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Between Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket rests Bayberry Island, home to a bronze mermaid statue that promises to grant true love to anyone who asks with an open heart. . .


Duncan Flynn said goodbye to his hometown of Bayberry Island a long time ago. So when the injured Navy SEAL is sent home – just in time for the annual Mermaid Festival – he’s in no mood to celebrate. Let alone fall in love. Duncan has always ignored the island myth, until one night he spots a magnificent woman emerging from the ocean who bears an uncanny resemblance to the legendary statue.


Adelena Silva’s mermaid paintings may have made her famous, but Lena herself is a recluse – at least until Duncan returns home. She’s secretly loved him her whole life, and now he’s back she’s determined he won’t be the one that got away. Will the truth she’s harboured for so long, along with a little island magic, win his heart?


Don’t miss more enchanting Bayberry Island romance with Rowan’s story in Sea Of Love and Clancy’s story in The Sweetest Summer.




This book is dedicated to Grace Burrowes—
author, attorney, friend, banker, twenty-four-hour
airport chauffeur, dog rescuer, moving company,
and all-purpose fairy godmother. Thank you
for everything. You have been a blessing.




The mermaid legend of Bayberry Island has managed to survive in a world hostile to myth and magic. As the tale goes, the mermaid has kept a vigil over her small Massachusetts island—halfway between Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard—for well over a century. Believers say that from her perch three blocks from the water’s edge, she gently nudges inhabitants and visitors on their journeys toward the most elusive of all human needs: love.


The Great Mermaid’s bronze form rises from a fountain and hovers sixteen feet in the air. From there she can observe a bustling Main Street, watch the busy marina, and gaze out to sea. From this lookout she has welcomed thousands upon thousands of sunrises, witnessed an equal number of evening shadows fall across the shops and houses, and shared in the joys and heartaches of the mortals below.


For those who believe, the question is not whether the mermaid is able to intervene in the affairs of the human heart. The only mystery is how, where, why, and for whom she extends her favor.


—Opening narration, The Mermaid of Bayberry Island, a documentary film by Nathaniel Ravelle




Chapter One


It was a recent June evening on Bayberry Island. Shop lights flickered. The old-fashioned gas streetlamps cast a warm glow over the bricks of Fountain Square. A crescent moon peeked over the horizon. And right on schedule, the last passenger ferry of the day made its unhurried approach toward the public dock.


Suddenly, the front door of the tavern flew open, spilling light, music, and laughter onto the boardwalk. A voice carried on the breeze.


“Get outta here, you bunch of good-for-nothings, or I’ll call the police! I’ll call the mayor, too!”


The mayor of Bayberry Island ignored the empty threat and lurched toward the door of the Rusty Scupper Tavern. At his elbow was his son, the off-duty police chief.


“Go right ahead!” Frasier Flynn made eye contact with most of the crowded barroom. “This place is a dive, anyway! You’ll be hard-pressed to ever find me here again!” When the mayor tried to swat at a piece of party streamer snagged in his thick white hair, he only smacked himself in the eye. The regulars roared with laughter. “All right, then. See you tomorrow.”


“Thanks for putting up with us, Rusty.” Police Chief Clancy Flynn looked over his shoulder while stuffing his father’s large body through the exit.


“It was an honor.” The bartender smiled at Clancy and wiped confetti off the bar. “It’s not every year the big kahuna turns seventy. Am I right?”


“I told you no one’s allowed to use that word!” Frasier’s head might have been out the door, but his ears were keen, and his bellow carried back into the noisy establishment. “And that includes any variation of ‘seven’ or ‘tee.’ I don’t even want to hear that you’ve got a seven a.m. tee time!’ ”


“ ’Night, Rusty.” Ashton Louis Wallace III smiled politely and placed a large tip on the bar. It was no mystery why he looked rumpled that evening. Not only had Rusty poured him half a dozen Sam Adams Summer Ales in the span of two hours, but Ash was a proud papa of a baby not yet sleeping through the night and was long overdue for a boys’ night out. His wife, Rowan, had no complaints—in fact, she’d coordinated her father’s birthday outing.


Nat Ravelle was the last of the four-man entourage to make his exit. The California ex-pat and husband of Rowan’s best friend, Annie, gulped down what was left of his fourth martini before he passed through the door with his good friends. “Later, dudes!”


The group began a slow stroll along the waterfront, heading south toward Main Street. Frasier held his face into the sea breeze and gazed out over the boat slips.


“Nothing better than a night out with the finest young men on Bayberry Island.”


“Thank you, Frasier.” Even alcohol couldn’t dull Ash’s finely tuned manners. As Clancy had learned the last couple of years, his brother-in-law might have come from Boston Brahmin money, but he was as down-to-earth as anyone he’d ever known.


“We’re short one man, however. And that’s just not right.”


Clancy braced himself, aware that his father was preparing to orate about his prodigal son, Clancy’s older brother, Duncan. Before Frasier got started, he nearly tripped stepping onto the boardwalk. Clancy grabbed him. “How about we get you home in one piece, Da?”


