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            Chapter One

         

         Was this her father’s boat? The one he’d been sailing the day he died?

         Jenna Fossey stood on the sidewalk, shading her eyes against the early-September sun, studying the boat. It was small, maybe fifteen feet from end to end. It sat on cinder blocks, hull up in the South Carolina sunshine, its paint blistered and cracked. Much of the color had faded or peeled away, leaving long gray planks of wood. Even the boat’s name had bleached away; only the shadow of a capital I on the boat’s stern remained. Some kind of vine—was that kudzu?—had twisted up the cinder blocks and crawled across the boat’s hull, setting suckers into the wood and giving the impression that only the overgrown vegetation held the pieces together.

         A thick, hard knot formed in Jenna’s chest. She held her breath and closed her eyes, imagining the father she’d never known. In her thirty years on this planet, she’d imagined him so many times. In her fantasies, he’d been a fireman, a detective, a handsome prince, a superhero, a scoundrel, a bastard, and an asshole. That last role had stuck for most of her life because, before she died of breast cancer three years ago, Mom had refused to talk about him. In fact, by her omission, Mom had made it plain that Jenna’s father had been a mistake, or a one-night stand, or someone Mom had met in college but hardly knew.

         And then, one day out of the blue, Milo Stracham, the executor of her grandfather’s will, arrived at her front door and told Jenna the truth. Her father had been the son of a wealthy man, a passionate sailor, and he’d died before she was born.

         She took another breath, redolent with the tropical scents of the South Carolina Low Country. Musty and mossy and salty. This was an alien place to a girl who’d grown up in Boston. It was too lush here. Too hot for September.

         She shifted her gaze to the house where Uncle Harry lived. It was a white clapboard building bristling with dormer windows and a square cupola on top. Its wraparound veranda, shaded by a grove of palmettos at the corner, epitomized the architecture of the South. She stood there listening to the buzz of cicadas as she studied the house, as if it would tell her something about the man who owned it.

         At least Uncle Harry didn’t live in a big, pretentious monstrosity like her grandfather’s house on the Hudson. She would never live in her grandfather’s house. She’d told Milo, who had become the sole trustee of her trust fund, to sell the place. But, of course, her grandfather’s will restricted such a sale, just as it had restricted her ability to sell her grandfather’s stock in iWear, Inc., the company he had founded and which now was the largest manufacturer and retailer of optics in the world, including sunglasses that regularly retailed for two hundred dollars or more  a pair.

         The Wall Street Journal may have dubbed Jenna the Sunglass Heiress once the details of Robert Bauman’s will had become public, but that was so not who she was.

         She’d been raised in Dorchester, a neighborhood in Boston, the daughter of a single mother who’d worked two jobs to keep her in shoes and school uniforms. She’d been a good student, but even with scholarships, Jenna had taken out huge loans for college and graduate school.  But she’d earned her MBA from Harvard, and landed a job in business development with Aviation Engineering, a Fortune 500 company.

         But her inheritance had cost her the job she loved, because iWear was a direct competitor in the advanced heads-up optics market that was so important to Aviation Engineering’s bottom line.

         The company she’d devoted eight years of her life to had made her sign a nondisclosure agreement and had booted her out within a day of learning of her good fortune. It was as if the universe were sending her a message that just ignoring the money or refusing to accept it was not sufficient.

         So she did what she’d been thinking about doing for years—she took a year-long trip to the Near and Far East, intent on deepening her understanding of meditation and Buddhism. Her goal had been to learn how to handle the karmic consequence of the inheritance her stranger of a grandfather had given her.

         She needed something meaningful to do. But what? She needed a cause. Or a reason. Or something.

         After a year spent mostly in India, she’d come to the conclusion that she could never build a new life for herself without confronting the secrets of the old one.

         Which was why she’d come to Magnolia Harbor, South Carolina, with a million questions about her father, seeking the one person who might be able to answer them—her uncle Harry, Robert Bauman’s younger brother.

         She crossed the street and leaned on the picket fence. It would be so easy to ascend the porch steps, knock on the door, and explain herself to the uncle she had never known. But it wasn’t that simple. The rift between Robert and Harry had been decades wide and deep, and she didn’t understand the pitfalls. She couldn’t afford to screw this up. She’d have to gain Harry’s trust before she told him who she was.

         She walked away from the house and continued down Harbor Drive until she reached downtown Magnolia Harbor. The business district comprised a four-block area with upscale gift shops, restaurants, and a half-mile boardwalk lined with floating docks.

         On the south side of town, an open-air fish market bustled with customers lining up to buy shrimp right off the trawlers that had gone out that morning. On the north side stood a marina catering to a fleet of deep-sea fishing boats and yachts. In between was a public fishing pier and a boat launch accessed from a dry dock filled with small boat trailers.

         Presiding over this central activity stood Rafferty’s Raw Bar, a building with weathered siding and a shed roof clad in galvanized metal. Jenna found a seat on the restaurant’s terrace, where the scent of fried shrimp hung heavy on the air. She ordered a glass of chardonnay and some spinach dip and settled in to watch the sailboats out on the bay.

         “The Buccaneers are always fun to watch,” the waitress said as she placed Jenna’s chardonnay in front of her.

         “Buccaneers? You mean like pirates?”

         “Well, they’re obviously not pirates, but they do pretend sometimes. Some of them love to say arrrgh at appropriate moments. They also regard Talk Like a Pirate Day as a holy day of obligation.”

         Jenna must have let her confusion show because the waitress winked and rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’m a sailing nerd. Those sailboats are all Buccaneer Eighteens, a kind of racing dinghy. The Bucc fleet always goes out on Tuesday afternoons for practice races.”

         “So, sailing is a big thing here, huh?”

         “It always has been. Jonquil Island used to be a hangout for pirates back in the day. And the yacht club is, like, a hundred and fifty years old.”

         Had her father belonged to the yacht club? Probably. It was the sort of thing the son of a rich man would do.

         “Oh, look,” the waitress said, pointing. “They’re done for the day, and Bonney Rose is leading them in. Her skipper is a crazy man, but so cute. He’s got a chest to die for.” She giggled. “My friends and I sometimes refer to it as ‘the Treasure Chest.’” The waitress pointed at the lead boat with a navy-blue hull and crisp white sails.

         The boat was heading toward the floating dock with the others behind it. The two sailors sat with their legs extended and their bodies leaning hard over the water in an impressive display of core strength. The guy in the back of the boat was shirtless with his life vest open to expose an impressive six-pack. His skin was berry brown, and his curly dark hair riffled in the wind.

         Jenna caught her breath as a deep, visceral longing clutched her core. He resembled a marauding pirate. Dark and handsome with a swath of masculine brow, high cheekbones, and a full mouth. Like someone with Spanish blood and a little Native American or Creole mixed in. Or maybe African too.

         Had they met before? Perhaps in a past life?

