want to display his disabilities; otherwise she might join the chorus of people in his life who thought he was crazy to want to live alone on a deserted island.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Topher turned his head so that only the unmarred side of his face was visible. It was as handsome as ever. But Jessica was hard-pressed to recognize the man sitting behind the ship’s wheel.

         He wasn’t the same clean-cut, letter-jacket all-American she remembered. He’d lost the roundness of youth and now had a tough, sinewy look to him. He was dressed like a beach bum, in a garish purple Hawaiian shirt featuring palm trees and bright-orange sunsets, faded jeans with holes in the knees, and a pair of dirty Vans.

         The late-August sun highlighted strands of blond and gray in his shoulder-length hair. A bushy beard hid a tracery of scars on his left side, which he tried to keep hidden from her view. The way he turned his head might have broken her heart if she’d had any pity for him.

         But it was the eye patch over his left eye that gave him the appearance of an anti-hero from an action movie. Looking into the endless blue of his right eye was more unnerving than the lack of symmetry in his face or his incredibly rude manner.

         She settled back into the cushion and waited. Last Friday, when he’d set up this meeting, he’d been so insistent about her dropping everything, including her bid for the new City Hall project, in order to do this site visit. She expected him to have a lot to say as they sailed out to the island.

         Clients usually had more ideas than could ever be incorporated into a single design. It was her job to winnow out the important things at initial meetings like this.

         But minutes rolled by and he remained silent. Evidently, he expected her to get the ball rolling. “So, about this house,” she said, “are you planning to restore the lighthouse, or did you want to build additional structures?”

         Instead of answering the question, he turned that blue eye on her and asked, “Do you think I’m crazy?”

         “What?”

         “It’s a simple question. Do you think I’m crazy to build on a remote island?”

         Oh boy. Obviously the man knew what the gossips were saying about him. She could stop this right now. But she suddenly didn’t want to. If the man wanted to hang himself, she was happy to supply the rope.

         But she wasn’t rude, either. She simply sidestepped his query. “Building on an island will be difficult,” she said.

         “That didn’t answer my question.”

         He was no fool, was he? “Well,” she said, leaning back on the bench and looking away from his too-intense gaze, “you have to be a little crazy to want to build off the grid.”

         He barked a laugh. “So you think I’m crazy.”

         “Yes,” she said as irritation mounted. The man obviously didn’t know one thing about polite conversation.

         “Maybe we should turn around,” he said through his teeth. His gaze pinned her.

         “Maybe we should. We’re only here because you insisted.” She forced herself to stare right at him, daring him to come about.

         His mouth twitched, and he looked to the left, hiding his scars. He didn’t turn the boat around, but he didn’t say anything, either. The silence stretched out, punctuated by the wind whipping against the ties on the furled mainsail. She pressed her lips together, determined not to smooth over what had just been said, and watched the seabirds above them.

         Ten minutes later, he spoke again. “My grandfather talked about building a big house on the island. I think he wanted to oust the Martin family get-togethers from Aunt Mary’s. It galled him to have the Martin family reunion at Howland House. There was once a time when the Martins were as important as the Howlands.”

         So this was about family ego? Really? She wanted to hurl over the sides, but she continued her silence. She had nothing nice to say about his vision.

         “What’s going on in that head of yours?” He barked the question into the wind.

         That did it. If he wanted the truth, she’d give it to him. “So basically you want to build a monument to your family’s name, then.”

         He laughed without any mirth. “Yes.” And then a moment later. “I loved my grandfather.”

         The longing in his voice yanked her back and reminded her that she was here for the purpose of moving on. Maybe she should quit being so angry and try accepting that he was a human capable of loving someone.

         And she could understand loving a grandfather. She’d adored PopPop.

         “I understand,” she said, fighting to maintain emotional distance from the man who had ruined her life.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Did she understand?

         No way. She was whole, and beautiful, and…He didn’t know what the hell word to use to describe her. She wasn’t intimidated by his anger, and the way she pointed her face at him suggested that she wasn’t giving him the stare.

         He wanted her to understand about Granddad. But what the hell. It didn’t matter if she understood. What he wanted was impossible. The dream of a family compound had died with his grandfather. His cousins were scattered around the country these days, and besides, who would want to bring their kids to visit a man whose face made babies cry?

