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Sea of Love

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. . .

Rowan Flynn was happy to leave Bayberry Island when she was whisked away by her investor fiancé. But when he loses what’s left of her family’s fortune and is exposed as a con man, Rowan reluctantly returns to run the Safe Haven Bed and Breakfast, determined never again to fall for the ridiculous fantasy of the mermaid matchmaker

But the arrival of a distractingly handsome stranger the night before the annual Mermaid Festival makes Rowan think again. Is she being set up for another disappointment? Or could the divine hand of the town’s patroness be guiding her to love?


OMG!—this book is for you. Thank you for showing me I could fly with a broken wing.
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Chapter One

“Is it true what they say about the mermaid statue?”

“Yeah, like, can she really hook us up with some hot guys while we’re here?”

Rowan Flynn’s eyelid began to twitch. She gently closed the cash drawer and smiled at her latest arrivals, grateful they couldn’t read her thoughts. But holy hell—this had to be the hundredth mermaid question of the day! At this rate she’d never make it through festival week without completely losing her mind.

“And, like, where’s the nearest liquor store?”

But wait . . . what if this were the opportunity she’d been waiting for, the perfect time to knock some sense into the tourists? Maybe these girls—two typical, clueless, party-hungry twentysomethings checking into her family’s godforsaken, falling-down bed-and-breakfast—would be better off knowing the awful, horrible truth about the Bayberry Island mermaid legend. And love in general.

The thought made her giddy.

Rowan was prepared for this opportunity. She’d rehearsed her mermaid smackdown a thousand times. The words were locked, loaded, and ready to zing! from her mouth and slap these chicks right on their empty, tanned foreheads, perhaps saving them from years of heartache and delusion.

Yo! Wake up! she could say. Of course there’s no truth to the legend. Trust me—the mermaid can’t bring you true love. It’s a frickin’ fountain carved from a lifeless, soulless hunk of bronze, sitting in a town square in the middle of a useless island stuck between Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard, where . . .

“Uh, like, hell-oh-oh?”

The girls stared at Rowan. They waited for her answer with optimistic, wide eyes. She just couldn’t do it. What right did she have to stomp all over their fantasies? How could she crush the romantic tendencies nature had hardwired into their feminine souls? How could she jack up their weeklong vacation?

Besides, her mother would kill her if she flipped out in front of paying guests. The Flynns relied on the B and B to keep them afloat—a predicament that was 100 percent Rowan’s fault.

So she handed her guests the keys to the Tea Rose Room, put on her happy-hotelier face, and offered up the standard line of crap. “Well, as we locals like to say, there’s no limit to the mermaid’s magical powers—but only if you believe.”

“Awesome.” The dark-haired woman snatched the keys from Rowan and glanced at her friend. “Because I believe we need to get laid this week!”

The girls laughed so hard they practically tripped over themselves getting to the grand staircase. Rowan cocked her head and watched them guffaw their way to the landing, banging their rolling suitcases against the already banged-up oak steps. For about the tenth time that day, she imagined how horrified her loony great-great-grandfather would be at the state of this place. Rutherford Flynn’s mansion was once considered an architectural wonder, a symbol of the family patriarch’s huge ego, legendary business acumen, enormous wallet, and enduring passion for his wife—a woman he swore was a mermaid.

“Oh! Like, ma’am, we forgot to ask. Where’s our room?”

Ma’am? Rowan was only thirty, just a few years older than these girls! Since when was she a damn ma’am?

Oh. That’s right. She’d become a ma’am the day she’d left the real world to become the spinster innkeeper of Bayberry Island.

“Turn right at the top of the stairs.” Rowan heard the forced cheerfulness disappear from her voice. “It’s the second room on the left. Enjoy your stay, ladies.”

“We are so going to try!”

As the giggling and suitcase dragging continued directly overhead, Rowan propped her elbows on the old wood of the front desk and let her face fall into her hands. So she was a ma’am now, a ma’am with three check-ins arriving on the evening ferry. She was a ma’am with one clogged toilet on the third floor, twenty-two guests for breakfast tomorrow, four temporary maids who spoke as many languages, and eight hellish days until the island’s annual Mermaid Festival had run its course. Oh, and one more detail: The business was twenty-seven thousand dollars in the hole for the year, losses that absolutely had to be made up in the coming week or bankruptcy was a distinct possibility. Which also was this ma’am’s fault, thank you very much.

And every second Rowan stayed on the island playing pimp to the mermaid legend was a reminder of the lethal error she’d made while visiting her family exactly three years before. She’d dropped her guard with that fish bitch just long enough to leave her vulnerable to heartbreak, betrayal, and the theft of what little remained of the Flynn family fortune. It was hard to believe, but Rowan had been happy before then. She’d studied organizational psychology and had a career she loved, working as an executive recruiter in the higher-education field. She had a great apartment in Boston and a busy social life. So what if she hadn’t found her true love? She’d been in no rush.

But she’d returned for the Mermaid Festival that year and met a B and B guest named Frederick Theissen. He was so charming, handsome, and witty that before she could say, “Hold on a jiff while I check your references,” Rowan had fallen insanely in love with a complete stranger determined to whisk her away to New York. Her mother and her cronies insisted it was the legend at work and that Frederick was her destiny.

As it turned out, her charming, handsome, and witty stranger might have loved her, but he also happened to be a Wall Street con man who used her to steal what remained of her family’s money. Destiny sucked.

Of course, her mother wasn’t entirely to blame for her downfall. Rowan should have known better. But she still had the right to despise anything and everything related to the frickin’ mermaid until the day she died.