         She watched in rapt attention as the boat came toward the dock at a sharp angle. He was going to crash. But at the last moment, the boat turned away, stalling in the water, allowing the second sailor, a man with a salt-and-pepper beard, to step onto the dock in one fluid motion, carrying a mooring line. The big sail flapped noisily in the wind as the shirtless sailor began pulling it down into the boat, his biceps flexing in the late-afternoon sun.

         Five more sailboats arrived in the same noisy manner, and for the next few minutes, an orderly chaos ensued as boats arrived and dropped sail and got in line for the launch. Jenna had trouble keeping her eyes off the man with the too-curly hair and the dark skin.

         It was probably because she’d spent the day thinking about her father and the way he’d sailed here, and died here. Had her father been like a dashing pirate ready to buckle some swash? She pulled her gaze away and allowed a wistful smile. She was doing it again. Inventing a father for herself instead of seeking the real one.

         “Can I get you anything else?” the waitress, whose name tag said Abigail, asked.

         “Yes. What’s his name? And why is the name of his boat misspelled?” She pointed to the man and the boat, where BONNEY ROSE was painted in gold letters along the stern.

         “That’s Jude St. Pierre. And the boat’s name is a tribute to Anne Bonney, a female pirate from back in the day. It’s also a tribute to Gentleman Bill Teel’s boat, which broke up over near the inlet back in the 1700s. That boat was named the Bonnie Rose, after Rose Howland.”

         “And who is that?”

         “She’s the lady who planted jonquils all over the island in memory of Gentleman Bill, the pirate.”

         “I sense a story.”

         “It’s basically the town myth. Explains all the pirate stores in town. You can pick up a free Historical Society pamphlet almost anywhere. I’d give you one, but we’re out of them. It’s the end of the summer, you know. Things are starting to wind down here.”

         “Do many boats go down in the inlet?” Jenna asked, a little shiver running up her spine. Is that what had happened to her father?

         Abigail nodded. “The currents can be treacherous there if you don’t know what you’re doing or you get caught in a squall. Can I get you anything else?”

         Jenna shook her head. “Just the check.”

         As Abigail walked away, Jenna turned to study the man named Jude St. Pierre. Her skin puckered up, and her mouth went bone dry. She pushed the attraction aside. That was not what she wanted from him.

         She wanted a sailboat ride to the place where her father had died. But since she didn’t know where that might be in the vastness of Moonlight Bay, maybe the best she could do was a sailing lesson so she could find it later herself.

         
              

         

         “You’ve got an admirer,” Tim Meyer said, nodding in the general direction of Rafferty’s terrace. “Easy on the eyes, dirty blond, with big brown eyes.”

         Jude didn’t follow Tim’s glance. Instead, he concentrated on the job of securing the mast to its cradle with a couple of bungee cords. He didn’t have time to flirt with tourists.

         “She’s a cutie. Aren’t you even going to look?” Tim, newly divorced and constantly on the make, had spent the entire summer chasing female tourists who were too young for him, so this comment rolled right off Jude’s back.

         He’d learned the hard way that tourists always went home. Besides, he had a rule about blondes. His mother had been a white woman with blond hair, and she’d abandoned the family when Jude was fourteen. He could do better than a blonde. He wanted a Clair Huxtable who could also speak Gullah, the Creole language of his ancestors.

         “I can’t believe you aren’t even going to check her out,” Tim said. “She’s got a hungry look in her big brown eyes.”

         Jude raised his head without meaning to.

         Big mistake. The woman’s gaze wasn’t hungry exactly. It was steady and direct and measuring. It knocked him back, especially when her mouth quirked up on one side to reveal a hint of a dimple, or maybe a laugh line. And she wasn’t blond. Not exactly. It was more cinnamon than brown with streaks of honey that dazzled in the late-afternoon sun. Her hair spilled over her shoulders, slightly messy and windblown, as if she’d spent the day sailing. She was cute and fresh, and he had this eerie feeling that he’d met her before.

         Her stare burned a hole in his chest, and he turned away slightly breathless. Damn. He was too busy for a fling. And never with a woman like that.

         “See what I mean? She’s maybe a little skinny but…kind of hot,” Tim said.

         Jude ignored the sudden rushing of blood in his head and focused on snapping up the boat’s canvas cover. “Stop objectifying. Haven’t you heard? It’s no longer PC.”

         Tim chuckled. “Objectifying is a scientific fact.”

         “So says the science teacher. If the parents of your students could hear you now, they’d—”

         “Come on. Let’s go get a drink and say hey,” Tim interrupted.

         “No. I have a meeting tonight.”

         Tim rolled his eyes. “With that group of history nuts again?”

         “They aren’t nuts. Dr. Rushford is a history professor.” And he’d donated his time and that of his grad students to help Jude get several old homes listed on the historic register. Jude’s last chance to preserve those buildings was the petition he and several of his cousins and relatives had made to the town council, asking for a rezoning of the land north of town that white folks called “Gullah Town.” The area wasn’t really a town at all, but a collection of small farms out in the scrub pine and live oak that had been settled by his ancestors right after the Civil War. Jude’s people never used the term “Gullah Town.” To them, the land north of Magnolia Harbor was just simply home.

         The council was having a hearing this week. Jude had been working on this issue for more than a year with the professor’s help. He wasn’t about to miss a meeting to flirt with a tourist. An almost-blond tourist at that.

         “Okay. It’s your loss.” Tim slapped him on the back. “But thanks for leaving the field of play. You’re hard to compete with, dude.” Tim strode off while Jude finished securing the last bungee cord. When he glanced up again, the woman with the honey hair was still staring at him, even as Tim moved in.

         Tim was going to crash and burn. Again.

         Jude turned away. He wanted nothing to do with another one of Tim’s failed pickup attempts. Instead, he headed down the boardwalk toward the offices of Barrier Island Charters, his father’s company, where Jude had parked his truck. He needed to get on home and take a shower before the meeting.

         “Can I have a minute of your time, Mr. St. Pierre?” someone asked from behind him.

         Jude turned. Damn. It was the woman with the honey hair. She had a low, sexy voice that vibrated inside his core in a weird, but not unpleasant, way. “Do I know you?” he asked.

         “Um, no. Abigail. The waitress? At the raw bar? She told me your name.”

         “Can I help you with something?” he asked.

         “Well,” she said, rolling her eyes in a surprisingly awkward way. Almost as if she was shy or something. Which she was not, since she’d chased him down the boardwalk. “I was wondering if you might be willing to give me sailing lessons.”

         “What?” That had to be the oddest request he’d gotten in a long time. He was not a sailing instructor.

         “I’d like to learn how to sail a small boat.”

         “Did Abby put you up to this?”