His father grumbled, throwing an arm over his boy’s shoulder as they strolled. “Now, let me tell you how things were back in the days of ol’ Rutherford Flynn, my great-grandfather, the brilliant immigrant entrepreneur who first tamed this wild and stormy island . . .” Frasier gestured grandly at the bistros, Internet cafés, and lobster-roll stands that surrounded the public dock. “Now, mind you, this was way before there were planes and diesel ferry boats and frozen custard on a damn stick! Did you know that the men of Bayberry Island lived and worked as a single unit? By God, they were together on the fishing boats all day and in the pub together at night. It was a sacred brotherhood!”


“Wouldn’t want to be downwind from that bunch,” Nat said.


Ash chuckled. “That’s an awful lot of fishin’ ’n’ drinkin’. Bet their wives weren’t thrilled.”


Frasier raised a cautionary finger and scowled at his companions. “Bayberry men were rough around the edges, I’ll give you that, but they were civilized. There was always a hot bath waitin’ for ’em when they got home . . .” Frasier’s voice had grown progressively louder, and he now pointed skyward, a sure sign that he was reaching a rhetorical climax of some sort. “And after a good scrub, they made certain their women thanked the Lord for being born!”


The wild pontificating had caused Frasier to list to port. Nat propped him up from the other side, and Clancy nodded his thanks to his friend.


“Let’s keep moving, Da. We’re almost there.”


“No. I need to say something.” Frasier planted his tree-trunk legs on the boardwalk and refused to budge. “We need to get together more often. I miss this. All of us together—it’s how it should be.”


Ash patted his father-in-law on the back. “We see you nearly every day, Frasier. And since your official birthday party isn’t for another week, there’s plenty more celebrating to come.”


“Oh, hell, Ash! You know what I mean.” Frasier sniffed as his gaze followed the movement of wispy night clouds. “Duncan should be here. He might be a Navy SEAL, but he is also one of us, a son of this island—my son.”


The group remained quiet for a moment, the younger men exchanging glances. Eventually, Clancy cleared his throat. “Duncan’s not ready for a pub crawl, Da. He’ll be home as soon as he’s discharged for outpatient therapy.”


“Nonsense.” Frasier leveled his gaze, his cheeks red from the alcohol and the oncoming rush of sentiment. “That boy is strong as a bull shark, and one day real soon he’ll be healthy enough to get himself shipped out to some far corner of the world, the way he always does. Dammit, we all know why Duncan didn’t come home in time for my birthday. For the last sixteen years that boy’s only come home a few days each year, always during festival week, and never a day more. His absence tonight has nothing to do with his injuries!”


Though the annual Mermaid Festival was still two months away, a fair number of tourists strolled along the boardwalk on this breezy June night, and all of them had noticed a rather tipsy mayor holding court in front of Talbot’s Nautical Antiques Shoppe.


“Why don’t we talk about it at your place, Da?”


“This needs to be said right here, right now.” Frasier lowered his chin and scowled. “Duncan isn’t here tonight because this would be too messy for him. He doesn’t want anything holding him to Bayberry—no entanglements, no celebrations, not even his own damn family. He never has. And that’s the God’s truth.”


Since that was an accurate description of his big brother, Clancy didn’t disagree. He gently nudged his father forward.


“What makes a man put down roots?” Frasier stopped again, this time shaking off the assistance of both Clancy and Nat. It took him a moment to stabilize. “Come on now, boys. You know the answer to this one, so let’s hear it!”


“Family,” Clancy said.


“Ha!” Frasier slapped his son on the back. “For you, yes, because you are loyal to the bone. And it sure helped that your woman came to Bayberry to claim you, which was awfully nice of Evelyn, I must say, and I’ll have to remember to thank her when I see her tomorrow.”


Frasier directed his gaze to Ash, then Nat. “Come on, fellas. What’s the one thing that can make a man stay put no matter how determined he is to leave?”


When neither answered, Frasier let go with a belly laugh. “By God, you two are the poster boys for this particular affliction, so spit it out!”


They glanced at each other, then said in tandem, “Love.”


“Aha! You got it! Love makes a man stay. Love makes a man do all kinds of stuff he wouldn’t otherwise have half a mind to do.”


Frasier tapped a finger into Nat Ravelle’s chest. “Look at you, boyo. Three Christmases ago you flew in from Los Angeles with plans to produce a TV show. But you met Annie, quit your job, married her, and now you live here year-round.”


“Guilty as charged,” Nat said with a grin. “And marrying Annabeth Parker was the best thing I ever did.”


“And you!” Frasier pointed at Ashton Louis Wallace III. “You blue-eyed, blue-blooded bastard! You showed up here with visions of bulldozers and dollar signs dancing in your Harvard head, and what happened? You met Rowan, stopped the island from being destroyed by development, and changed the course of Bayberry history—for the better. You’re a goddamned hero! And how did all that come about?”