         No, he was alone, and likely to be that way for the rest of his life. So what he needed was a place to hide. But saying it out loud wasn’t easy.

         He tore his gaze away from Jessica and focused on the compass heading. Not that he needed the direction. He could see Lookout Island off the port bow, the old lighthouse rising up, seemingly from out of the bay itself.

         “Maybe I should just restore the lighthouse,” he muttered, feeling the need to say something.

         “Well, that’s an option. But are you ready for tiny-house living? A lighthouse usually doesn’t have much square footage.”

         “Are you trying to talk me out of everything I want?” he asked in a disgruntled tone. He turned back toward her, irritated that she seemed so carelessly calm, with one leg tucked up under the other.

         She shook her head. “No. I’m just doing my job. You haven’t given me much to work with.”

         “No. I told you what I wanted and—”

         “Not really. You told me what your grandfather wanted, and then you told me what you were willing to settle for. What is it you want, Topher?”

         I want my old life back. That was what he wanted, but she was powerless to give him that. So instead, he asked, “What would be involved in turning the lighthouse into a residence?”

         She leaned forward, pulling her cap down on her head against the breeze. “Well, I’ve never done a lighthouse restoration, so I’ll need to do some research. But from what I’ve seen in photographs, it will be vertical living. You know, a room on each level. So lots of stairs to get from one place to another.”

         She pushed her sunglasses up her nose and looked in his direction. Damnation. He wanted to see her eyes when she said stuff like that. Did she have enough courage to look him in the eye and point out his obvious disability?

         “I think maybe I want a little more room,” he said.

         “Is there a lightkeeper’s cottage on the island?”

         “There was once, but I don’t remember it. Hurricane Hugo blew it down in 1989.”

         “Too bad. We could have restored it.”

         “I guess. I don’t think it was very big.”

         “So you want something big, then?”

         He shrugged.

         “Are you planning to live there year-round?”

         “Of course.”

         “Oh. Okay, that’s important to know. We have to worry about winter storms in addition to the occasional tropical disturbance. I don’t think we’ll be able to build a sea wall, but we can—”

         “I like the idea of walls,” he said because he didn’t know what else to say. “You know, to keep the storms at bay.” And to keep people out. Then he added, “The lighthouse is made of brick, so maybe we should think about some stone to complement it.” God, he sounded like an idiot. He knew nothing about architecture.

         “Hmmm,” she said on a long breath. “So basically you’re telling me you want a castle with a tower.”

         “What? I didn’t say—”

         “Okay, I know that’s not what you said, but a stone building with a wall and a lighthouse tower says castle to me.”

         A flash of anger hit him like a rogue wave. “Are you laughing at me?” he snarled.

         “Not at all. I’m trying to understand what you want.”

         “Well, clearly I want something substantial, maybe built of stone, with a wall to protect it. And it needs to withstand the most ferocious storm, with a big enough freezer to lay in food for months at a time. I don’t plan to make a lot of trips back and forth to the grocery store.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Finally. She had something to work with, and it wasn’t far from what Aunt Donna had talked about last Saturday. He wanted a hideaway.

         It made sense, seeing the way he would turn away from her, exposing only his unscarred side. It almost irked her that she could feel empathy for him. It was probably hard for him. People probably stared at him.

         So she got the picture. He wanted a place to haunt like some brooding, injured hero in a Gothic novel. She’d never designed anything like that, and she’d hate living in a place like that. But it wasn’t her vision or her house.

         That was the point. And she took pride in the fact that she was good at her job because she could translate her clients’ visions into reality.

         So she gave him a businesslike smile. “I can design something like that,” she said, standing up to make herself taller and maybe a bit more serious-looking. But the swaying motion of the boat almost knocked her sideways. She had to grab the back of the bench to keep from falling over. How humiliating.

         She found him watching her out of his cobalt-blue eye, studying her as if he could see right through to her insecurities. She needed a moment to regroup.

         “If you don’t mind, I’d like to use the head.”

         “Sure. It’s down the ship’s ladder and to the left.”

         She headed forward and took the ladder down into the yacht’s main salon, which had been decorated in a style that fit the boat’s name.