         She shook her head. “No. Of course not. I was watching you sail, and, well, you seem to know what you’re doing out there.” A telltale blush crawled up her cheeks as she talked a mile a minute. She was a Yankee, all right, from Boston. He didn’t need the Red Sox T-shirt to tell him that either. She had a broad Boston accent. She must be here soaking up the last of the summer sun before going back north.

         She’d be gone in a week.

         “I don’t give sailing lessons,” he said in a curt tone and then checked his watch. He really needed to go.

         “Oh. Okay. I’m sorry I bothered you,” the woman said in an oddly wounded tone. Her shoulders slumped a little as she started to turn away.

         Damn.

         He’d been rude. And stupid too. If she really wanted sailing lessons, it was an opportunity to earn a few extra bucks doing the thing he loved most. Barrier Island Charters could use all the income it could get this time of year. “No, uh, wait,” he said. “How many sailing lessons do you want?”

         She stopped, midturn. “I don’t know. How many would it take?”

         “To do what?”

         “Learn how to sail? On my own, you know.”

         “No one sails by themselves. I mean, even in a small boat like Bonney Rose you need a crew.”

         “Oh?” She frowned.

         “Unless you’re learning on an Opti or a Laser. But I don’t have an Opti or a Laser.”

         The frown deepened. “Oh.”

         “Optis and Lasers are one-person boats. They capsize. A lot.”

         “Oh.”

         “If you want to learn on a bigger boat, you know, with a keel, you should check out the group courses in Georgetown.”

         “What’s a keel?” she asked, cocking her head a little like an adorable brown-eyed puppy.

         He fought against the urge to roll his eyes. “A keel boat has a…Never mind. It’s bigger and more comfortable. And safer.”

         “Okay, then I want to learn how to sail the other kind. Does Bonney Rose have a keel?”

         “No. She has a centerboard.”

         “Perfect.” Her mouth broadened.

         “I’m not a certified teacher. In Georgetown, you can—”

         “So you’ve already said. But I’m not interested in group classes in Georgetown. I don’t want that kind of thing. I want to learn how to take risks. Live on the edge. Sail fast.”

         “Look, sailing can be dangerous, and I don’t do thrill rides.”

         She folded her arms across her chest, her eyebrows lowering a little and her hip jutting out, the picture of a ticked-off female. “I’m not looking for a thrill ride.”

         “No?” He gave her his best levelheaded stare.

         She blushed a little. “Okay. I know nothing about sailing. But I want to learn.”

         “Go to the sailing school in Georgetown.”

         “Is that where you learned?”

         Damn. She had him there. He’d learned from one of the best sailors on the island. He shook his head.

         “Okay. So, can you give me the name of your teacher?”

         “No. My teacher is retired now.”

         “Oh.” She seemed crestfallen. Damn.

         He checked his watch again and huffed out a breath. He was going to be late to the meeting. “Okay, look, I don’t know if I’d be any good teaching you how to sail, but if you want to charter Bonney Rose for a couple of hours, the going rate is two hundred fifty an hour.” That should shut her up. Judging by her worn-out flip-flops and threadbare camp pants, she didn’t look like someone who could afford that kind of rate.

         Her face brightened. “Okay.”

         “Okay?”

         She nodded. “Tomorrow?”

         Damn. “Yeah. I guess. At the public pier. Four o’clock.” He turned away before she could argue.

         “Hey. Wait,” she called as he scooted down the boardwalk.

         He didn’t wait.

         “Hey. Don’t you even want to know my name?” she hollered at his back.

         He turned around and backpedaled. “Why? I’ll recognize you if you show up tomorrow. Oh, and bring cash.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         True to its name, Rose Cottage stood in the middle of a formal rose garden traversed by a crushed-shell footpath that separated it from the innkeeper’s house, an antebellum mini-mansion named Howland House.

         The mansion was a little run-down, but the cottage in its backyard looked like a cover photo from Southern Living. Its wraparound porch, festooned with hanging flower baskets and rocking chairs, was the perfect place for sipping lemonade or mint juleps or whatever one sipped in South Carolina while watching the sun set over the bay.

         “It’s quiet out here,” Ashley Scott, the innkeeper, said as she opened the cottage’s front door onto a living room with nine-foot ceilings, light-colored wood floors, and neutral decor punctuated by pops of chintz on the pillows and a beautiful hand-stitched quilt tossed over the back of the sofa.

         Jenna dropped her backpack on the floor inside the door, prompting the innkeeper to give the luggage a quick glance. The ragged pack was hardly the sort of baggage that belonged in a place like Rose Cottage. But then, she didn’t belong here either, wearing her worn cargo pants and favorite BoSox shirt.

         “That quilt’s gorgeous,” Jenna said. “Is it handmade?”

         The innkeeper’s dark-brown eyes sparked with pleasure. “Yes, it is. It’s one of my grandmother’s. She was a devout quilter. Started a quilting club way back, right after Pearl Harbor was bombed. We still meet on Thursdays up at the main house. But don’t worry. We don’t make much noise and won’t disturb you. Your assistant said you wanted peace and quiet. And Rose Cottage will give you that.”

         Her assistant. Boy, that was a laugh. Milo Stracham, the trustee for her grandfather’s estate, had taken care of these arrangements as well as the phony driver’s license in her wallet, an Amex platinum credit card in her assumed name, and a bank account, also under the name of Jenna Fairchild. If Jenna ever needed to disappear, she knew exactly who to call. Milo, for all his formality, would have made a great fix-it man for a mob boss.

         And wasn’t it like Milo to tell Ashley that Jenna wanted privacy when that couldn’t be further from the truth. Jenna needed to worm her way into the local Magnolia Harbor scene in order to determine what kind of person Uncle Harry was without revealing her true identity.

         “The bedroom’s this way,” Ashley said as she turned and walked away.

         Jenna followed her into the bedroom with its Bahama shutters and a romantic gas fireplace. Another quilt, this one in a wedding-band pattern, covered the bed, which was made up with sumptuous linens and throw pillows. “It’s beautiful,” Jenna said.

         The corners of the innkeeper’s dark eyes turned up in an uncertain smile. “I think this is my favorite room.” She let go of a long sigh. “What brings you to Magnolia Harbor for a whole month, Ms. Fairchild?”

         The fake last name startled Jenna for a moment. “This is my vacation from my vacation,” she said. “I spent the last year traveling in the Near and Far East, with a few other excursions along the way.”

         “Really? Where did you go?”

         “I spent many months in India, and also I traveled to China and Tibet. I came home via Australia and took a long ocean trip to the Galápagos and then South America for just a few days. It’s been enlightening, but tiring.”

         “Well, if you’re looking for quiet relaxation, Magnolia Harbor is the place,” Ashley said, her mouth widening in a chamber-of-commerce smile. “Especially this time of year. School’s back in session, so we get fewer tourists in town during the week. It’s a little busier on—”

         “Hey, Mom, you won’t believe what Cap’n Bill said.” The rapid-fire thud of sneakers through the sitting room announced the arrival of a little boy, maybe six years old, with unruly dark hair and a pair of up-to-no-good blue eyes set in a freckled face.