A slow smile spread over Ash’s face. “I fell in love with your daughter.”


“Now we’re cookin’ with gas!”


“Come on, Da. It’s late.”


“It’s never too late.” With that cryptic comment, Frasier spun on his heels and marched off down the middle of Main Street. Clancy followed. Ash ran ahead.


“Hold up, Frasier.” Ash began a backward jog, stiff-arming his father-in-law. “You’ve had a lot to drink. Maybe it’s time to—”


“I’ve been holding my liquor since Kennedy was in the White House. Now, step aside, son.” The mayor continued his charge, changing direction and heading directly toward Fountain Square. His loud arrival disturbed the couples canoodling on the benches surrounding the mermaid fountain. They all stared, clearly annoyed by the invasion.


One man stood up, placing a protective hand on his woman’s shoulder. “What’s the deal, Gramps? You’re ruining the mood.”


“As of right now, this attraction is closed.”


“Really?” The tourist couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, and he sure wasn’t going to miss a chance to impress his girlfriend. He took a few aggressive steps toward Frasier. “This is public property. You can’t just show up and—”


Clancy slipped between his father and the chest-puffer, pulling his badge from the pocket of his off-duty jeans. “I’m sorry, sir. The mayor is correct. This is official city business, but Fountain Square will be open again in a few moments. Thank you for your cooperation.”


They didn’t look happy about it, but the tourists shuffled away, some glancing over their shoulders with disdain. The girlfriend slapped her protector on the arm. “What were you thinking? That old man could have been a psycho killer!”


Clancy waited for the tourists to disappear beyond the hedge of bayberry shrubs and turned to ask his father what he was up to. But Frasier had already wandered off. He now stood with his back to the others, staring up at the bronze mermaid, his large hands gripping the edges of the engraved historical marker at her feet.


“What the hell’s he doing?” Nat whispered.


“I have no idea,” Clancy said.


“Is he all right?” Ash made a step toward Frasier, but Clancy touched his shoulder.


“Give him a minute.”


The men watched in disbelief as Frasier tentatively reached up, then cradled the mermaid’s hand in his own. They saw his wide shoulders soften. They heard him speak several sentences—but the combination of the fountain spray, faint music from town, and the ever-present hiss of the ocean drowned out most of his words. Clancy could have sworn he heard the name “Duncan,” however. And the name “Mona.”


Whoa.


“I thought Frasier hated the mermaid.”


Clancy shrugged in response to Ash’s comment. “I don’t know what he thinks of her. All I know is he hates Ma’s obsession with the Mermaid Society and claims the group was the main reason they separated. He’s always saying her friends are nut jobs, but as far as the mermaid herself goes, I can’t really say how he feels.”


Ash leaned closer to Clancy. “Does he . . .? I mean, do you think it’s possible . . .? Could your father believe in the legend?”


Clancy didn’t answer right away. Eventually, he shook his head. “I think the chances of that are mighty slim.”


“But he’s holding the mermaid’s hand,” Ash insisted, gesturing toward Frasier like Clancy couldn’t see for himself. “Is he asking to be guided to true love? Is he asking for himself or on behalf of someone else?”


“Like I said—I got no flippin’ idea.” Clancy abruptly turned to face his brother-in-law. “And what about you, Ashley? Do you believe in the legend?”


“Me?” Ash touched his button-down shirt and laughed uncomfortably. “Of course not. There’s . . . Well, obviously, Rowan and I named Serena after the mermaid—wait! What I meant to say was we named our daughter after your great-great-grandmother. And the statue was built in her image, right? I didn’t mean to imply Serena was an actual merrrr—” Ash squeezed his eyes tight for an instant, collecting himself. When he opened them again, his gaze shot toward Nat, who was frozen in an open-jawed stare.


“And you, Ravelle? Do you believe in the legend?”


Nat made a clicking sound with his tongue and rolled his eyes. “Dude. Seriously. Just because I met Annie by falling down in front of her shop doesn’t mean I believe in the mermaid. I mean, fate? Sure. Why not? But I think I’ll leave the mermaid legend for my documentary.” He tossed the question back to Clancy. “What about you? You’re a Flynn—do you believe?”


Just then Frasier let the mermaid’s hand slip from his, stepped back from the statue, and turned toward the group. His eyes held more than sentiment—Frasier looked stunned. His skin shimmered under the lights. Fountain spray had misted his hair and face, plastering the soggy paper streamer to the side of his neck. And for just a moment, Clancy wondered if his father had been crying.


Of course he hadn’t. Clancy had never seen his da cry.


“Let’s go.” Frasier swiped the back of his hand across his wet cheeks. “It’s late, and you made me drink too much. For God’s sake, I’m seventy years old.”


At that instant, a large figure moved silently from the shadows toward the streetlamp. It was a man with two bags slung over his shoulder, and he seemed to be walking a bit unsteadily. Probably another inebriated tourist, Clancy thought, but until he was sure, he would keep his hand on his service weapon.


