







Praise for the first novel in the Angel’s Bay series
SUDDENLY ONE SUMMER

“This book has it all: heart, community, and characters who will remain with you long after the book has ended. A wonderful story.”

—New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber

“Suddenly One Summer delivers a double whammy to the heart. Ms. Freethy cuts to the core with her depiction of a woman in jeopardy and a man who no longer believes that life has anything to offer. . . . A story that will keep you spellbound.”

—Winter Haven News (FL)

“A large cast of townspeople adds to this intriguing, suspenseful romance, which is the first of Freethy’s Angel’s Bay novels. Freethy has a gift for creating complex, appealing characters and emotionally involving, often suspenseful, sometimes magical stories.”

—Library Journal

“Suddenly One Summer transported me to a beautiful place and drew me into a story of family secrets, passion, betrayal and redemption.”

—New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs

“Angel’s Bay, brimming with old and new relationships, some floundering and others new with hopes and dreams, promises many poignant and heartwarming stories.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Freethy has written a suspenseful and captivating story, weaving in human frailty along with true compassion, making every page a delight.”

—Reader to Reader Reviews

“Angel’s Bay is a place I’ll want to visit time and again. . . . Freethy has done a beautiful job of weaving a compelling story while having the patience to fully develop characters who will become our friends, characters with whom we will share joys, sorrows, and all of life’s adventures.”

—Romance Novel TV

“A well-written, captivating story, with good pacing that will leave you satisfied as it unfolds. There is a little bit of everything—romance, mystery, and inexplicable events—a fascinating story sure to make your summer reading a pleasure.”

—Romance Reviews Today

And for award-winning author Barbara Freethy

“Barbara Freethy delivers strong and compelling prose.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Fans of Nora Roberts will find a similar tone here, framed in Freethy’s own spare, elegant style.”

—Contra Costa Times (CA)

“Freethy skillfully keeps readers on the hook.”

—Booklist

“Freethy’s star continues to gain luster.”

—Romantic Times
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ONE


Just like before, the front door was ajar, every light in the house was on, and a game show played on the television. Lauren Jamison put down her suitcase, feeling uneasy.

Thirteen years had passed since she’d been home, but the living room looked the same: the brown leather recliner by the fireplace where her dad read the paper every evening, the couch her sister, Abby, used to curl up on and write in her journal, the table by the window where her mother and little brother, David, played board games. The furniture remained, but all of the people were gone. All except one.

“Dad?” she called.

The answering silence tightened her nerves. She needed her father to appear, to remind her that this wasn’t like before. Because thirteen years ago she’d returned home late one night, an innocent seventeen-year-old, and found the front door open, lights blazing, and her mother sobbing hysterically. Nothing had been the same after that.

The whistle of a teakettle drew her toward the kitchen, but the room was empty. She turned off the stove and moved into the hall, checking each bedroom. Her father’s room was cluttered with clothes. Only the faded floral curtains betrayed her mother’s once important influence on the décor. David’s bedroom had been turned into an office that was covered in dust and papers. The room at the end of the hall had belonged to her and to Abby.

The door was closed, and Lauren’s steps slowed. Her father might have redone the room, boxed up Abby’s things and given them to charity—or the room might look exactly the same as it had the night Abby died. Her heart skipped a beat.

She tapped on the door. “Dad? Are you in there?”

When he didn’t reply, she opened the door, scanned the room quickly, and then pulled the door shut, her breath coming hard and fast. Abby’s side of the room was frozen in time, as if it were still waiting for her to return. Lauren let out a long, shaky breath, then turned away.

Where the hell was her father? She’d called him that morning and told him she was coming, and he’d seemed fine. But according to the neighbors, who had sent numerous letters to her mother over the past three months, her father’s Alzheimer’s was getting worse. It was time for someone in the family to come back and take care of him. Her mother had refused. She’d divorced Ned Jamison eleven years earlier, and she had no intention of reuniting with him now. David was back east at college. So Lauren had returned to Angel’s Bay to deal with a man who was little more than a stranger to her. But he was still her father, and she needed to find him—she just wasn’t sure where to look. She had only spent a half dozen weekends with her dad since she’d left home at seventeen, and all those visits had occurred in San Francisco. Where would he be on a Friday night? She didn’t know who his friends were anymore, what he did, where he went.