         “Jackie Scott, how many times have I told you not to run in the cottage? And you know good and well we have guests checking in today, which means the cottage is off-limits.” Ashley gave her child a motherly scowl and then turned toward Jenna, her cheeks reddening. “I’m really sorry. This won’t happen again.” She turned back toward Jackie and said, “Will it?”

         The boy stared down at his dirty sneakers. “I’m sorry. I forgetted.” The boy’s contrition lasted less than a nanosecond before he glanced up again, his eyes alive with mischief. “Mom, listen. This is important. The cap’n says there’s a mystery afoot. You think someone’s gonna die like in that TV show we watched about Sherlock?”

         “I hope not.” Ashley turned toward Jenna, lowering her head and speaking in a near whisper. “He’s got a big imagination. We were watching Sherlock last night. It made a big impression evidently. He’s been talking about becoming a private investigator all day.”

         “Really, Ms. Scott, I don’t mind kids or quilters,” Jenna said, trying to put Ashley at ease.

         “Maybe so, but Jackie knows better. So, if he pesters you, you let me know right away, you hear? And you’re welcome in the big house. We always have cookies out in the kitchen. There’s a single-serve coffeemaker as well. And the library, which is down the hall from the kitchen, has lots of books. Of course, there’s a kitchenette here in the cottage if you want to settle in and be alone.”

         “Thanks.”

         “Come on, Jackie,” the innkeeper said, gathering her son by the shoulders. “Let’s give our guest her privacy. We’ll go get supper, and you can tell me all about what the cap’n says.” Ashley spun Jackie around and marched him through the front door.

         Jenna returned to the sitting room and sank down into the sofa, pulling the quilt around her. It was a work of art. Every patch of cloth had a rose motif. Calico and chintz, large and small, red, yellow, and pink. The quilter had made a pattern within the pattern because the dark and light patches also formed the outline of a single rose. A truly skillful hand had made this quilt. It almost seemed too special to use.

         And yet, as Jenna wrapped the fabric around her, an easy peace settled over her. She laid her head back on a soft sofa pillow and fell asleep, dreaming of a dark-skinned pirate with odd, amber eyes, his curly hair ruffled by the wind as he steered his ship across the sea.

         
              

         

         Jenna rose early on Wednesday morning, spread her yoga mat on the porch, and then stretched and meditated as the sun rose. Rose Cottage had a peaceful vibe that she could almost taste as she settled in for her daily rituals.

         It was still early when those rituals were finished. She showered and dressed and walked down into town, picking up a copy of the Harbor Times at Planet Health, the local drugstore on the corner of Harbor Drive and Dogwood Street and settling down at a sidewalk table at Bread, Butter, and Beans with a scone and a cup of coffee to read it.

         When she’d finished absorbing the local news, she got to work planning her day. She’d already decided to start her search at the public library, but when she googled Magnolia Harbor Public Library, she discovered that the local branch of the Georgetown County Library was not open on Wednesdays. Once upon a time, before she left Boston, the idea of a library not being open on Wednesday would have struck her as odd. But she’d lived in Mumbai, and she’d learned to leave expectations behind. She reminded her impatient heart that she’d been waiting her whole life to unravel the mystery of her father, so she could wait another day to look for newspaper accounts of the accident that took his life.

         She turned her attention to her second problem, finding a way to meet Uncle Harry. She’d saved a few ideas in the notes app on her phone. She sipped her coffee and stared at the list. It wasn’t very long.

         
            Where can I meet Uncle Harry?

            1) At church—Grandfather was a devout Methodist. Start there.

            2) At a community event—check the newspaper for upcoming events.

            3) At a chamber of commerce meeting—Milo says Uncle Harry was a banker before he retired. Maybe he still hung out with the business crowd.

            4) ?????

         

         She’d have to wait until Sunday for item number one. And her quick read of the Harbor Times had revealed that the next big town event was scheduled three weeks from now. Even so, the Last Gasp of Summer Festival sounded like the sort of pre-Oktoberfest event that attracted young people looking for a party, not seventy-year-old, retired bankers.

         So she googled the Magnolia Harbor Chamber of Commerce, only to discover that there was no such entity. Business executives in this region belonged to the Georgetown County Chamber, located on the mainland. She surfed their website for a while, turning up nothing much of interest until she found a link to the Town of Magnolia Harbor’s web page.

         She followed the link and hit pay dirt. Harry Bauman’s name appeared on the opening page because he was a member of the town council. Better yet, the council, which usually met the second Wednesday of every month, was holding a special hearing on a zoning issue tomorrow evening at five o’clock. The hearing was public. She could go and at least discover what her uncle looked like.

         She leaned back in her chair, sipping her coffee. As her teacher at the ashram would say, she needed to cool it, relax, lose the impatience. Let the answers come to her, instead of forcing them. And besides, she had a sailing lesson later today. It might not solve the mystery of her father, but it was a starting point in her journey of understanding and discovery.

         Jamie Bauman had loved to sail. She needed to figure out why.

         
              

         

         Jude should have gotten the woman’s telephone number and name, or where she was staying, or something. That way he would have been able to cancel the sailing lesson he’d rashly agreed to yesterday evening. Dr. Rushford’s grad students were canvassing neighborhoods this afternoon, dropping literature urging citizens to show up at tomorrow’s public hearing and express their support for the efforts to designate the land north of town as a historic preservation district.

         As the man most responsible for ginning up the public debate on this issue, he ought to be with them instead of bailing out early for this client, who probably wouldn’t even show up. He almost hadn’t shown up himself. But Barrier Island Charters couldn’t afford any more negative reviews on Yelp.

         Daddy had screwed up a couple of times over the last year. A few months back, he’d taken out a part of the mooring slip at the marina where they kept Reel Therapy, the aging Striker 54, which was the backbone of their charter business. That had cost a bundle in boat and slip repairs. And had jacked up their insurance costs, which had required them to reduce their advertising expenditures this season. These mistakes combined with declining business put Barrier Island Charters in jeopardy.

         Bad news gets around. And since there were plenty of captains with newer boats loaded with the latest electronic fish-finding equipment, the competition had become fierce. A lot of tourists thought technology was king when it came to finding fish. But they were wrong about that. The new radar could find fish, but Jude would never believe that it could find them better than someone like him or his daddy.

         Their ancestors had been fishing these waters for generations. And not just for the fun of it. The fish his ancestors had caught had been food for their tables.

         He checked his watch. The woman had exactly two minutes before he blew her off. He drummed his fingers on the sailboat’s hull as he scanned the bay. It was a nice day for sailing. Light winds, smooth water.

         “Hello. You actually showed up.”

         He turned, finding the woman with the pretty hair standing behind him. How the hell had she sneaked up on him? And was she wearing the same clothes she’d worn yesterday? “Of course I showed up,” he said, annoyed that she’d been thinking the same thing he’d been thinking.