Just then, a deep voice said, “That old sea hag’s not gonna help you, Da.”


Frasier’s head snapped to attention. Clancy’s heart rose into his throat. And his brother stepped into the light.


They all rushed toward Duncan, but he kept them at a straight-armed distance. “Hold up. I’m not very steady.” He dropped the duffel and a hanging bag to the bricks before he hugged them one at a time—Da first, then Clancy, Ash, and Nat.


Ash reached out for both his bags. “Let me get these.” As Duncan handed over his duffel, he clearly favored his right leg over his left. It had been about six weeks since they last visited him at Walter Reed, and at that time he hadn’t even mastered using a walker. He had come a long way.


“Damn, you’re doing great, son.” Frasier’s voice cracked.


“Thanks, Da.”


“You might want to use a cane,” Nat suggested. “You know, to be on the safe—”


Duncan’s glare sliced off the rest of Nat’s sentence.


“Except you don’t need a cane, right?”


“Right,” Duncan said.


Frasier made a quick call, and an island taxi swooped in to get them. They tossed Duncan’s bags in the trunk and watched him cautiously lower himself into the back-seat with Frasier. Clancy and the others said they would continue walking home.


As the taxi drove off toward Shoreline Road, Nat said, “I thought he was going to bite my head off.”


“My God,” Ash said. “He dragged those heavy bags all the way from the ferry. That is one tough bastard.”


Clancy sighed. “You don’t know the half of it.”




Chapter Two


Duncan Flynn didn’t need to open his eyes to know where he was or how soon darkness would ease into dawn. His birthplace was many things, but subtle was not one of them.


He heard the breath of the surf and the chime of sailboat halyards down at the new marina. He felt expensive cotton sheets cool against his skin. And right on schedule, nature’s alarm clock began to chime—the mellow baseline of their local horned owl combined with the never-ending twittering of a northern mockingbird perched on a turret outside the open window.


After only a week, that little fucker was really starting to get on his nerves.


With eyes still closed, from his fancy third-floor guest suite at the Safe Haven Bed and Breakfast, Duncan decided to deduce the time, right down to the minute. It was one of many contests he would have with himself that day, just one more measure of his progress. Was he getting quicker? Stronger? More observant? As it turned out, the game was too easy that morning. It had to be a Saturday between zero five fifty and zero five sixty, because Mellie’s freshly baked berry scones were about to come out of the oven the way they did every Saturday morning. The scent had already migrated up to his third-floor suite. He could almost feel the dense pastry dissolve in his mouth and taste the explosion of buttery sweetness on his tongue.


He laughed at his own ridiculousness. Had all these months of recuperation turned him into a freakin’ poet? What was next—musing on how the scent of “sea spray” had slipped through the window curtains and filled his nostrils?


Not hardly.


He was no poet. He was a U.S. Navy lieutenant, a language and demolition specialist with SEAL Team 2, and he lived in the brutally real world, where exceptional men died and “sea spray” was just a flowery term for a mix of suspended salt particulates and microscopic organic matter so corrosive it would wreak havoc with planes, ships, aircraft carriers, and every other piece of equipment it touched. It was a time bomb that cost the Pentagon billions every year.


But, oh boy, they sure loved that shit around here! Bayberry Island’s only local beer was made by the Sea Spray Microbrewery. There was a small, family-friendly state park on the South Shore called Sea Spray Beach, plus a “See” Spray Sunglass Boutique, a Sea Spray Day Spa, and, of course, a Sea Spray Automated Car Wash. The expression had just the right amount of fluffy delusion about it, Duncan thought, ranking right up there with “Great Mermaid,” and “true love.”


Duncan stretched his arms toward the ceiling, clasped his fingers, and tucked them behind his head. He took a deep breath and focused on his lower body, cautiously stretching both legs beneath the sheets, judging how much stiffness he would be working with that day. He alternated pointing his toes and flexing his calves twenty-five times on each leg, a gentle warm-up that would please his newest physical therapist, no doubt. Then he lifted his left leg five inches off the bed, held it, and slowly set it down. He did it again. And again. And he’d do it a hundred times more by the end of the day.


Pain radiated in all directions from his left hip. It cut across his abdomen, sliced down to his ankle, and shot up the side of his body to pierce his skull. No surprise there. He was used to it. In fact, some variety of pain had been his standard operating procedure since his first day of BUD/S training a decade ago. He understood physical pain. It was a no-nonsense function of cause and effect, and he’d learned that it could be contained and controlled—maybe not completely and maybe not every moment, but he could handle physical pain.


Just by staying the course.


But the guilt? That was something else entirely. It was a spiteful shape-shifter that lay in wait for him, crouched inside a dark cave in his brain, infinitely patient. Guilt lay coiled in silence, ready to strike the instant his eyes closed, or his guard dropped, or his breath deepened . . . and just like that, an explosion would crack open the sky, flaming debris would fly, and the jeep would pin him to the ground as his friends screamed in agony. There he would stay, facedown in grit, blood pooling in his mouth while he flailed, nails bleeding as he tried to get free, useless, trapped by the weight of his failure, unable to free himself until it was too late.