Or did she?

Her father had always been a creature of habit. During her childhood, he’d spent most of his time in three places: home, the bait and tackle shop he’d run until two years ago, and his fishing boat Leonora, named after his great-great-great-grandmother who’d been one of the founders of Angel’s Bay.

Lauren headed out the front door toward the marina, which was only a few blocks away. Buttoning up her sweater, she hurried down the street. It was seven o’clock and there was already a chill in the darkening September sky. Soon there’d be pumpkins and Halloween decorations on every porch, but for now the neighborhood was quiet.

While some of the homes had been remodeled, the streets were very familiar. She’d been born in Angel’s Bay, and this neighborhood was where she’d taken her first steps, learned to ride a bicycle, roller skated into the Johnsons’ rosebushes, gotten her first kiss in the moonlight, fallen in love . . . and fallen out of love.

She blinked away the sudden moisture in her eyes and picked up her pace. She had a great life in San Francisco now, an interesting job and good friends, and she had no regrets about leaving her hometown. She just wished that she hadn’t had to come back.

By the time she reached Ocean Avenue, she was breathless. She quickened her pace as she passed the Angel’s Heart Quilt Shop, where she and Abby and their mother had partaken in the town’s longstanding tradition of community quilting. Quilting was the way mothers and daughters, sisters and friends connected the past with the present. She’d once loved to quilt, but she hadn’t picked up a needle and thread since she’d left. She didn’t want those connections anymore. Nor did she particularly want to see anyone she knew now. She was hoping to make her visit short, with as little community contact as possible.

Crossing the street, she kept her head down as she passed Carl’s Crab Shack. The line was out to the sidewalk and the delicious smells of clam chowder and fish and chips made her stomach rumble. She’d done the four-hour drive from San Francisco without stopping for food but she couldn’t stop now.

As she reached the marina she saw a new sign on her father’s bait and tackle shop, now called Brady’s instead of Jamison’s. The store was closed. She moved down the ramp that led to the boat slips. Luckily the gate had been propped open by a slat of wood, so she didn’t need a key. Her father’s old trawler had been moored at the second to last slip in the third row since she was a little girl. She hoped it was still there.

The marina was quiet. Most of the action occurred in the early morning or late afternoon, when the sport and commercial fishermen were going out or coming back after a day of work or pleasure. Her pulse quickened as the lights on her father’s boat suddenly came on, followed by the sound of an engine. She could see his silhouette in the cabin. What on earth was he doing? He couldn’t go out to sea by himself.

“Dad!” she yelled, breaking into a run. She waved her arms as she screamed again, but either he couldn’t hear her or he was ignoring her. By the time she reached the slip, her father’s boat was chugging toward the middle of the bay. She had to stop him. She needed to call the Coast Guard or find someone to go after him. “Hello! Anyone here?” she called.

A man emerged from a nearby boat and Lauren hurried down the dock.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

The familiar voice stopped her dead in her tracks, and as he jumped onto the dock and into the light, her heart skipped a beat.

Shane. Shane Murray.

He moved toward her with the same purposeful, determined step she remembered. She wasn’t ready for this—ready for him.

She knew the split second that he recognized her. His step faltered, his shoulders stiffened, and his jaw set in a grim line. He didn’t say her name. He just stared at her, waiting. Shane had never been one for words, he’d always believed actions spoke louder than explanations. But sometimes the truth needed to be spoken—not just implied or assumed.

“Shane.” She wished her voice didn’t sound so husky, so filled with memories. She cleared her throat. “I—I need help. My father just took off in his boat. I don’t know if you know, but he has Alzheimer’s.” She waved her hand toward the Leonora, whose lights were fading in the distance. “I need to get him back. Will you help me? There doesn’t seem to be anyone else around.” When he didn’t answer right away, she added, “I guess I could call the Coast Guard.”