The familiar putt-putt of a car engine caught her attention, and Rowan raised her head to look out the beveled glass of the heavily carved front doors. She watched the VW Bug plastered with iridescent fish scales come to a stop in the semicircle driveway. Since it was festival week, the car was decked out for maximum gawking effect, with its headlights covered in huge plastic seashells and a giant-assed mermaid tail sticking out from the trunk. Her mother got out of the car and strolled through the door.

“Hi, honey! Everything going smoothly? How many more are due on the last ferry?”

Rowan gave Mona the once-over and smiled. Like the car, her mother was in her festival finery, in her case the formal costume of the president of the Bayberry Island Mermaid Society. Mona’s flowing blond wig was parted in the center and fell down her back. She wore shells on her boobs, sea glass drop earrings, and a spandex skirt of mother-of-pearl scales that hugged her hips, thighs, and legs. The skirt’s hem fanned out into a mermaid flipper that provided just enough ankle room for her to walk around like Morticia Addams. Unlike Morticia, however, Rowan’s mother wore a pair of coral-embellished flip-flops.

“Hi, Ma.” Rowan checked the B and B reservation list. “Two doubles and a quad—parents and two kids.”

“Will you put the family in the Seahorse Suite?”

“No. I’ve already got a family in there. I’m putting the new arrivals in the Dolphin Suite.”

Her mother approached the front desk, leaned in close, and whispered, “What’s the status of the commode?”

“I’m hoping it’ll get fixed before they check in.”

One of Mona’s eyebrows arched high, and she tapped a finger on the front desk. “You’d better do more than hope, my dear. The Safe Haven Bed-and-Breakfast has a reputation to uphold.”

Rowan held her tongue. Some might argue the establishment’s only reputation was that it had seen better days and was owned by the island’s first family of cray-cray.

“But why worry?” Mona waved an arm around dramatically, a move that caused one of her shells to shift slightly north of decent. “The evening ferry might not even make it here. Did you hear the forecast?”

This was a rhetorical question, Rowan suspected, but she could tell by the tone of her mother’s voice that the news wasn’t good. “Last I heard, it was just some rain.”

Mona shook her head, her blond tresses swinging. “Ten-foot swells. Wind gusts up to forty-five knots. Lightning. The coast guard’s already issued a small-craft advisory. And the island council is meeting with Clancy right now to decide if they should take down the outdoor festival decorations—a public safety concern, you know. We wouldn’t want that giant starfish flying around the board-walk like back in 1995. Nearly killed that poor man from Arkansas.”

“Absolutely.” Rowan pretended to tidy some papers on the desk as she forced her chuckle into submission. They both knew the real public safety risk was that council members could come to blows deciding whether to undecorate for what might be just a quick-moving summer squall. She didn’t pity her older brother Clancy. Tempers were known to flare up during festival week, a make-or-break seven days for anyone trying to eke out a living on this island, which was nearly everyone. And that didn’t count the latest twist. A Boston developer’s plans to build a swanky marina, golf course, and casino hotel had split the locals into two warring factions. About half of the island’s residents preferred to keep Bayberry’s quaint New England vibe. The other half wanted increased tourism revenue, even if it meant crowds, traffic, noise, and pollution. And the Flynns were at the center of the dispute, since their land sat smack dab in the middle of the mile-long cove and was essential to the development plans. Much to the dismay of every other property owner on the cove, both Mona and Frasier were listed as owners, and Mona forbade Rowan’s father to sell the land. This meant that one little, middle-aged, spandex-clad mermaid was holding a major real estate developer, every other cove landowner, and half the population of the island hostage.

Rowan had come to view the conflict as a kind of civil war, and like the more historically significant one, the conflict had pitted family member against family member, neighbor against neighbor. The weapon of choice around here wasn’t canon or musket, though. It was endless squabbling, ruthless name-calling, and an occasional episode of hair pulling or tire slashing.

Rowan might not be thrilled about running from Manhattan with her life in shambles, but one thing could be said for her place of birth. It wasn’t dull.

“Well, Ma, I’m sure Clancy will handle the situation with tact and diplomacy. He always does.”

“That is so true.” As Mona’s gaze wandered off past the French doors and into the parlor, a faint smile settled on her lips. Rowan was well aware that her mother was enamored with her two grown sons—Clancy, a former Boston patrol officer who was now the island’s chief of police, and Duncan, a Navy SEAL deployed somewhere in the Middle East. As the baby of the family, Rowan had grown up accepting that her mother was unabashedly proud of her two smart, handsome, and capable boys. Of course Mona had always loved Rowan, too—but enamored? Not so much. Exasperated was more like it, especially starting in about fifth grade, when Rowan began talking about how she couldn’t wait to escape the island and start her real life.

“This is your real life,” her mother would say. “Every day you’re alive is real. And if you can’t be really alive here on Bayberry Island, you’ll never be really alive, no matter where you go.”

God, how that used to piss Rowan off. It still did.

Mona adjusted her shell bra and returned her attention to her daughter. “I told Clancy to come over here after the meeting and help you with the storm shutters. God knows your father is useless when it comes to that sort of thing, if he cared enough to check on the house in the first place.”

Rowan ignored the jab. She’d adopted a hands-off policy when it came to her parents’ ongoing power struggles, including their opposing positions on the development plans. “Only a few shutters are in good enough condition to make a difference, and besides, Clancy’s got more important things to do right now.”

Mona didn’t like that response, apparently. Her brow crinkled up. “Who’s going to help you, then? Has a handsome and single handyman managed to check in without me noticing?”

“Not possible, Ma.”

“It’s not possible that such a man would want to visit Bayberry Island?”

“No—it’s not possible you wouldn’t have noticed.”

“True enough.” Mona giggled. “It is my job, you know.”