By the time Duncan had reached them, they were dead. He’d failed them all. He had promised to have their backs and he had lied.


He woke with a start, his throat raw and his hair wet with sweat. He scanned the overly bright room, and it took him a moment to piece it together. He wasn’t on board the MH-60 headed to the field hospital. He wasn’t on the C-17 taking him from Afghanistan to Germany. He wasn’t in the recovery room at Landstuhl or the rehab floor at Walter Reed. The light that hit his eyes also spilled over fancy upholstered furniture, an attached marble bathroom, fresh flowers on the fireplace mantel, a dining nook, expensive linens, and a huge painting of . . . that damn mermaid.


Duncan groaned, propping himself against the fancy tufted headboard. He willed his pulse to slow. A quick check of his cell phone revealed it was almost seven thirty—hence the nightmare. He had fallen back asleep for at least two hours, which he should never do. Morning nightmares tended to be the most vicious.


Duncan looked down at himself. His legs and arms trembled with weakness and fear. His T-shirt was soaked through with perspiration. He couldn’t let anyone see him like this and knew he had to pull himself together. After a few moments, he slowly draped his legs over the side of the king-sized bed.


His eyes automatically flashed to the painting again. She called to him from above the mantel. Like a well-sexed woman waiting for her lover to return to bed, she lay stretched out on her stomach, cheek resting on folded arms, making sure he noticed her. All that wild dark hair floating in a halo around her head. Those sleepy eyes. That sexy dip of the small of her back before it curved into her—mermaid tail.


“Oh, for God’s sake, Flynn,” he mumbled to himself. He steadied his feet on the shiny wood floor and was about to push himself to a stand when he froze.


Duncan snatched the large feather from the night-stand and twirled the stiff vane between his fingers, examining his mother’s latest gift. The tail feather was that of an adult osprey, this particular specimen measuring about ten inches long and two inches at its widest, dominated by alternating black and white stripes. Duncan stroked his fingers upward along the downy softness. He’d seen many of these through the years, dropped on Bayberry Island beaches or snagged in the dune grass by winds. But this particular feather was obviously a product of one of the tourist shops on Main Street. Its natural beauty was accessorized with a strand of elaborately knotted black and white string dotted with multicolored glass beads, which trailed from the vane like the tail of a kite.


It was pretty enough, he supposed, but his mother shouldn’t have spent her money on something like this. Duncan sighed, figuring he’d get around to putting it on the bookshelf, along with the rest of the week’s haul—a shellacked starfish, a necklace made of tiny shells and stones, and chunks of sea glass in blues and greens.


Duncan stood. Slowly. Carefully. He focused on the even distribution of his weight and took the thirteen steps required to reach the head, intentionally keeping his eyes away from the painting. With unwavering concentration and one deliberate movement after the next, he managed to shower, shave, and throw on a clean pair of shorts and a T-shirt. He refused to dwell on the fact that it took forty minutes of precise concentration to perform basic tasks that once took no more than five mindless minutes of his time. He couldn’t go there. All he could do was push himself harder than he did yesterday. Work longer. Trust that tomorrow would be better than today and that it would be even better the day after that. If he wanted to get back to active duty, this thought process was his only option.


And returning to duty was the only thing that mattered.


Just as he set foot back in the bedroom, Duncan heard a knock at the door.


“Are you decent?”


The feather wasn’t enough?


He shook his head as he went to the door. Apparently, it didn’t matter how many times he told his mother that he was injured, not the sick kid he used to be, and he was capable of going downstairs to feed himself. She hadn’t listened. In the week he’d been home, not once had he been allowed to go down to the kitchen and grab a bowl of Cheerios like the nonpatient he was. And if it wasn’t his mother at the door with a tray, it was his sister, Rowan, or Mellie, the family’s longtime housekeeper and cook. Even Clancy’s wife, Evelyn, felt compelled to fib about how she happened to be in the neighborhood during the lunch hour and thought he might enjoy some of her homemade black bean and quinoa salad, which, for the record, he hadn’t.


Duncan was under siege, and his enemy was a legion of relentlessly fussy females.


“Good morning!” His mother was a gray-haired, arthritic lady of sixty-nine years who barely came up to Duncan’s shoulders. Mona Flynn had no business carrying a loaded-down serving tray like a waitress at a Shriner’s convention.


Duncan snatched it from her immediately. “Ma—”


“Oh, now, hush. The exercise is good for me. Mellie made both blueberry and strawberry, and I know those are your favorites so I brought you one of each, along with three scrambled eggs, bacon, orange juice, fried potatoes . . .”


While Mona recited the menu, Duncan placed the tray on the small round table by the windows. He pulled out a chair and motioned for her to sit. Though he hadn’t uttered another word of complaint, his mother continued to justify her visit.