         And really, who names their boat Bachelor’s Delight? But then, she already knew that Topher Martin had an ego the size of Alaska. Clearly, the whole #MeToo thing had completely escaped his attention.

         As she snooped around his yacht, she got a real good sense of his design style, which could be summed up as early–American Playboy Mansion. She wanted to barf all over the gold trim in the yacht’s head. The whole thing was beyond tacky.

         When she returned above deck, desperately in need of fresh air, Delight was nearing the iconic lighthouse. It stood on its lonely island at the mouth of the inlet, its red and white stripes faded to brown and gray. A cast-iron gallery and catwalk topped the tower and had left rust streaks down the faded paint of the brickwork.

         The tower was solid and utterly isolated. A perfect place for an off-the-grid hideaway for a brooding bachelor.

         Topher guided the yacht alongside a floating aluminum dock that appeared to be brand-new. She hopped out and secured the mooring lines as Topher cut the engines.

         She had expected him to take care of the aft lines, but when he stood up from the captain’s chair, she realized the truth. Aunt Donna had said something about his injured leg, and now she realized that it was, by far, the most significant of his challenges.

         A few misgivings settled uncomfortably into her mind. Maybe it was cruel to do this—to make it possible for him to retire from the world.

         She stomped on the thought. Who was she to tell him what he should and shouldn’t do? The man was willing to pay her well. So she wasn’t going to get all softhearted or worried. The man had money, he wanted a house, and she was an architect.

         She headed down the dock and caught the mooring line when he tossed it to her. When she’d secured it to the cleat, she stood and turned, gazing up at the lighthouse.

         “Tell me about the light?” she asked.

         “It was built in 1870,” he said as they made their way up a flagstone walk. Topher had produced one of those folding aluminum canes with a rubber tip, which he leaned heavily on as they climbed the hill where the light stood looking over the inlet.

         “It was decommissioned in the late 1960s,” Topher continued, “and my grandfather bought the island back in 1973, years before I was born.”

         When they reached the steel door set into the masonry, he pulled out an old-fashioned key and slipped it into the lock. The mechanism squealed as he turned it. So did the hinges as he pulled the door open.

         They stepped into the tower, a dim light filtering down from above. The porthole windows circling the building revealed a slightly rusty cast-iron stairway spiraling up around the building’s interior perimeter. Jessica took off her sunglasses and hung them from the neckline of her T-shirt as she gazed upward. The helix of the stairway was a thing of beauty.

         “There are one hundred and sixty-seven steps to the watch room. A ladder leads up from there to the lantern room,” Topher said.

         She turned, finally, meeting and holding his gaze. His cobalt eye gleamed in the dim light with a spark that welded her to the floor. She couldn’t look away, as the memory of the boy in the letter jacket was cauterized forever from her memory, leaving this much more intimidating version.

         He looked away first, and she yanked her gaze up toward the spiraling stairs and spoke the first words that entered her brain. “You can’t make it up to the top, can you?”

         The words were cruel in a way, but they were also true. And necessary. She’d need to incorporate an elevator into her design.

         “No, I can’t,” he growled.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         It was after four o’clock by the time Bachelor’s Delight returned to its berth at the Magnolia Harbor Marina. During the afternoon, Jessica had taken hundreds of photos and measurements, filling a notebook with ideas, facts, figures, and even a few drawings.

         She also had a signed agreement in hand to produce a house design. Topher Martin was willing to pay her twice her going rate.

         Which was great, except that her new client seemed to know that she was overcharging him because the last thing he said, right before she left him at the pier, was that he wanted to see design concepts in a week.

         A week!

         Yikes. She was going to have to burn some serious midnight oil to make that happen because she needed to finish her submission to the review committee for the new City Hall project before she could even start work on his house.

         Submissions were due on Friday, and she still had a lot of details to work out. She was hoping that her hometown connection would give her a leg up on the other teams submitting designs. Of course, the review committee, most of whom had known her and her family for years, were also well aware that she was a one-woman shop with offices above a boutique.

         But a girl needed to start somewhere. When she’d returned to Magnolia Harbor two years ago, she’d taken a leave of absence from the firm in Charleston where she’d been working to look after Momma in her final few months.