         Her mouth twitched at one corner, and the sun glittered in her eyes. “But you didn’t set up the boat.”

         Sure enough, she was onto him. Like maybe she could read his mind or something. “Did you bring cash?” was his lame and rude comeback.

         The comma at the corner of her mouth deepened. “I did, as a matter of fact.” She dug into the pocket of her shiny, threadbare pants and pulled out a small collection of bills. “I assume hundreds are okay with you?” She counted out five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills.

         Well, damn. She was not what she appeared to be. Which opened up a whole passel of questions, starting with: who was she really, why did she want to go out to the inlet, and why was she wearing clothes that looked as if she’d found them in the Salvation Army’s giveaway bin? And how could she afford to pay five hundred dollars in cash for a two-hour sailing lesson that would have cost her a fraction of that on the mainland?

         He took the money and stuffed it into the zippered pocket of his board shorts. “I reckon I should know your name, then.”

         “Jenna. Jenna…Fairchild.”

         Interesting. She’d hesitated between the first and last names, as if she didn’t want to give up that last name or something.

         “Okay, Jenna Fairchild, you can help me get the canvas off the boat. And I need you to pay attention. Because I’m not really a sailing instructor. I’ve never taught anyone how to sail. So I may not be very good at it. I’m going to start by teaching you how to crew.”

         “Crew?” She seemed unhappy about that.

         “Yeah. The person in the front of the boat who sails the jib.”

         “Oh.”

         “I can teach you a lot about sail trimming up there. Stuff you’ll need to know before you get in the back of the boat and manage the tiller.”

         “Oh. Okay.”

         “And the thing is, if you took lessons over in Georgetown, you’d get the handouts with all the written instructions about points of sail and boat rigging. I didn’t have time to put that stuff together. I help my daddy run a charter business, but mostly we take people out to fish, not to sail.”

         “Okay. That’s fine. No need to apologize.”

         “I wasn’t apologizing. I was just saying.”

         She nodded and smiled. He liked her smile, dammit.

         “I like to learn by doing,” she said. “I think it’s sometimes the best way to learn. You know, like being thrown into deep water in order to learn the dog paddle.”

         “Well, I guess there is something to be said for that. But sailing is a lot more complicated than the dog paddle.”

         “I’m sure it is.”

         “Okay, let’s get Bonney out on the water as fast as we can. Your two hours starts when the hull hits the water.”

         
              

         

         Something deep inside Jenna recognized Jude St. Pierre, as if she’d known him in a past life. Not that Jenna completely believed the whole reincarnation part of Buddhism, even if she had come to embrace the idea that there was an order to the world and that her actions and intent affected her future. But gazing at Jude St. Pierre, she was willing to suspend her disbelief.

         She followed his directions as they set up the boat while simultaneously admiring him. The tight band of his white golf shirt displayed his dark bronze biceps. His baggy blue board shorts hung provocatively on his hips while simultaneously exposing a pair of sturdy legs covered with wiry but sun-bleached hair. His wraparound iWear Sport sunglasses fit his face as if they’d been made for it. In fact, he looked so good in those glasses she ought to phone Milo and tell him that she’d found the perfect sunglass model for the Sport line.

         With all that beauty on display, it was hard to concentrate on the information he rattled off in a delightful drawl. He had an odd accent. Not merely Southern but overlaid with a lilt and rhythm that sounded almost Caribbean.

         She could listen to him talk for hours and not get bored.

         He pointed from one rope to another and named them all. There were sheets and lines and shrouds and a thingy in the bottom of the boat that moved up and down that he called the centerboard. It was almost too much when he started explaining port and starboard and something called points of sail.

         “You getting all this?” he asked, almost as if he could read her confused and overloaded mind.

         “Yup,” she said with false confidence.

         “Okay, let’s put her in the water. But first you need a PFD.”

         “A what?”

         “Personal flotation device, otherwise known as a life vest.” He reached into the cubby in the front of the boat and pulled out a bright yellow vest. “Here, try that on.”

         She pulled the big puffy life vest on and zipped up the front. Jude stepped closer, sending her body into awareness hyperdrive as he grabbed the shoulders of the vest and gave them an upward yank.

         She almost came off the ground.

         “Not tight enough,” he said, and began messing with the plastic buckles around her chest and waist. As he fiddled, tightening down the straps until the vest hugged her chest, she got a chance to breathe in Jude St. Pierre’s scent, salty, overlaid with sunblock and something else she couldn’t quite name. Whatever it was, someone should bottle it because it was an aphrodisiac.

         For an instant, she felt like the awkward teenager she’d once been on that day when Randy Gordon, the gorgeous, popular, suntanned lifeguard at the public pool, had smiled at her. She wanted to giggle as Jude gave her PFD another tug, nodded, and stepped away from her.

         Like Randy Gordon, he hadn’t noticed that she was having a full-core meltdown. He was a professional boatman, and she was a paying client. She needed to get a grip, and not on him.

         “Let’s go,” he said, pulling his own life vest on and zipping it up.

         Jenna helped Jude push Bonney Rose’s trailer down the boat ramp, and in a matter of moments, she found herself standing on the pier, holding the mooring line, pulling the boat along while he raised the mainsail. The wind caught the canvas, and the boat responded, giving the mooring line a sharp yank, as if to say Bonney Rose was ready to go. The pull on the rope tugged at her heart in a strange way. A prickly excitement jumped in her belly and sent goose bumps up her arms.

         When the sail was all the way up the mast, Jude turned toward her, the sun reflecting in the mirrored surface of his sunglasses. She longed to see his eyes in that moment. To connect with him, the way she was trying to connect with the sailboat. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll need you to give the bow a push and then step off the dock and get to the cockpit quick. This is a Buccaneer Eighteen; she’s a tippy boat—almost as bad as a canoe. So don’t hang out for too long on the edge. You got that?”

         She bit her lip as her heart rate spiraled. The jump from dock to boat seemed ginormous, but she wasn’t going to wimp out now. She shoved the boat away from the dock and jumped with eyes open. Somehow she managed to get into the forward portion of the cockpit without mishap. Wow. There wasn’t much room up in the front of the boat. She had to straddle the doohickey in the bottom of the boat. And every surface seemed to bristle with equipment and thingies that held ropes that she didn’t have names for.

         The sails stopped flapping, and the boat turned, heading out into the harbor, the wind trying to blow it over.

         “Remember what I told you,” Jude said from the back of the boat. “Get to the high side.”

         It made sense now, since the boat was leaning over. She shifted her weight to the molded seat on the side of the boat that was raised up in the water. Her weight immediately helped the boat to sit flatter in the water.

         “Tuck your feet under the straps,” he directed. She studied the bottom of the boat until she found the three-inch webbed strap. She tucked her feet under it.