Rowan’s eyes got big, and all she could think was, Dear God, not this again. Her mother was the retired principal of the island’s only school, but she’d just alluded to her other “job”—that of Mermaid Society president and keeper of all things legend related. It was a wide net that Mona and her posse used to fish around in other people’s love lives.

Her mother glanced down at Rowan and put her hands on her scale-covered hips. “You look like you have something facetious to say.”

“Nope. Not me, Ma. I’m totally cool with the legend. Love is a many-splendored thing . . . all you need is love . . . back that ass up and all that shit.”

Mona gasped. “Rowan Moira Flynn!”

Just then, the tap-tap of quick footsteps moved through the huge formal dining room and headed toward the foyer, which was enough to divert Mona’s attention.

“Imelda!”

The petite older woman clutched her chest in surprise, then cut loose with a long string of Portuguese-laced obscenities. “You’re gonna give me a heart attack one day, Mona.”

“I was just happy to see you.”

Imelda Silva, who had once been the family’s private housekeeper and was now the B and B’s cook, shook her head and marched through the foyer on her way to the staircase. “I’ve been working for your family for twenty-five years. You and I both know you’re not happy to see me. You just want me to do something for that fruity mermaid group of yours and the answer is still não! I’d rather fix the toilet in the Dolphin Suite! And you, Rowan.” Imelda pointed an accusatory finger in her direction. “Stay out of the butter pecan ice cream. It’s the topping for tomorrow’s waffles.”

Mona looked hurt as she watched Imelda trudge up the grand staircase. “What is wrong with everybody this year?” She sighed loudly. “Everywhere I turn, it’s just one bad attitude after another! What happened to the joy and delight of the biggest week of the whole summer season? Why aren’t people filled with excitement?”

“We’re tired.”

“Ha!” Mona narrowed her eyes at Rowan. “We are the people of Bayberry Island, my dear, caretakers of the mermaid, the sea goddess of love. This week is nothing short of sacred to us, to our way of life. We have no time to be tired.” She paused for dramatic effect. “Mark my words, honey. If we don’t perk the hell up around here, we’re completely screwed.”

It took some fast-talking, but Ash had managed to bookend his business on Bayberry Island with two weeks of vacation. He’d needed the time to think, untangle the minutiae in his mind. As it turned out, there were quite a few details to sort out once a person decided to rip up his life and start all over. Eight solo days on his boat—four out and four back—would go a long way toward clearing his head.

Though nobody back at the real estate development firm Jessop-Riley knew it, Ash had already decided that the Mermaid Island deal would be his last. He never considered himself a spiritual man, in fact quite the opposite; but even he couldn’t ignore the signs that it was time to move on. For ten years now he’d been a freelance closer for big developers, and the underhanded bullshit the job required was getting old, leaving him hollow and burned-out inside. Even before his best friend Brian died, he’d known he was done.

And this particular deal—a hotel-casino-golf-marina monstrosity—smelled worse than the usual Jessop-Riley venture. Sure, Ash would go in there and convince the mermaid worshippers to let go of their land for less than top dollar, but then he was done with this part of his life. He wanted out. The only question was how, exactly, he would go about pulling the plug.

No matter how he decided to do it, Ash’s life was about to take a decidedly different turn. At the time of Brian’s death, he had been chairman of Oceanaire, a nonprofit foundation dedicated to marine conservation and education. In his will he stipulated that Ash would take over as chairman. He couldn’t refuse his best friend, but Ash also saw it as an opportunity to kick-start changes in his life. Obviously, saving the oceans was a much nobler cause than the pursuit of wealth. Ash had more than his share of money, anyway. What he didn’t have was his lifelong best friend, a meaningful relationship, or anything close to a higher calling. And once he pulled out of his retainer agreements—with J-R and a whole slew of East Coast developers—he could give his full attention to Brian’s passion.

Nothing would bring Brian back, of course, but Ash had come to see that his dearest friend’s request that he lead Oceanaire had been his last, great gift to him. If Brian dying in the small-plane crash had taught him anything, it was that life shouldn’t be taken for granted and he should stop wasting it on a soulless job that meant nothing to him.

He checked the wind once more and glanced to the northeast. The white jib of the sailboat was pulled taut, luminous against a rolling purple-gray sky. Most of the sun was obscured by the storm clouds now, though at that moment, a pinpoint of light tracked the tiny dot of his sailboat as it cut through the vast sea, and the wonder of it took his breath away. Ash had always thought the foul-weather sea and sky were among the most gorgeous sights Mother Nature had to offer. It was Brian who had long ago pointed out that like many women they’d known, nature could be at her most beautiful when angry.

A sudden gust of wind forced Ash to return at least some of his focus to the wheel and prepare to jibe, though it was a task he could probably accomplish in his sleep. He had complete faith in his skills as a sailor and in this boat. He’d inherited the thirty-two-foot classic cruiser from his grandfather, who had taught him to sail. Over the span of twenty years, Ash and Brian had survived many a hairy Atlantic storm in the Provenance. She was big enough to handle rough seas while maneuvering with speed and grace. That’s why Ash couldn’t help but laugh at what he was about to do—fake a breakdown and send out a distress call for a tow, an embarrassment he hadn’t suffered since he and Brian were inexperienced kids.

If Brian were alive, he’d be the only person Ash would confess his devious methods to. Brian would disapprove, as he usually did when hearing about Ash’s job, but he would laugh until he cried at this particular story.

As he turned the boat, Ash’s own laughter died. It had been six months, but Brian’s absence still felt like a knife twisting in his gut. Well-meaning people assured him that time would lessen his sense of loss, but he couldn’t see it happening. Because Ash was an only child of parents long dead, Brian had been more family than friend, and now that he was gone, Ash knew how it felt to be truly alone.