         She’d reconnected with Colton St. Pierre, and his cheerleading and business connections as Magnolia Harbor’s up-and-coming building contractor had helped her decide to start her own business. Colton had been the one to introduce her to Mr. Akiyama, who’d been looking for an architect willing to take on a big challenge. His house had won awards and brought her more business. A month ago, she’d moved her business into commercial office space on Harbor Drive. So what if her office was above a boutique?

         If she’d allowed herself to listen to Granny’s negativity, Jessica would never have been in this position—to accept a contract from a rich man for a challenging design on a remote island.

         Call her crazy, but if she could carry it out, she might win a few more awards.

         Her life might be almost perfect were it not for the fact that the gossips of Magnolia Harbor seemed to believe that her business relationship with Colton would eventually rekindle their teenage romance.

         Like most gossip, this was wrong. They were friends and business associates, not lovers, and there had never been a teenage romance, even though her name and his had been forever linked sixteen years ago.

         Nevertheless, it was still a bit disconcerting when she returned to her office and found Colton lounging in her swivel chair with his feet up on her desk. He looked mighty comfortable, as if he’d been there for a while.

         Colton was a truly nice guy who’d straightened out his life, but sometimes he had boundary issues.

         “Kerri let me in,” he said before Jessica could even ask the question.

         Kerri was the owner of the building and the boutique downstairs. And of course she’d let Colton in even though Jessica had never left any express instructions about who should and should not be let into her locked office.

         Kerri had just assumed, because Jessica and Colton had a long, twisted history in this town.

         After a long day with a difficult man, her landlady’s assumptions irritated Jessica. But she wasn’t about to tell Colton that because she owed him so much.

         “So how’d it go?” Colton asked, dropping his feet to the floor. “You guys were gone all day. I was starting to get worried.”

         “Topher wants a castle,” she said with a little eye roll. “Or maybe a bachelor’s pad. I’m not sure which.”

         “What?” Colton leaned forward with a deep frown.

         “Have you seen his yacht?” Jessica asked.

         “No, why?”

         “It’s named Bachelor’s Delight. Honestly, who names a boat—”

         Colton started to laugh.

         “What’s so funny?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips.

         “That’s the name of a famous pirate ship,” he said.

         “What?”

         He whipped out his iPhone and peered into the screen. “Siri,” he asked, “who sailed Bachelor’s Delight?”

         Siri dutifully responded, “I found this on the web.”

         Colton made a few keystrokes. “Edward Davis,” he said. “He lived in the 1600s and was some kind of English privateer. His boat, which had thirty-six guns, according to this Wikipedia entry, was named Bachelor’s Delight.”

         “You and your pirates,” she said with an eye roll.

         He smirked. “If you had ever studied up on your local pirates, maybe the name of Topher’s boat wouldn’t have ticked you off. The original Bachelor’s Delight is one of the most famous pirate ships around, along with Captain Teal’s Bonnie Rose and Blackbeard’s Queen Anne’s Revenge.”

         “Okay. So I’m uninformed about historic pirate ships. But it doesn’t change the way Topher Martin’s boat is fitted out. Hugh Hefner would feel right at home.” She stalked forward to stand in front of Colton. “Out of my chair. I need to think.”

         “And you can’t think on your feet?” he asked with a smirk.

         “Out.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” He hopped up onto the edge of the desk, and she flopped back into her chair. “I spent the whole day thinking he was an egotistical maniac because of the boat’s name. Although really, there were other things that convinced me of that. His grandfather wanted to build some kind of big house out there just to prove that the Martins are as important as the Howlands. And the bed in the captain’s quarters is round, with satin sheets.” She shook her head.

         “Really?” Colton’s tone changed to avid interest, or maybe concern. “How’d you get to see the captain’s quarters?”

         She cocked her head. “I went to the head, and I snooped.”

         “Oh.”

         “I don’t know, Colton. He really wants a castle so he can retire from the world and brood. Did you hear about his accident?”

         Colton nodded. “So, is it bad?”

         She shrugged. “Not his face so much. But he’s got challenges. Physical ones.”

         “Does this mean you’ve forgiven him?”