         “That’s it,” he said. “Now put your butt over the side.”

         “What?”

         “You heard me. No one sits on the seat unless it’s a windless day. You need to hike out.”

         She did as she was told, extending her legs and sitting up on the edge. The boat flattened even more, and the wind caught her hair. It was almost like flying.

         God.

         No wonder her father had loved sailing.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Jude stifled a smile as he watched Jenna tentatively sit her butt up on the gunwale. Good thing the winds were light this afternoon. She probably didn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. So he wouldn’t want her crewing for him in a big wind. She didn’t have enough counterweight to throw around.

         She was cuter than Tim though, with all that glorious hair, unbound and flying in the breeze. He pushed that thought out of his head as he adjusted the main sheet and headed out into the harbor on a starboard reach.

         He’d already given her the dry-land explanation of points of sail—a topic no one really understood until out on the water.

         “Okay, Jenna, it’s time to unfurl the jib.”

         She turned over her shoulder with an adorable frown. “Is that the sail up there?” She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb.

         Damn. She really knew absolutely nothing about sailing. “This is your first time in a sailboat, isn’t it?”

         Her Mona Lisa smile reappeared, so enigmatic and mysterious. But her eyes lit up and she nodded. “It’s wonderful.”

         That look tugged at him. What the hell was it about this woman? She had a kind of magic. So much so that his Old Granny might have said she’d bewitched him. But then Old Granny’d been the daughter of a root doctor and believed in all that Hoodoo stuff.

         “The jib?” he asked again. “That’s the little sail out there. In the front.”

         “Oh. That. Oh. Okay.” She shifted her gaze to study the jib sheets coiled in the bottom of the boat. “That’s these ropes down here, right?”

         “Yes. But the ropes are never called ropes. In this case, they are called sheets.”

         “Sheets?”

         “Yeah, I know. Makes no sense. But on a sailboat, a rope is a ‘line’ or a ‘sheet.’ So grab those ropes, which are called sheets, and unfurl the little sail out there in the front, which is called a jib.”

         She glanced around. “To unfurl the sail, I uncleat this…sheet?” She pointed to the correct cleat for unfurling the jib.

         “Yup. But that’s a line, not a sheet.” He smiled.

         She scowled back at him but uncleated the line, and the jib unfurled but on the windward side, so it didn’t catch the wind. The boat rocked, and Jenna blew her cool. “Yikes,” she squeaked. “What did I do wrong?”

         He adjusted the tiller so the boat rode a little flatter in the water. “No worries. Just flip it so it opens on the same side as the big sail, which is called the mainsail. And, by the way, the mainsail is on the starboard side.”

         A muscle pulsed in her cheek. “Um, I forget which is port and starboard?”

         He explained port and starboard again while she messed around with the jib sheets, getting slightly tangled up in them at one point, but eventually she managed to get the jib unfurled on the correct side. Once she figured that out, he gave her a short lesson in how to check the wind vane at the top of the mast and the telltales, which were small tassels attached to the jib that aided sailors in trimming the sails to make the most of whatever breeze might be blowing.

         She listened intently and seemed to soak up every word. Teaching her wasn’t nearly the chore he’d thought it might be.

         “We need to come about. Are you ready to tack?”

         “Uh, yeah, maybe. I guess.”

         He explained tacking again and then said, “When I ask the question ‘ready to come about?’ you are supposed to say, ‘ready, aye,’ but only when you’re really ready.”

         “Okay.”

         “All right. Let’s try it. Ready to come about?” he said.

         “Um, ready, aye?”

         He pushed the tiller away from him. The mainsail boom slid from the starboard to port side, almost knocking Jenna out of the boat. “Ack!” she squealed as she sprawled across the centerboard cap, the jib flapping wildly in the wind.

         “Well, that needs improvement,” he said.

         She gave him an adorably mutinous look. “You should have warned me.”

         He stifled a smile. “I did warn you. That’s why I asked if you were—”

         “Okay, I was ready with the ropes, but not for the whatever that is.”

         “The boom.”

         “The boom. You didn’t warn me about the boom almost taking my head off.”

         Maybe he hadn’t warned her. “Sorry. That’s what happens when you come about.”

         She clambered to the starboard side and started untangling the jib sheets again. She eventually got the jib out where it belonged.

         “Want to try it again?” he asked.

         “Coming about?” Her big brown eyes grew wide.

         “Gotta tack to get from one place to another. It’s a fact of life in a sailboat. Most of the time you can’t sail in a straight line from here to there.”

         She nodded, and he verbally walked her through the tacking lesson one more time. They tacked again, and this time she made it from the starboard to the port side without risking her head. She even managed to get the jib over.

         “Good work,” he said, and she gave him a smile that lit up his day.

         The breeze filled in as they practiced their tacks, so much so that he had to get Jenna to hike all the way out, letting her butt hang way over the side of the boat.

         It was a beautiful afternoon with a steady wind and not too many wind shifts. Before too long, his love of the sport took over, and he forgot about everything but the wind and the water and the woman learning fast in the front of the boat. That was the thing about sailing. You could find balance out here. Even tranquility in a spot that was never quite tranquil.

         But all good things come to an end sometime. When they’d been out for about an hour and forty-five minutes, he tacked toward the dock in a lazy sail while he enjoyed the view of his crew from the back of the boat. They were both hiked out, and Bonney Rose was making her easy way across the bay when suddenly his hiking strap let go, and he found himself tumbling backward heels over ass into the drink.

         He surfaced, his PFD doing its job. He still held the main sheet, which momentarily acted like a towline, dragging him through the water like a wakeboarder as Bonney Rose sailed on. Jenna sat in the front, still hiked out and flying the jib as if nothing were wrong.

         Until she turned around and realized she was alone in the boat.

         “Shit!” she hollered in a panicked voice. “Shit.”

         “Uncleat the mainsail sheet,” he hollered, but the moment these words left his mouth he realized she didn’t have a clue what the mainsail sheet was, and in any case, he still had the sheet in his hand, so uncleating it would be impossible. As this thought crossed his mind, a small wind shift caught the boat, and she went over.

         Jenna hadn’t gone through a capsize drill, so she didn’t have any clue what to do. Instead of climbing over the gunwale and trying to stand on the centerboard, she fell forward, into the mainsail, her weight pushing the sail and the mast down.

         Damn, damn, damn. Bonney Rose hadn’t merely blown over in only eight-knot winds; she’d gone all the way mast-down within sight of the Magnolia Harbor dock and a fairly large afternoon crowd watching from Rafferty’s terrace.

         He was never going to live this down.

         
              

         

         Riding Bonney Rose with her feet tucked into the hiking straps and her body flung over the water thrilled Jenna in a deep, personal way. Was this written in her genes? Is this how her father felt the first time he sailed in a boat?