It felt like being a tiny speck afloat in a vast foul-weather sea—only without the bright pinpoint of light to keep him company.

Bayberry Island popped up on the horizon about two nautical miles from his position. The winds were picking up right on cue, coming in at thirty-two knots from the northeast. The next big gust should do it, Ash figured—one blast of heavy air hitting directly into the mainsail and his staged breakdown would be under way.

Leaving Martha’s Vineyard that morning under engine power, he’d drained most of the oil and then let the engine run until only about ten minutes’ worth of gasoline remained in the tank. Then he’d loosened the rigging enough that the doctored chain plate would rip out of the deck, leaving the boat crippled in the water. Yes, whoever came to tow his sorry ass to Bayberry would look at him funny, wondering how a novice idiot who didn’t know enough to buy gas and perform basic maintenance could end up with a beauty like the Provenance. But he decided it was the best way to pull this thing off. His plan was to arrive on the island as if by accident, oblivious to the fact that it was the eve of the island’s blowout party week. He welcomed the worse-than-expected storm, since it added a dash of drama to his predicament. He was going to milk it for all it was worth.

Ash would be the proverbial stranger in the storm, a rich guy with a busted-up sailboat who just happened to wander into the Safe Haven Bed-and-Breakfast looking for shelter, a rich guy willing to pay a boatload of money to an innkeeper barely making ends meet. He figured ten thousand should do it, an amount that was too much to pass up but not enough to balance the B and B’s books. From that point on, his objective would be simple: He’d use his proximity to the Flynns to convince them to sell their hilltop property and private cove, because without their centrally located acreage and beach access, the two-hundred-thirty-million-dollar project was dead.

As always, Ash had done his research. He knew the best way to infiltrate the Flynn family was through Rowan, the daughter. She was the one who had the most to gain from selling and was the perfect target for his seductive sales pitch. Ash knew that Rowan had sulked home after a disastrous romance with a man who stole what was left of her family’s money, and she now ran the B and B, the family’s only remaining business venture. But Ash figured after twelve years of living and working on the mainland, the choice to come home hadn’t been one she’d made freely. If he could flirt with the lonely Miss Flynn enough to remind her that life was passing her by, she might guilt her mother into dropping her opposition to selling. Within hours, Ash would have cashier’s checks drawn up and delivered. The marina, golf course, hotel, and casino would go forward, making a whole lot of people, including Ash himself, even richer than they already were.

And by the time Rowan Flynn and her family realized they’d been set up, Ash would be long gone.


Chapter Two

“Please take him home, Clancy.” Rowan whispered her plea out of politeness, though she needn’t have bothered. Her ninety-one-year-old neighbor was deaf as a dinghy. “He’s gonna frighten the guests again.”

Rowan’s brother slowly approached the old man, his palm outstretched as he tromped up the steps and crossed the wide porch. “Come on now, Hubie,” Clancy shouted. “There’s no need to be waving that sword around. You don’t want your daughter bailing you out of jail, do you?”

“What?”

Clancy increased his decibel level. “I said, you don’t want to go to jail, do you?”

“I’m too old for jail! And anyway, she took all the knives out of the house, so the sword’s all I got!”

“I’ll walk across the road with you.” Clancy spoke directly into the man’s ear and pried the decorative antique weapon from his hand.

“How am I supposed to defend myself?”

Clancy supported the old man by the elbow and gently guided him down the steps to the circular drive, where he walked around the police vehicle. “Let’s get you home before the storm hits, okay? How about a lemonade?”

“What?”

“LEMONADE!”

“Why the hell are you shouting at me? Damn you Flynns!”

Rowan followed along, reaching Clancy as he handed off the sword with the flair of the track star he’d once been. “Be back in a minute,” he told her.

“At that speed, it’ll be more like an hour.” Rowan cleared her throat and called out, “Have a nice evening, Hubie!”

“We’d all be filthy rich by now if it weren’t for you!” Hubie tried to wrestle free of Clancy. “I’ve always hated you Flynns! You think you own the whole island and everyone on it! Always have!”

Poor guy, Rowan thought. Sure, he was a total pain in the ass and even slashed the tires of the family’s ancient Subaru last week—which was why his daughter removed the knives—but her heart went out to him. She’d known Hubie since she’d been born, and all he wanted was to live out his remaining days in comfort. This was his once-in-a-lifetime shot at striking it rich, along with everyone else who owned property on or near the cove. Every one of them hated the Flynns at this point, and Rowan couldn’t blame them.

Her family was being ridiculous about the whole thing. They owned three hundred prime acres at the island’s highest elevation, right in the middle of the cove, plus the entire beach. Clearly, the developer couldn’t do a thing without this land, and the interesting dynamic that had existed with her parents for decades had taken center stage in the land battle. To say Mona wore the pants in the marriage was an understatement. She also wore the jockstrap and controlled the checkbook. On more than one occasion in the last year, Rowan had heard her father say that he rued the day he agreed to put Mona on the title to the house and land. And now Mona forbade Rowan’s father from even meeting with the developers to discuss selling. Their disagreement got so heated about eight months ago that they’d decided to separate. What a mess.

Her elderly neighbor glared at Rowan over his shoulder, offering up one last smirk as Clancy guided him through the front gate. If it could still be called a gate. There was a time when the twin twenty-foot-high scrolled wrought-iron structures provided the kind of grand entrance this place deserved. These days it was little more than a heap of corroded scrap metal, an irony that didn’t escape Rowan. A gate that had once kept out the riffraff now kept Rowan mindful of her own servitude. Hey, at least everything around here was decorated in the same style—shabby-as-shit chic.