         “No. It means my empathy has kicked in, and I wish it hadn’t. I heard that his family is dead set against him moving out there, and I kind of see why.”

         “So you’re going to shoot yourself in the foot and walk away from this job?”

         “Heck no.” She pulled the signed agreement out of her tote bag. “I’m charging him double my going rate.”

         “Well, if you can’t forgive him, taking his money is an alternative,” Colton said with a grin.

         “Yeah. I guess.” But in the back of her mind, something—probably her conscience—niggled. Did taking his money make her craven? Or ugly? Or…

         She stopped the negative thoughts before they overwhelmed her. Even now, years later, she could hear Daddy calling her names that made her feel ugly and unwanted. And then he’d sent her away.

         “What are you thinking?” Colton asked. “You’ve got that faraway look in your eyes.”

         She shook her head and forced a smile. “Nothing. Just tired.”

         “Well, I’ve got a solution for that. Let’s go have dinner at Aunt Annie’s place.” He stood, snagging her by the arm and pulling her from her chair.

         She came to her feet but resisted his pull. “Um. No. I’m really tired,” she said.

         “C’mon, I’ll feed you. And I’ll assuage your conscience for having charged Topher Martin twice your rate.”

         She shook her head. “No.” The truth was she didn’t want to be seen at Annie’s place with Colton again. They’d had dinner there three times last week. The food was bad for her waistline, but the gossip about them was worse for her headspace.

         “Come on. Don’t be a—”

         “No.” She pulled her arm out of his grasp. “I just don’t want to go down there again. With you. I mean—” She bit off her words, suddenly mortified that she’d spoken her mind out loud.

         It was the second time that day. Earlier she’d spoken the truth about Topher’s injuries, and now. Well, now the words had hit their mark.

         He blinked, his eyes going wide. “What does that mean?”

         “It means that I’ve gotten five phone calls from my grandmother’s friends who saw us at Annie’s on Saturday and last Wednesday. And then there’s the way you’ve been fixing my leaking plumbing. And the fact that you and your crew moved me into this office space a month ago. People are talking about us…” She ended the phrase with a gesture that wasn’t terribly eloquent. Then she huffed out a breath and studied the exposed beams in the ceiling.

         “And is that so bad?” he asked.

         “What? You know what they’re saying.”

         He nodded. “Maybe we should, you know, give them something to talk about.”

         She locked gazes with him as the earth shifted beneath her feet. What the…?

         “Uh. Um. Colton. No. We don’t…I mean, I don’t…Oh, good grief.” She turned away from him.

         She didn’t love Colton. Not that way anyway. Heck, she wasn’t sure she could love anyone. Or that anyone could love the real her—the woman inside who sometimes believed the nasty things Daddy had said about her coming up.

         No. She didn’t want a man in her life. She didn’t trust men. And besides, she didn’t want to end up like Momma, domineered into submission.

         Behind her, Colton’s silence was like a physical thing looming over her.

         “You better go,” she said.

         “Yeah, I guess maybe I should.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Kerri Eaton was having a less than spectacular day at Daffy Down Dilly until Colton St. Pierre came waltzing into the store around 3:30 p.m., looking for Jess. As if Kerri was Jess’s keeper and not her landlady.

         But hey, a beggar couldn’t be a chooser, and the view out her front windows had definitely improved in the month since Jess had leased the office space upstairs. Colton came and went at will.

         And why not? Jess was obviously the love of his life. And hell, if you listened to the gossip that had been raging for years, Jessica and Colton had been the Romeo and Juliet of Magnolia Harbor. Teen lovers who had been thwarted by the powers that be and forced into exile.

         Everyone wanted to rewrite that story and give it a happy ending.

         Kerri blew out a long sigh. It was kind of annoying that the most eligible bachelor of color, not counting Colton’s older brother, Micah, had a jones for a white woman. But who was she to stand in the way of true love, long delayed.

         So she’d opened the office for him. And once Jess returned, Kerri could hear their voices. Okay, it was a slow day and she had her ear pressed hard to the wall adjoining the office stairwell. But she couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. She fully expected them to come down the stairs together and head off to dinner someplace. They’d been seen all over town at various restaurants.