         But when bay water began spilling over the edge of the boat across from her, Jenna’s sense of connection and joy disappeared. When she looked over her shoulder and discovered that Jude had fallen out of the boat, all her joy transformed into absolute terror.

         Just then, the boat heeled all the way up on its side and flipped over, tossing her into the big sail. She would have been okay if the boat had simply stayed on its side. But no. The minute her body hit the sail, the mast continued its downward rotation, bringing the boat over on top of her.

         Ironically, the buoyancy of her life vest made it hard for her to escape the capsizing boat. The PFD pushed her up in the water while the weight of the boat pushed her down. The only way out of this conundrum was to dive deep and swim away—an impossibility wearing the big life vest.

         She knew a moment of dizzying panic before time slowed and a deep inner voice that came from somewhere inside her whispered that she needed to unzip the PFD in order to save herself.

         She did what the voice told her, and it worked. Once the vest was off, she could dive under the boat and the rigging and swim clear. When she surfaced, she put the vest back on and zipped it up.

         Boy, bad things could happen fast in a sailboat. Is this what had happened to her father?

         The thought was chilling, even though the water in the bay was quite warm. She lay there in the water, letting the PFD keep her above the surface, lost in her thoughts for a moment until she realized Jude was calling her name, a note of panic in his voice.

         “I’m all right,” she called.

         “Thank God. Do you have the jib sheet?”

         What the hell was a jib sheet? Oh, wait, it was that rope she used to control the jib. What made him think she still had the rope? She’d just almost drowned.

         “No,” she yelled, her annoyance bleeding through.

         “It’s okay,” he called back.

         She caught sight of him then, swimming around the boat, trying to get the mast to come back up, which had to be a hopeless task for one man. “What happened?” she asked. “Why did you leave me alone in the boat?”

         “My hiking strap broke,” he said as he unzipped his PFD. “Here. Take this. I need to swim under the boat and uncleat the main sheet and see if I can find the jib sheet.” He floated his life vest in her direction, and she had to stifle the urge to tell him to put it back on.

         Her already racing heart revved up when his head disappeared below the water. She forced herself to take several deep, calming breaths in a vain attempt to slow it down. It wasn’t until his head popped back above the surface that she truly exhaled all the way.

         He laughed. “Relax, Jenna. It’s okay. This happens all the time. And besides, help is on the way.” He nodded toward the shore.

         Jenna turned in the water just as a small powerboat left the dock and sped in their direction.

         “When they get here, I want you to get into the boat,” Jude said in a commanding voice. “You’re no help to me in getting Bonney Rose righted. And, for the record, I’m going to refund your money. The last thing I need is a negative review on Yelp.”

         “But I—”

         “Just do as I ask, please.”

         She shut her mouth and decided to write the best review should could for him. He had made it clear that he wasn’t a sailing instructor and yet, until this disaster, he’d been terrific.

         Still, it irked her to be floating alongside the boat unable to help. One day she wanted to be useful in a sailboat. She wondered how her father might regard this situation. Would he be pleased with her or disgusted?

         The powerboat arrived with the bearded guy she’d seen with Jude yesterday. He was standing in the front of the boat wearing a shirt featuring a skull, crossed sabers, and the words SURRENDER YER BOOTY. He had a gigantic grin on his face, as if he found their mishap amusing.

         The powerboat’s driver, a woman with short brown hair, swung around so that Jenna could reach a ladder built into its stern. Jenna did as she’d been told and climbed out of the bay, almost losing her waterlogged camp pants in the process. She needed to get some new clothes. She’d lost a lot of weight on the vegetarian diet she’d adopted in India. Nothing fit anymore.

         “Hi. I’m Jenna,” she said to the people in the boat. “I’ve never been on a sailboat before, and Jude was giving me a sailing lesson until he fell out of the boat, and I didn’t know what to do.” There. She’d confronted the truth and admitted her shortcomings. Self-assessment and truth were one of the life lessons she’d learned at the ashram in Mumbai. Too bad that self-assessment didn’t make her feel any better about herself.

         The bearded guy’s grin widened. “Yeah, we saw it happen from Rafferty’s patio. Name’s Tim.” He extended a big hand. “I’m Jude’s regular crew, and don’t worry about it. Sometimes we capsize Bonney Rose for the fun of getting her righted again. We’ll have her mast up in a New York minute.”

         “I’m Kyra,” the woman at the wheel said. “Sit, watch, and learn. You should see these guys when they’re racing. They can capsize a boat and still beat everyone else to the finish line.” She grinned and gave Tim a starry-eyed glance that suggested a bad case of hero worship. Then Kyra showed off a few skills of her own, maneuvering the powerboat alongside Bonney Rose’s upside-down hull.

         Tim climbed over the powerboat’s side and jumped onto the sailboat’s upside-down hull. A moment later, Jude tossed him a rope that came from the boat’s rigging, which was all down in the water.

         “That’s the jib sheet,” Kyra explained. “Now, watch. Jude’s going to dive under the boat and push up the centerboard.”

         She watched as the four-foot piece of wood, like a shark’s fin, suddenly appeared. Tim grabbed it, and Jude resurfaced. At that point, Tim began to rock the boat, throwing his impressive body mass around to encourage the mast to rotate up toward the surface while Jude tugged on rigging hidden by the water. As the boat began to roll over, Tim jumped onto the centerboard and continued to throw his weight around. Wonder of wonders, Bonney Rose’s mast lifted out of the water.

         As the boat rolled, Tim walked down the centerboard and right into the waterlogged cockpit. To Jenna’s surprise, Jude ended up in cockpit too, although she had no idea how that had happened.

         Of course, the boat was filled with bay water and the sails flapped noisily in the wind, all the ropes in disarray. It didn’t look as if the sailboat would do any more sailing today. So when Kyra said, “Last one back buys the beer,” and turned the powerboat away, Jenna was surprised.

         “Aren’t you going to give them a tow?” Jenna asked.

         “What for? I left a perfectly good order of loaded potato skins to rescue you guys. I’m sure the gang will have eaten them by the time I get back, and I’ll have to get the boys to buy me another order.”

         Jenna craned her neck as the powerboat sped away. To her astonishment, Tim and Jude actually had Bonney Rose underway as if nothing untoward had happened. “How did they get the water out of it?” she asked.

         “Oh, the Bucc has self-bailers,” Kyra said, as if that explained everything.

         Jenna decided not to ask any more questions that would display her complete ignorance of sailing. This incident hadn’t quelled her desire to learn how to sail. Quite the contrary.

         In fact, the partnership between Jude and Tim impressed the hell out of her. As did the fact that Kyra had left happy hour to come to Jude’s rescue. Jude St. Pierre had a group of committed friends who cared about him. She had friends, of course. Back in Boston. But they were mostly work friends. Not the kind who would drop everything to come to her rescue.

         “So, I guess you’ve had enough sailing to last you a lifetime, huh?” Kyra asked, pulling Jenna away from her thoughts.