Rowan sighed heavily and turned back to the house. Who was she kidding? Even if the B and B broke even this year, there would be no extra money to make repairs. Her family was delusional if they thought keeping things the way they’d always been was the answer, let alone possible. If the decision were hers to make, she would have accepted the developer’s offer without giving it a second thought. It sure would have made things easier. No fighting with the neighbors. No endless zoning hearings and council meetings. No money worries—ever again—for every member of the Flynn clan and generations to come. Not to mention she could go back to New York and resume her real life.

The sky began to rumble, and Rowan’s eyes followed the storm clouds. She decided to walk around the southeast end of the house, where she could get a look at the open water and sky. Bayberry Islanders didn’t put much stock in satellite TV weather reports and Web sites. The mood of the ocean, smell of the wind, and dance of the clouds were always more accurate.

As she rounded the corner, Rowan averted her eyes. She took a wide berth around the screened-in side porch, giving some privacy to the canoodling couple on the old glider sofa, a piece of furniture long dubbed the love magnet by her family. They were the only festival-week honeymooners at the Safe Haven this year, though surely not the only ones on the island. The Mermaid Festival was pretty damn romantic, after all. For those who believed in true love.

On the back lawn, Rowan smiled at the kids from the Seahorse Suite, who were involved in a rules-free version of croquet. It was the same kind of game she’d played with her brothers and her best friend, Annie, when they’d been children. Even the language was familiar.

“You’re cheating, you doofus!”

“I am not! You’re too stupid to even know the rules!”

“Mom! He’s cheating!”

The parents held hands from their Adirondack chairs, tuning out their bickering kids. As Rowan passed them, she smiled politely but kept her distance. One thing she’d long ago learned about the bed-and-breakfast business: If the guests wanted conversation, they’d ask for it.

“Oh, you must absolutely love living here,” the mother said, noticing Rowan and grinning up at her. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a place so charming and quaint. Our friends back home, the Woodwiths from Akron? You might remember them? Well, they recommended this place.”

Rowan slowed her pace. “That’s very kind of them. We always appreciate recommendations.”

The dad chuckled. “Yeah. The place reminds me of camping, only a lot more expensive.”

“Roger!” The wife dropped his hand and smacked his forearm before she looked up at Rowan again. “Ignore him. He’s just mad because there’s nowhere to play golf.”

“That’s okay,” Rowan said. “Maybe at some point there will be. A Boston company wants to buy up this whole cove and build a resort.”

“No!” The wife straightened in her chair. “But that would completely ruin this place!”

Her husband snorted. “Little late for that.”

“Roger!”

Out of the corner of her eye, Rowan saw the two young women from the Tea Rose Room trying to open the door to the carriage house. It took every bit of patience she had left not to groan and roll her eyes. “Would you excuse me, please?”

“Of course,” the wife said. “But we’re a little worried about the storm. We checked Weather.com and saw a severe thunderstorm warning.”

Rowan had already started to walk across the lawn. She glanced over her shoulder to answer. “Oh, we get summer squalls all the time—just part of life on Bayberry Island.”

“Of course,” the wife said, sounding unsure.

Her husband lowered his voice. “You can get rained on in a campground for a lot less than two seventy-five a night.”

“Roger!”

“I’m just sayin’.”

Rowan had already started to jog toward the carriage house, horrified that one chick was giving the other a leg up so she could peer into the first-floor windows. Rowan wondered which part of the NO ENTRY—PRIVATE RESIDENCE sign they didn’t understand.

“May I help you?”

“Oh, snap.” The blond woman lost her balance. She landed on her butt in the crushed shells of the walkway and they both scrambled to regain their composure.

“We were just looking around.”

Rowan nodded. “Unfortunately, this is not a public area.”

The brunette put her hands on her hips. “But it’s part of the B and B, right? I mean, it’s near the house.”

Rowan took a deep breath, hoping the rush of oxygen would stop her from using her very favorite bad words. She couldn’t wait to tell Annie about these two women. “At one time, yes, this building was the mansion’s carriage house.”

“But not now?” The brunette looked puzzled.

“Uh, no.” Rowan felt her eye twitching again. “The residents of Bayberry don’t often rely on horse and buggy for transportation these days. The upstairs was once the living quarters for the footmen, but since the 1930s, when automobiles became commonplace, it’s served as a private apartment. And right now, it’s my private apartment.”

“You don’t have to get all snarky.” The woman’s eyes suddenly flashed, and she pointed in the vicinity of Rowan’s left knee. “OMG! She’s got a sword!”

“What?” Rowan looked down and realized she was still carrying around Hubie Krank’s weapon. She tried not to laugh. “Oh, that.” She raised it high and brandished it theatrically. “It’s just for decoration.”

“Like, whatever.”

The girls reached for each other and nearly tripped over themselves racing across the lawn and down the steps leading to the beach. Rowan was beginning to worry about whether they had some kind of inner-ear disorder that affected their balance.

“I need a drink,” she muttered to herself, lowering the sword.

“That bad?” Clancy patted her shoulder.

Rowan hadn’t heard him approach, but he’d always been light—and fast—on his feet. She grinned at him. “As a matter of fact, yes. It’s that bad. Care to join me?”

“You know I can’t. The usual festival-week craziness has begun. I really gotta go.”

“Right.” Rowan slipped an arm through her brother’s and walked with him toward the back of the house, where he’d parked his police Jeep. “Let me guess—frat guys hurling onto the boardwalk, maybe a couple gettin’ it on in the grass at Public Square.”