“I just want you to eat right. The next time you go to Boston for your follow-up, I want the surgeon to be shocked at your progress and call the bigwigs in Virginia with the good news.”


Duncan prepared a cup of coffee for his mother, adding a swift pour of cream and one packet of sugar, the way she liked it. He handed it to her, then immediately poured himself a cup—black.


“So don’t forget that tonight is your father’s birthday dinner.”


It was a good thing Duncan had just chomped down on a crisp piece of bacon, because he was sorely tempted to blurt out a question along the lines of: You two aren’t going to be in the same room together, are you?


His mother laughed, obviously seeing the unspoken question in her son’s eyes. “Go ahead. Eat. And yes, I’ll be there. Frasier is seventy. We’re having a family celebration. And though your father and I are separated, I’ve been married to the crusty old bastard for forty-five years, so by God I deserve a slice of roast beef and a piece of birthday cake.”


“Good eggs, Ma.”


“And while everyone is assembled in one place, we’ll go over the family’s plans for festival week, in particular divvying up jobs at the clambake and going over menu items for the annual barbecue. Since you happen to be home this year, you’ll be expected to help out.”


“Really good eggs.”


“I’ll tell Mellie. She sprinkled chives on them—did you notice?” Mona took a sip of her coffee and glanced around the suite. “Are you comfortable?”


“I am.” And he was. Just as he had been comfortable the previous six mornings she’d asked him that question.


“Dinner starts at seven in the main dining room. They aren’t serving to the public tonight, so it will be just us—Clancy, Evelyn, and little Christina; plus Rowan, Ash, and Serena. Then your father, me, Annie, and Nat, and of course Mellie, who might try to convince Adelena to join us.”


Duncan stopped chewing. Almost unconsciously, he found himself turning toward the giant mermaid painting above the fireplace mantel, the work of Mellie’s daughter, Adelena. With its swirls of blues and greens, flashes of pinks and yellows, those mysterious mermaid eyes, the dark hair scattered with the current, and a boatload of soft, warm, bare female flesh, the painting was so powerful that it made him vaguely uncomfortable, almost as if she were insisting that he look at her, teasing him, pulling him in . . .


Enough. Today was the day he got rid of that damn painting. He’d find a storage closet or throw it in the attic—anywhere but here.


“You know she’s incredibly famous now.”


“Huh?” He turned to his mother in surprise. He had forgotten she was even in the room with him. “Yeah. So I hear.”


“She bought old Harry Rosterveen’s land a few years ago, sixteen acres on the North Shore. She named it Moondance Beach, which I think is very romantic. Did you know she’s a full-time island resident these days?”


Moondance Beach? Why must everything on this island be turned into a fairy tale? Adelena must be as delusional as the rest of them. “Yep. Clancy told me.”


“She lived in Harry’s old shack for a year or so, then built a glass and cedar fortress out there. It’s her painting studio, too. Beautiful, but too modern for my tastes. I’ve only caught a glimpse of him downstairs.”


“I see.”


“And heaven knows why she needs all that room. She’s all alone in that big house, quiet as a mouse. Doesn’t socialize much. Lena’s always been such an odd bird.”


Duncan nodded, digging into the hash browns. He remembered her. Imelda Silva’s daughter had been a scrawny, black-haired little girl who used to follow him around the island during his high school years. He had a vague memory of how she would sometimes keep him company back when he was sick. They would play Chinese checkers. She would read him stories and draw him pictures. She’d been a harmless enough kid.


“What do you have planned today?”


Duncan glanced up from his rapidly clearing plate and dabbed his mouth with a cloth napkin. “Same ol’, same ol’, Ma. The physical therapist comes this afternoon. I’ve got some studying to do.”


Mona produced a stiff smile and fiddled with her coffee cup. He couldn’t fool her. Though he was taking online Pashto, Persian, and Arabic refresher courses, Ma knew that his “studying” also included writing letters to the families of his dead teammates.


“How many more do you have left?”


“Two.”


“Have you done Justin’s yet?”


Duncan shook his head and gazed out toward Safe Haven Beach, already dotted with tourists. Justin’s would be the last. Though each of the men in that insertion team had been like brothers to him, Justin Jaramillo was the closest friend he’d ever had in his life. They’d met the first week of prep at Great Lakes and leaned on each other through the multiphase agony that was BUD/S training and the year that followed, eventually being assigned to SEAL Team 2 together.


Each letter had been excruciating to write. In every instance, he took great care to describe the man who was their son, brother, husband, and even father, and how he had lived and died with the utmost courage and dedication. But with Justin’s family, what could he say that hadn’t already been said? Nestor and Beth Jaramillo had been Duncan’s West Coast family when he was training at Coronado. They’d treated him like he was one of their own. The day the grieving parents had flown all the way to DC to visit Duncan at the rehab unit of Walter Reed was the hardest day of his life. He’d held them as they’d cried for their boy.


“I’m working my way up to that one, Ma,” Duncan said.


“Son?”


Duncan turned toward his mother. He saw worry carved into her face.