         So when Colton came clomping down the stairs by himself, Kerri was surprised. And like any busybody worth her salt, she let her curiosity get the better of her. Was there trouble in paradise?

         The gossiping public in Magnolia Harbor would want to know. All of Kerri’s friends would want details and facts. Or maybe just the juicy morsels, since facts were often not terribly interesting.

         So she hurried out onto the sidewalk with a smile on her face. “Hey, Colton,” she said to his back as he was heading toward his pickup. He turned. “Did Jess come back? If not, I can lock up for you.” She hoped her voice didn’t give away the lie.

         “She’s back,” he said, a little muscle ticking in his jaw. What did that mean? Was he angry at Jess? Or what?

         “Oh, okay. Y’all didn’t have a disagreement, did you?” she asked, point-blank. “I mean, she wasn’t upset that I let you in?”

         He shrugged. “I don’t know what she’s upset about.”

         Whoa, they had argued.

         “Well, I imagine she’s in a grumpy mood after spending the day with Topher Martin. The word on the street is that he’s not the same as he used to be.”

         “Yeah. I guess.” Colton turned and took a few more steps toward his truck before he stopped again. When he turned around, it was as if he was looking at her for the first time. As if he was truly seeing her for once.

         A little thrill ran down Kerri’s spine. Lord have mercy, he was one fine-looking man. His skin was a deep red-brown, like the wood of a polished cypress knee, and his eyes were tawny gray like Spanish moss. Everything about him screamed South Carolina Low Country.

         And this fine-looking man was actually staring at her, his eyebrow rising just so. He put his big ol’ hands on his oh-so-slim hips. “So, uh, when’s quitting time?” he asked.

         Sweet Jesus, was the man about to suggest dinner somewhere? Wow. She looked down at her watch to avoid showing any eagerness, but then she blew it by saying, “In about five minutes.” She held her breath and stopped herself from looking up.

         This was so wrong. He had a thing for Jess Blackwood. Didn’t he? Otherwise he might have noticed her last July, when they’d played on the same softball team and she’d worn her tight-fitting yoga pants.

         “So, uh, you doing anything? Maybe we could grab some chops over at Aunt Annie’s Kitchen or some shrimp at Rafferty’s or something,” he said.

         She exhaled and met his gaze. She’d be a fool to let this happen. She knew better than to mess with some other woman’s man. Assuming, of course, that he was Jess’s man. Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t seen any solid proof that Colton and Jess had a thing going. He popped into her office from time to time, but she’d never seen any public displays of affection.

         Maybe it was just gossip. Maybe they were just friends.

         Or not.

         So instead of saying yes, she folded her arms across her chest and asked, “What’s the matter? Did Jess stand you up?”

         “I didn’t have a date with her,” he said in a tight voice. “We’re just friends.”

         Kerri heard the twist in his voice—as if he wanted out of the friend zone and into something more intimate. She should say no. She should turn and walk away from him.

         But she didn’t. A chance like this came along once in a blue moon. If Jess was too blind to see what she was throwing away, then shame on her.

         Kerri gave him her best seductive smile. “I’d love to have a chop over at Annie’s Kitchen,” she said. “Just give me a moment to close things up.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tuesday morning, Jessica sat at her office desk doodling on a legal pad, still too upset by Colton’s behavior the previous evening to focus on any work.

         His words kept circling her mind: Let’s give them something to talk about.

         She didn’t want to give anyone anything to talk about. She’d already been talked about way too much in this town. And ever since her disastrous run-in with rumor and gossip, she’d endeavored never to give anyone anything to hold over her.

         She’d been the model of propriety. She’d been polite. She’d been careful with her friendships and relationships. She’d always tried to tell the truth when she could, and when people resisted the truth or the truth was too brutal, she would say nothing at all.

         Except yesterday, when she’d spoken her mind to Colton. And look where that had landed her. She had no clue how she was going to salvage her friendship with him.

         Just then Kerri peeked around the door to the stairs.

         “Hey,” her landlady said. “I made a fresh pot of coffee, and things are slow downstairs. I thought you might like a cup.”

         Kerri came striding into the office looking like a runway model. She stood almost six feet tall in ballet flats and was rocking one of her shop’s cute little sundresses. Accessorized to the max, Kerri was the epitome of classy Southern womanhood with a savvy attitude.