Clancy laughed. “If I’m real lucky, that will be on tomorrow’s agenda. At the moment, all we’ve got is a nonpayment for an order of fish and chips at Frankie’s, another lewd behavior complaint out at the nude beach, and a couple of stranded boats, including some Boston blue-blooded douche who forgot to gas up his damn sailboat. From what I hear, the boat’s worth twice as much as my house.”

“A lot of stuff is worth twice as much as your house.”

“Hey, now.”

Rowan laughed, knowing her brother loved his little island shack, though he preferred to refer to it as a cottage. “So, you heard anything from Duncan?”

“Nah.” Clancy used his key fob to unlock the Jeep. “If he got leave to come home this year, we would’ve heard by now.”

“Does Ma know?”

He hoisted a dark eyebrow over one of his deep blue eyes and hopped into the driver’s seat. Rowan smiled at her lanky, handsome brother. Everybody knew she and Clancy were tight. He was just a year older than her and a lot closer to her own temperament than Duncan. Clancy was a goofball and a good-natured troublemaker, while their older brother, Duncan, was as intense and serious as they came. Clancy had been forgiving after Rowan convinced her family to invest all their money with Frederick, and he’d helped keep her from drowning in a sea of self-pity. Duncan, on the other hand, had been full of told-you-sos. “What did you expect, Row?” he’d asked her in a Skype call from overseas. “A lot of dudes aren’t as advertised. You can’t take anything at face value these days. You gotta stop being so damn trusting.”

It probably didn’t help that Duncan was even more distant geographically than emotionally—the last time anyone had heard from him, he’d been somewhere in Pakistan. But that had been several weeks earlier.

Clancy started up the engine. “Ma suspects he’s not coming. She doesn’t talk about it, but I think she’s pissed. This is the first cookout he’s missed since basic training. And she’s worried as hell about him.”

“I know. We all are. And I’m worried about her, too.” Rowan leaned in the Jeep door.

“Her arthritis, you mean?”

“Yeah.” Rowan propped her chin in her palm. “I think she’s in a lot more pain than she lets on. Her hands seem more locked up than usual.”

Clancy nodded. “I know. Her constant stressing out about the damn resort has made it worse, but I’ve already made plans to take her to her rheumatologist appointment in Boston this fall. She’ll be okay, Row.”

Just then, the police radio began squawking about an argument between a tourist and one of the island’s taxi drivers. “I gotta run.”

“Thanks for helping me with Hubie.”

“No problem.” Clancy turned the wheel and smiled at her, letting his eyes travel to her left hand. “So you got plans for that sword?”

Rowan looked down and chuckled. “Maybe I’ll hack some weeds out of the daylilies. Or chase the bimbos around some more. Hey, maybe I’ll go after Frederick!”

Clancy shook his head. “Unfortunately, the SEC beat you to it. See ya, sis. Oh, and you might want to get all the guests in from the beach. Gonna be a real bitch of a storm.”

Rowan watched the white Jeep with the iridescent blue lettering pass through the gate. Slowly, she raised her hand and stared at the curved blade with the tarnished but ornately carved silver handle. Hubie always said he’d inherited it from an English uncle who’d fought in the Boer Wars, a claim no one could verify. But Rowan did know this much—Frederick Theissen was damn lucky he’d been convicted of sixteen counts of fraud and embezzlement and was doing ten to fifteen in the Otisville, New York, federal prison camp, where bitter ex-girlfriends with swords generally weren’t given visitation privileges.

“You picked a hella bad time to break down out here!”

“I know!” Ash stumbled into the protected confines of the tugboat operator’s cabin, checking over his shoulder that the Provenance was safely bobbing along behind. “I didn’t know the storm was going to be this bad!”

The captain glanced over at him with outright contempt, then snorted. “I ain’t talking about the storm, mister. I’m talking about festival week. It’s crazy busy right now. Not sure when we’ll get to the repair.”

“What festival? How long do you think it will take?” Ash had to shout over the drone of the tugboat engine.

“Mermaid.”

“Did you just say ‘mermaid’?”

The captain laughed. “Yup. Every third week of August we got a Mermaid Festival on Bayberry. It’s what we’re famous for.” He quickly glanced at Ash. “Don’t sail much, do ya?”

Ash shrugged. “Occasionally. I inherited the boat from my grandfather. I’m still learning.”

The captain shook his head, not bothering to say aloud what his body language so clearly conveyed—that Ash was a spoiled rich snob from Boston who didn’t deserve such a beautiful boat.

“So how much will a repair like this set me back?” he asked.

The captain shrugged. “Gotta take that up with Sully at the marine yard. He’ll let you know what he finds and how much it’s gonna cost to fix it. But you did a real good job bustin’ up your chain plate. Didn’t notice it was corroded, eh?”

“No! I have a guy who does my maintenance.”

Ash watched the captain squeeze his eyes shut. There was nothing more ridiculous than a sailor who lacked the time or knowledge to care for his own boat.

“And the engine?” There was an edge of sarcasm in the captain’s voice. “Any idea why it didn’t start after I gassed it up? Did you make sure there was oil?”

“Not sure what happened.” Which was a lie, since the engine had seized only because he’d planned it that way. He was prepared for bad news from this Sully character. Either the engine would have to be taken apart and put back together, with uncertain results, or the whole thing would have to be replaced. Either way, he’d write it off as a business expense—all part of the job.

“Boy, the wind has really picked up,” Ash said, craning his neck to look out the Plexiglas windows to the sky. “Will this Sully character let me sleep on board while he works on the boat? Or is there a place I can stay near the marine yard?” Of course Ash knew the answer to this question.

The captain shook his head. “Look, mister. Bayberry Island rooms book a year or more in advance for festival week. I don’t know what to tell you. My job is to tow your ass into the yard. Where you go after that is up to you.”