         Jenna turned around. “Why would you say that? Until the boat tipped over, I was having the time of my life. I only wish I knew enough to have stopped the disaster when Jude fell overboard.”

         Kyra grinned. “Atta girl. In a racing dinghy like a Bucc, capsizing is a way of life.”

         
              

         

         By the time Jude and Tim got Bonney Rose out of the water and squared away on her trailer, it was nearly seven o’clock. Jude’s board shorts were almost dry, and his stomach was growling.

         “I heard that,” Tim said. “Come on, let’s go eat. Everyone’s up at Rafferty’s tonight. It’s Jimmy’s birthday.”

         “It is? Why didn’t I know that?”

         “Because you have your head up your butt and probably missed the e-mail. Either that or you were distracted by the cutie you said you weren’t interested in last night.”

         “She’s a client, Tim. She hired me to give her lessons.”

         “At what, getting wet?” Tim gave him a playful punch to the shoulder.

         “No, sailing.”

         “Good one, Jude. I’m sure she’s up there waiting on you.”

         “You think?”

         “She’s into you, bro. Come on.” Tim took him by the arm and steered him toward Rafferty’s.

         Half the members of the Buccaneer Class Association were sitting at a long table on Rafferty’s patio. But Jenna wasn’t among them. “Where’s Jenna?” he asked as he dragged a chair over to the table.

         “She left,” Kyra said.

         “Oh.” He sank into the chair, his bones suddenly heavy. “Why’d she leave?” he asked, doing a piss-poor job of masking his disappointment. He’d been thinking about asking her to join him for a bite when the hiking strap snapped. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe the Lord was telling him to cool it.

         “I think she was a little embarrassed. Not to mention wet as a drowned rat,” Kyra said. “You know how we women are when our hair gets wet. I wouldn’t be surprised if she goes home tonight and googles sailing terms. She seemed annoyed with herself that she didn’t have the vocabulary to understand what was happening.”

         “You think?”

         “I know. She said so.”

         Was he happy about that? Maybe. Would she want another lesson? Damn. He really needed to return her money before she nailed him on Yelp, but he didn’t know where she was staying. Maybe he shouldn’t have made her pay cash for the lesson. The money, still zipped in the pocket of his sailing shorts, seemed to burn against the skin of his thigh.

         “Wanna explain how you managed to turtle a boat in eight-knot winds?” Jimmy, the birthday boy, asked, pulling Jude’s thoughts away from Jenna Fairchild.

         “The hiking strap broke,” Jude said.

         “A likely story,” Tim said with a laugh, right before he went on to explain how he’d seen Jenna ogling Jude last night after they got back from practice racing. “Guess you figured out a way to send her packing, huh? I know you hate tourists, Jude, but capsizing a boat on purpose…?”

         “And it’s not going to work,” Kyra countered with one of her devilish grins.

         “No?” Tim asked, eyebrows raised. “She was terrified when we pulled up.”

         “I told you. She was dripping wet, and those clothes were going to fall off at any moment. She told me to tell you that she’s sorry she didn’t know what to do when the boat broached. I’ll bet she’s back tomorrow wanting another lesson.”

         “No way that happens,” Tim said.

         “You want to bet twenty-five on that?” Kyra asked.

         “Wow, that’s kind of steep.”

         “That’s because I have the confidence of my convictions.”

         “Done. But she has to contact Jude tomorrow.” Tim turned toward Jude. “And you’re not allowed to call her.”

         “I wouldn’t anyway,” Jude said, leaning back in his chair as Abby Cuthbert came by. He was just about to order one of Rafferty’s beef burgers when his older brother Colton came up the steps from the boardwalk wearing his burgundy St. Pierre Construction Company shirt and a hard expression on his face. Colton stood there for a long moment scanning the patio until his gaze landed on Jude like a stinger missile.

         Something wasn’t right.

         “Hold that thought,” he said to Abby, right before he got up from the table and headed in his brother’s direction.

         “Is Daddy okay?”

         “As far as I know. Where the hell have you been? I’ve been calling you all afternoon.”

         “I was out on the water in the sailboat.” He didn’t feel the need to explain that he’d been paid for the time out in the boat. Colton seemed to believe that any activities out on the water classified as goofing off. Colton also thought it was time for Jude to stop working for Daddy’s charter business and use his college degree from Howard University for something more profitable. But Jude loved being on the water. It was all he ever wanted to do. And he’d only gone to college because Aunt Daisy had insisted. Those winters up in DC had made him nothing but homesick.

         Of course, his older brother had only two years of college. But even that was a miracle. Once upon a time, right after Momma took off, Colton had been a juvenile delinquent. But a year in juvie had straightened him out. He’d pulled his act together, gone to junior college, and turned a handyman service into a full-fledged contracting business. This rags-to-riches story made him slightly holier-than-thou.

         “If it isn’t Daddy, then what?” Jude asked.

         “Let’s get out of here.”

         “I was—”

         “We need to talk.”

         The urgency in Colton’s words stopped Jude cold. “What is it?”

         Colton grabbed Jude by the arm and pulled him down the boardwalk, away from Rafferty’s patio. “Micah’s coming home,” he hissed.

         The two brothers stood on the boardwalk as dusk settled, looking at each other, neither able to say a word for a moment. Micah was a sore point. He’d left home at eighteen and had never come back.

         “After all these years he wants to visit? Screw him,” Jude said.

         “It’s not a visit. He’s moving back.”

         “What does he want here?” Jude asked. “He made it plain he didn’t want anything to do with us when he left.”

         “He probably still doesn’t. But I just wanted you to know before you heard it around town. He’s left the Navy Chaplain Service, and apparently the Episcopalian diocese, in its infinite wisdom, has decided to send him here to replace Reverend Ball at the Church at Heavenly Rest. The Episcopalians will be buzzing with the news by tomorrow. Micah said he’d be back on the island in a day or two and wanted to see us.”

         “Well, I don’t really want to see him,” Jude said in a hard voice.

         “That might be difficult with him leading the Episcopalians.”

         “Yeah, well, how long you figure that will last?”

         Colton shook his head. “Someone’s got to tell Daddy.”

         “You mean me, of course.”

         “I’m sorry. I just can’t be in the same room with him. He makes me crazy.” That was true. Colton and Daddy struck sparks off each other and always had. Jude was forever running between them.

         “I’ll let Daddy know,” Jude said, turning away from his brother and heading back toward Rafferty’s and his friends.

         “Jude,” Colton called from behind him.

         “What?” Jude turned and backpedaled, in a hurry to get away. Colton could be such an SOB.

         “I’m worried about you. You gonna be okay when he comes back?”

         “Why wouldn’t I be? He’s been gone for half my life.”

         “Yeah. I know. But before that, he was your hero.”

         “Yeah, well, I’m not twelve anymore. I’m able to take care of myself.”
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