         Kerri handed Jessica a cup festooned with daffodils and then sank down into the single side chair.

         Jessica took a sip. The coffee was a bold, flavorful roast.

         “So,” Kerri said, settling back in her chair, “you working on Topher Martin’s house?”

         Jessica blinked a couple of times. Living in Magnolia Harbor meant everyone knew everyone’s business, but the speed with which news traveled still surprised her. “So you know about that?”

         “You were apparently seen getting onto Topher Martin’s yacht yesterday. And since it’s become common knowledge that he wants to run away to Lookout Island and you’re an architect…” Her voice trailed off.

         “Yeah, I guess it’s not hard for people to add up one plus one.” And frequently come up with three or four or more.

         Kerri nodded and stared down at her cup for a long moment, clearly uncomfortable about something. Not wanting to hear any more troubling gossip, Jessica didn’t encourage her.

         “Um…” Kerri finally said, looking up. “The thing is, I heard about Topher’s plans because I went to Annie’s place with Colton last night, and—”

         “You did?” Jessica sat up straighter in her chair, a ray of sunshine leaking through the cloud that had been hanging over her all morning.

         Why hadn’t she thought of that before? Maybe the answer to her problem was to find Colton a gorgeous and successful girlfriend. Someone exactly like Kerri Eaton.

         “I feel so guilty about it,” Kerri continued. “I mean, I’m sure you’re going to hear gossip, and I just wanted you to know that it was completely innocent. And really, I felt like I needed to come up here and let you know because…” She didn’t finish the sentence.

         “You think we’ve got a thing?” Jessica asked.

         “Don’t you? I mean, didn’t you have some kind of lover’s quarrel last night?”

         Oh, good grief. When would people stop?

         “We did have an argument last night, but it wasn’t a lover’s quarrel. We don’t have a thing.” Jessica didn’t explain further because anything she said would be fed into the grapevine and come out garbled on the other end. Sometimes it felt as if she could stand on a mountaintop and shout the truth and not a soul would believe her.

         “Really? Because, you know, he spent a lot of time telling me how worried he is about you.”

         “Worried? D—” She swallowed back the cuss word and gripped the arms of her chair.

         “Well, maybe not worried. Concerned about things.”

         “What things?” Jessica leaned forward, irritation flaring into real anger at Colton for running his mouth about her. He knew better.

         “I guess he’s concerned about this City Hall design competition. He told me that you’re going up against some really big firms.”

         “So what? Everyone has to start somewhere.”

         The corner of Kerri’s mouth twitched. “I guess that’s true.”

         “I’m fine. I know it’s a long shot, but you have to take risks to gain rewards, right? And besides, he knows good and well that I just landed the Martin project.”

         “Whoa, wait,” Kerri said, putting her hands out palms forward. “I think you misunderstood. Colton is rooting for you. He just—”

         “Spent the whole night talking about me?” Jessica met Kerri’s stare.

         “Well, not the entire time,” Kerri said. “We did talk a little about the chamber of commerce and the general business climate. But otherwise.” Kerri’s normally straight shoulders slumped. It was clear that her landlady had an unrequited crush on Colton.

         Because Colton was an idiot.

         “Good grief.” Jessica looked away, studying the morning sunshine pouring through her front windows. If she had any skills at matchmaking, this would be the time to whip them out. But alas, she was a dolt when it came to relationships.

         “You know, Jess, I’d give my right arm to have a man like that worry about me,” Kerri said.

         That was probably true. But Jessica liked her right arm a lot and didn’t want to give it away for anyone, not even Colton. She turned back toward Kerri. “You’re right,” she said. “Colton is a great guy. But he’s my friend, and that’s it. So if you want to make a play for him, go right ahead. You have my blessing.”

         Kerri put her empty cup on the desk and met Jessica’s stare. “Really? You’re not ticked off that I had dinner with him?”

         “I’m not his keeper,” Jessica said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m super busy. I’ve got that City Hall project to finish.”

         And by golly, just like that, she had found a way to push Colton out of her mind. If the man was running around town talking about her, then her anger was entirely justified.
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