About forty-five minutes later, Ash was giving his cell phone and credit card numbers to Sully, a man he hoped to God was better with boats than people. Then he locked down his belongings in the Provenance’s cabin and was on his own. He wandered through the marine yard, making sure as many people as possible noticed him looking lost and confused. Eventually he found his way toward the center of town and decided to stop at the tourist information kiosk on the public dock.

“Can you recommend a place to stay?”

The girl looked at him and blinked. “You don’t have a reservation on island?”

“Unfortunately not. My sailboat broke down and I got it towed to the marine yard. I don’t know how long it will take to fix.”

The young woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, sir, but if you don’t have a reservation, I’m not sure what I can do. There are no vacancies at the moment.”

Ash sighed dramatically. “Yeah, I heard there was some kind of festival going on. Mermaids, right?”

The girl looked shocked. “Seriously?” She laughed. “You don’t know about the festival?”

“Not really. The tugboat captain mentioned it. Do you have a brochure?”

Still laughing, she reached underneath her stool and pulled out a stack several inches thick. “If I were you, I’d head over to Frankie’s, just off the dock. You might want to get inside somewhere before the storm hits.” She hitched her thumb over her shoulder. “It’s the best seafood around, and since it’s not peak hours and the storm’s got a lot of tourists taking cover in their hotel rooms, you might not have to wait. If you’ve got a cell, you can start making calls from Frankie’s. All of the motels, hotels, and B and Bs are listed in this brochure, and one might have a last-minute cancellation.” She tapped a finger on the top one. “It would be a miracle if you found anything, though.”

Ash briefly flipped the pages. “All these places look really tiny.”

“Well, yeah. We’re a tiny island. At peak season, we have only about three hundred rooms, and that’s including the locals who rent out their houses for the week and go stay with relatives on the mainland. Most of our festival-week visitors stay on Nantucket or the Vineyard and take the ferry.”

“Hmm. So there’s no resort here or anything?”

“God, no! But some jerk wants to build one.”

Ash flashed her a pleasant smile, and he noticed her blush. “Sounds like a resort might actually be good for the island. Anyway, I do appreciate your help.”

Ash pulled the mermaid legend brochure out from the stack and opened it, grinning. “Wow. This is really something.”

The girl shrugged.

“Huh.” Ash shook his head as if this were his introduction to the legend. “So this Rutherford Flynn guy is out on a fishing boat in a nor’easter and a mermaid rescues him and his crew? And when he gets married, he tells everyone his wife and the mermaid are one and the same?”

“Yeah.” The girl gazed up at him.

“Whoa. And then this Flynn guy becomes a multimillionaire?”

“Yeah. That huge building over there?” She pointed over Ash’s shoulder. “That used to be Flynn Fisheries. It was in operation until the late 1980s, when overfishing led to the collapse of the whole industry. Now it’s our museum. You should really go check it out. That’s where the theater troupe puts on the reenactment on the fourth day of the festival.”

Ash nodded, looking off toward the nineteenth-century redbrick building surrounded by tidy landscaping. “Sounds interesting.” He returned his attention to the brochure. “So this Flynn guy commissions a fountain in the mermaid’s image and people think it has magic powers? Really? What’s the statue supposed to do, anyway?”

She flipped her hair coyly. “If you go to the mermaid with an open heart and no set idea about who your perfect match might be, and you kiss her hand and ask her to help you, she’ll lead you to your one true love.”

Ash chuckled. “Do you believe in the legend?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Not really, I guess.” She leaned forward out the window of the kiosk. “But I’m not supposed to say that to the tourists.”

Ash winked at her. “It’ll stay our little secret.”

Just then, the sound of a large group of kids made Ash direct his attention toward Main Street. He saw about thirty screaming and laughing children under the age of twelve running toward the dock. He laughed with them. “What’s this all about?”

The girl stood up and craned her head out of the information booth, then immediately sat down again. “Looks like the grab has started.”

Ash didn’t even have to feign ignorance on this one—he had no idea what she was talking about, and he thought he’d researched everything about this place and its nut-job festival. “What’s the grab?”

The voices became louder. Then Ash felt the rumble of the kids running on the dock.

“Uh.” The young woman glanced around nervously. “It’s kind of the unofficial start of festival week. Kids run from the mermaid fountain in the square and search for a single male tourist to grab. They drag him back to the fountain, where he has to ask the mermaid to find him his true love, right there in front of everybody.”

Ash laughed. “You’re joking. Poor bastard.”

She shook her head quickly, then bit down on her lower lip. “Um, sir? I hate to tell you this, but—”

Ash’s left elbow was jerked so hard he almost toppled over. Suddenly, he was surrounded by kids pushing him across the dock and toward the Main Street boardwalk. Hundreds of tourists milling around began to clap and cheer, though their enthusiasm was cut short by the low roar of thunder.

“Are you married, mister?” The biggest kid of the bunch was pushing into Ash’s back and yelling into his ear.

“What?”

“Married? Are you married?”

“Uh, no.”

The kid began barking orders to the others. “Hurry up! My mom’s gonna make me go inside in a minute! We need to hurry!”

A flash of lightning cut the sky in half, and the wind picked up. Ash bent his knees and tried to dig his heels into the asphalt of Main Street, but his boat shoes offered little traction. Tourists began to run for cover, but not before some of them took out their smartphones and snapped photos of Ash and his insistent Lilliputians.

He could barely believe his eyes when he saw what appeared to be a professional film crew running along at his side.

“Good luck, fella!” An older man in plaid shorts gave him the thumbs-up sign. “If the mermaid grants your wish, you’re sure as hell gonna need it!”