“I was just wondering . . . Have you given any thought to . . . you know . . .? There are so many things a man with your expertise and training could do. Maybe the foreign service. Or national security. I was watching this new TV show about CIA operatives the other night—”


“Stop.” Duncan pushed himself from the table. He wanted to jump from the chair and put some distance between himself and his mother, but that was too tall an order. It infuriated him that his brain flashed with intention and his body flowed like cold pea soup. It was as if the tether connecting his mind to his body had been cut—his thoughts raced and his legs stumbled.


He would never accept that the honed and perfected body he’d once commanded was gone. He would fight to regain what was rightfully his until his last breath.


At that moment, he fought just to push himself to a stand. He took a moment to stare out at the ocean and stretch his arms. The last thing he wanted to do was be ugly to his mother, but he just couldn’t talk about it anymore. She didn’t listen. How many times had he told her? He would regain his strength. He would return to active duty. He would once again do the only job he was meant to do.


“I’m sorry, Duncan. I ask too many questions.”


“No, Ma. It’s okay.” Duncan took a few measured steps her way. He placed a hand on her bony shoulder, startled by the feel of her, fragile and tiny under his big hand. He bent down and placed a soft kiss on her wispy hair. “I apologize for snapping at you. I have no right to take out my frustrations on you like that.” He patted her back. “Thank you for the feather.”


“The what?”


Since he was already up and walking, Duncan fetched the feather from the nightstand and laughed as he placed it on the shelf. This was their little game, and they’d been playing it since he was about ten, when the gifts had started appearing by his sickbed—little pieces of nature brought inside for the frail boy who often couldn’t go outside to experience the world for himself.


“It’s nice,” Duncan said, turning away from the bookshelf and smiling at his mother. “Is it from Annie’s shop?”


“I have no idea.” Mona crossed her arms over her chest and scowled. “I did not bring that feather to you. The gifts are not from me and they never have been.”


Duncan rolled his head around on his neck, working out the kinks. “Let’s change the subject.”


Mona rose from her chair and came to Duncan, reaching up to stroke the side of his face. “I have always told you the truth about that, my dear boy. You’re just not willing to hear it.”


He sighed and pulled her to him, hugging her slight figure close. “Whatever you say, Ma.”


Duncan felt a sharp jab in his ribs. “Ow!”


His mother glared up into her son’s eyes, a good fourteen inches above her own, her brow lined with seriousness. “You’re not paying attention to what I’m telling you.”


“Ma . . .”


“Sit back down, Duncan.” She pointed to the dining chair by the window. Duncan went. Once Mona was satisfied with his compliance, she peered into his eyes. “Those little presents began when you were in fourth grade, I think, back when the fishery was still running. At first I thought it was your father.”


“Da?” Duncan laughed. Frasier wasn’t at all the type.


Mona shrugged. “You’re right. It wasn’t him. We were still talking to each other back then, so I asked. Besides, more than once the gifts showed up while your father was on the mainland for business.”


Duncan leaned back into the chair, puzzled by the seriousness in his mother’s face. This made no sense. Of course she was the source of all these presents! Hundreds of anonymous offerings had been made over the years. Who the hell else but his mother could be devoted to him like that?


Mona continued to shake her head. “Mellie denied it, too. Besides, I remember that some little trinket or other was delivered to your room when she was in Nantucket Hospital with the flu. We know it wasn’t Clancy, who couldn’t keep a secret even back then—every thought in his head was broadcast on his face. And Rowan wasn’t your biggest fan, as you might recall. She tended to keep her distance.”


Duncan nodded. It was true. His little sister had been scared of him, and he didn’t blame her. He would snap at her and call her names. She didn’t deserve any of it, of course, but he hadn’t known what to do with all the rage he felt inside. For four long years—from age eight to twelve—Duncan was often confined to his room while the world went on without him. That made him intensely jealous of Clancy and Rowan, normal kids who got to run and play and sail and swim whenever they liked, while he was forced to watch the days crawl by from his sickbed. Duncan despised the hospital stays in Boston and all the doctors with their fake smiles. He hated the inhalers and the medicines. He was ashamed of his own weakness, ashamed that for whatever reason he wasn’t strong enough to fight off the asthma and repeated attacks of bronchitis. But more than anything, Duncan was terrified that he would be stuck in his bed, in his room, forever.


He’d been a spiteful little bastard back then.


Mona kissed his forehead, her face drawn tight with concern, maybe even pity. “You will be fine, son. You will recover from your injuries, and you will be happy again, no matter what career you choose.”


He felt his shoulders stiffen.


“Now, that said, I don’t want you hiding up here thinking you’re back to your boyhood. Because you’re not. You know that, right?”


Duncan managed to smile at his mother, though he wasn’t pleased that she’d brought up the proverbial elephant in the sickroom. The similarities between then and now were obvious, but he’d really hoped to avoid talking about it. He wanted to focus his energy on getting the hell off the island and returning to duty, not dredging up ancient history that couldn’t be changed and didn’t matter anymore. “Of course I do,” he said. “And I’m glad to hear you do, too.”