Ash decided he’d had enough. This wasn’t at all how he’d planned to make his arrival known on Bayberry Island. It was one thing to wander around the marine yard looking like a complete loser, but it was another to be the center of attention, someone’s potential Facebook post, or worse yet, a human interest story on Good Morning America. Something like that would blow his cover. “All right, everyone. Stop, now. Cut it out. I’m not your man.”

“Keep going, mister. We’re almost there.”

“You need to pick someone else. I have no interest in—”

“Here he is!”

Ash gasped in surprise. When the kids corralled him past a stand of trees and into what was clearly fountain square, he was met by a row of human-mermaid hybrids.

“Come along,” said one of them. He realized he was standing before members of the Mermaid Society he’d read about, possibly even Mona Flynn herself, though he couldn’t be sure. How was he supposed to tell with the wig and the costume? “All right, children! You can let him go!”

The kids fell away and Ash staggered for a moment. The mermaid lady touched his arm and led him toward the fountain, whispering in his ear, “We’re going to have to hurry this along, I’m sorry to say. The rain is going to start any moment now.”

“But I really don’t want—”

“What’s your name? Just your first name is fine.” She looked up at him sweetly, blinking as she waited for him to answer.

“You’ve got the wrong guy.”

Her mouth tightened. “First name,” she said, the sweetness now absent from her voice. “Now.”

“Ashton.”

“Lovely.” She grabbed his right forearm and pulled him to the edge of the fountain. The crowd was in motion, some people putting up umbrellas, some backing away and jogging down the street in search of cover, others taking their abandoned spots. The mermaid cleared her throat. “Gather ’round, ye ’maids and ye visitors! We’ve found our lucky winner in this year’s Man Grab!”

Applause, whistles, and cheers exploded all around. Ash felt a big, fat raindrop fall on his forehead.

“Give me your hand, Ashton,” she said with the flair of a master of ceremonies. All Ash could think was that the woman was Vanna White with a flipper. “Now take the mermaid’s hand in yours.”

Ash felt his hand being thrust onto the cold and damp fingers of the bronze fountain. He dared to look up through the plumes of water to the impressive creature towering over them. Waves of thick hair covered only the business ends of her ample breasts. Her beautiful face serenely gazed off toward the sea. A faint smile tickled her lips. Ash let his eyes travel downward to her rounded hips, the delicate indentation of a belly button, and the flirty flip of her tail.

Up close like this, he decided she was quite impressive. Powerful looking. She seemed a lot more human than the pictures and videos he’d studied. And really quite beautiful.

For a statue.

“Ashton, you may kiss her hand.”

The crowd broke into giggles.

“Kiss it!” a female voice yelled out.

Ash’s head began to spin. His arms and legs tingled. “Hold up,” he said, looking into the upturned face of the real woman in the fake mermaid outfit. He leaned down close to her ear. “You’ve got to cut me some slack, lady. I’m not here for love. Seriously. My sailboat broke down and I only wanted—”

She smacked him in the arm. “Oh, Ashton, you are such a funny young man!” The mermaid woman glanced over her shoulder and rolled her eyes at the crowd. “Someone remind him this is a G-rated event!”

“Oh, for the love of God,” he mumbled.

“You may kiss her hand,” the woman repeated. Something about the steely, no-bullshit gaze made him think this was, in fact, Mona Flynn. Sure, she was in costume and it was difficult to tell with certainty, but it would fit. The school principal had single-handedly brought the Mermaid Island Resort to a halt with her stubborn refusal to negotiate.

Fine. Whatever. He’d kiss the hand. What could it hurt? Maybe doing so would earn a few points with Mona, and later, when he casually brought up the subject of the resort, she might even listen.

Ash lifted his mouth to the wet, slick coolness of the bronze. He pursed his lips. It was a short peck, but there was definitely some lip-to-statue contact, enough that for a split second, Ash wondered if maybe he’d been electrocuted. Because his lips were on fire.

He straightened. “Happy now?” he whispered.

The woman smiled at him, then continued on with her three-ring-circus voice. “Repeat these words after me!”

Another drop of rain. Another. And another.

“I, Ashton, come to the mermaid in search of my heart-mate.”

He complied, though the words I come to the mermaid because I’ve been abducted by a bunch of unruly brats would have been more accurate.

“I understand that true love is like the sea . . .”

He repeated those words, too.

“It is beautiful, deep, and life-giving . . .”

Those, too.

“Yet it can be unpredictable, powerful, and even dangerous.”

Done.

“I set out on my journey with a heart that is pure and true . . .”

More rain. Harder. He repeated her words, noting that the crowd had begun to disperse, though the professional camera crew was still there, tarps now draped over their equipment.

“I am prepared to be tossed by waves of passion.”

Whatever.

“I am willing to drown in love’s undertow.”

God, when would this end?

“I, Ashton, pledge to go wherever love may lead.”

He said it. “Can I go now?”

“Of course! Enjoy your stay on Bayberry Island. You’re eligible to ride on the island council’s parade float tomorrow, if you wish.”

“I’ll get back to you on that.”

Ash started to run. The rain was coming down so hard that he could barely see his feet hit the grass, the boardwalk, and eventually Main Street itself. He knew if he ran about a half mile down Shoreline Road, he’d find the gates that opened to the Safe Haven B and B. He was going to be soaked to the bone by the time he got there.

It was strange, really, but as he ran, an image he’d seen only in photos or videos began to waft across his mind. He saw Rowan Flynn’s face. She really was a very pretty woman, and oddly enough, he looked forward to meeting her. He wondered what she’d be wearing. What she’d smell like. Whether her voice would be softer in person than how she’d sounded in the news footage from her boyfriend’s embezzlement trial.
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