Mona began to gather the dishes and cups, but Duncan gently pushed her aside and took over the chore. As his hands kept busy, his mind latched on to the nagging loose end in their conversation.


“So who is it, then? Seriously, Ma. Who could be leaving me all this crap, then and now?”


Mona’s eyes sparkled. Her grin became so open and joyous that she looked like a little girl. “Do you remember what I always used to tell you?”


Duncan squeezed his eyes shut. He shook his head, as if he could will the conversation in another direction—any other direction. He’d rather talk about fucking sea spray. “Please, Ma. Don’t start—”


“Maybe it’s the Great Mermaid, leading you to your one true love!” Mona hooted with laughter, grabbed the tray, and headed toward the door. “You’re still a young man. There’s still time to open yourself to receive the mermaid’s gifts, you know.”


“Don’t hold your breath.”


“Remember, your father’s dinner is at six,” she called out over her shoulder, still chuckling. “Wear long pants and maybe a nice blue shirt—it brings out your eyes. And don’t be late.”


Duncan stared out the bedroom door long after his mother had vanished down the hallway. A blue shirt? Who the hell cared what color shirt he wore?


Suddenly, he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention. He turned to look right into those haunting—and somehow familiar—mermaid eyes. They cut right though him. Did she know something he didn’t?


Why? he wondered. Why is everything around here about goddamn mermaids?


Adelena Silva emerged from the surf, morning sunlight warming her skin. She squeezed water from her hair, then let it fall in a black ribbon over her bare shoulder. She continued up the beach, taking pleasure in the easy strength of her stride, the silken sand between her toes. The knowledge that she was equally at home in water and on land never failed to delight her.


Lena felt a wave of gratitude wash over her, and she closed her eyes for an instant. She thanked the tides for delivering her to this place and time. She gave thanks for her mother’s love and tenacity. She acknowledged the blessing of her talent and reminded herself that it was art that had paid for her happiness. Art had allowed her to serve as caretaker of Moondance Beach, a place where land, sand, and sea converged, which was all she’d ever wanted.


Lena opened her eyes, smiled to herself, and whispered into the wind, “Thank you for bringing Duncan home alive.”


She grabbed the towel from a piece of driftwood and wrapped her naked body in warm cotton. Lena slipped into a pair of flip-flops and climbed the wooden access stairs, crossed the dune, and went into her backyard. What stretched before her wasn’t one of the carefully manicured lawns of the South Shore. Her acreage was windswept and wild, pathways of sandy soil snaking through saw grass, cinnamon fern, bayberry, heather thistle, and blue iris. Beech, pine, and oak trees hunkered low to the ground, stunted by the ocean winds. And at the top of the rise, facing the beach, was her home and studio.


Lena’s mother had recently asked if she didn’t get lonely “rattling around” in such a big place. Lena couldn’t help but laugh, since she’d lost track of the number of times she’d tried to convince her to share her new home with her. Imelda Silva always dismissed the idea.


“Stop worrying about me, menina. Maybe it’s time for you to start caring for a family of your own.”


“Maybe it’s time for you to retire.”


The last time they’d had this conversation, they’d been seated on the first-floor deck in the early evening, watching the sunset and enjoying a bit of her mother’s favorite sherry. They got together for dinner about once a week, and Lena enjoyed spending time in the kitchen with her mother and talking until dark—even if nothing was ever resolved.


“You know I can’t leave Rowan and Ash now that the baby has come. Serena is attached to me, and Rowan needs me.”


“Be reasonable, Mãe. You’ve hardly had a day off since you came to this island twenty-four years ago. You deserve to enjoy yourself.”


“I do enjoy myself! I enjoy working. Keeping busy makes me happy. If I retire, I will dry up and blow away. What will be my purpose?”


Lena had sighed as she’d placed a hand over her mother’s. “Your purpose would be to relax and share in my success. We could travel. We could even go back to the Azores if you’d like.”


That got her mother’s attention. She shot Lena her trademark stink-eye, an expression reserved for things related to her mother’s place of birth, Lena’s Portuguese-American father, and his family in Rhode Island, where Lena had been born. In other words—anything having to do with the past she had left behind.


Her mother shook her head and turned down the corners of her mouth. “You know there is nothing for us over there. We are Americans. We are Bayberry Islanders.”


The evening ended with the usual kisses on the cheek and a stalemate. Lena watched her mother drive off toward Shoreline Road, glad she had kept her snarkier comments to herself. Her mother didn’t need to hear that Rowan and Ash could afford to replace her a hundred times over at the Safe Haven. She would have been hurt, since she considered herself a member of the family, not the bed-and-breakfast’s director of housekeeping and head cook. Lena knew the Flynns considered her family, too, and had since the night Imelda Silva and her seven-year-old child had shown up on the mansion’s doorstep just as hail had begun pounding down.
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