For a moment she thought he might say no. They weren’t friends anymore. If anything, they were enemies.

Finally Shane gave a crisp nod. “Let’s go.” He headed back to his boat.

The last thing she wanted to do was go with him, but she couldn’t stand by while her father sailed off to sea with probably no idea of who he was or where he was going.

Shane’s boat was a newer thirty-foot sport fishing boat with all the modern conveniences. There were rod holders in the gunwales, tackle drawers and ice coolers built into the hull. As she stepped on board, Shane released the lines and pulled in the bumpers, then headed toward the center console. He started the engine and pulled out of the slip.

She stood a few feet away, feeling awkward and uncomfortable. How long would it take before he’d actually speak to her? And if he did, what would he say? There was a lot of painful history between them, and while part of her wanted him to break the silence, the other part was afraid of where that might lead.

She’d fallen for Shane just after her seventeenth birthday. He’d been only a year older in age, but a half dozen in experience. She’d been a shy good girl who’d never done anything impulsive in her life, and he’d been the town bad boy, moody, rebellious, and reckless. He’d drawn her to him like a moth to a flame.

Shane definitely wasn’t a teenager anymore. In his faded blue jeans, gray T-shirt, and black jacket it was quite apparent that he was all man now. His six-foot frame had filled out with broad shoulders and long legs. His black hair was wavy and windblown, the ends brushing the collar of his jacket, and his skin bore the ruddy tan of a man who spent a lot of time outdoors.

The set of his jaw had always been his “no trespassing” sign, and that hadn’t changed a bit. Shane had never let people in easily. She’d had to fight to get past his barriers, but even as close as they’d been, she’d never figured out the mysterious shadows in his dark eyes, or the sudden, sharp flashes of pain there. Shane had always kept a big part of himself under lock and key.

Her gaze dropped to his hands, noting the sureness of his fingers on the wheel. His hands were strong and capable, and she couldn’t help but remember the way they’d once felt on her breasts—rough and hungry, the same way his mouth had felt against hers, as if he couldn’t wait to have her, couldn’t ever get enough.

Her heart thumped against her chest, and she forced herself to look away. She was not going back to that place. She’d barely survived the first time. He’d swept her off her feet, into a whirlwind of emotions, then broken her heart.

“It took you long enough to come home,” Shane said finally. He glanced at her, his expression unreadable.

“I just came to get my dad. I’m planning to take him back to San Francisco with me.”

“Does he know that?”

“He will when we catch him.”

Doubt filled Shane’s eyes. “Your father has lived in Angel’s Bay his entire life. I can’t see him moving anywhere else.”

“His illness will only get worse. It’s the best solution.”

“For you or for him?”

“For both of us.” Her father might not like the idea of leaving Angel’s Bay, but it was the most practical decision. If she moved him closer to her she could take care of him, and perhaps her mother would help. His family was in San Francisco, and that’s where he should be.

Her dad hadn’t cared to be with his family the past thirteen years, but she was trying to look beyond that fact. And if the neighbors were right, and her father was rapidly losing touch with the world—would it really matter where he was?

Shane opened a compartment and pulled out a jacket. “You might want to put this on. It will get colder outside the bay.”

She accepted with a grateful nod, relieved with both the change in subject and the warm jacket. She’d left San Francisco straight from work, wearing a navy blue skirt, silk blouse, thin sweater, and high-heeled pumps that were perfect for her job but offered no protection against the elements. Shane’s big coat enveloped her like a warm hug, reminding her of the way she’d once felt in his arms.

She quickly pushed the thought out of her mind. “So, this is a nice boat,” she said into the increasingly awkward silence. “Is it yours? Or is it part of the Murray charter fleet?” Shane’s father had run a charter fishing business for as long as Lauren could remember.

“It’s mine. I picked it up last year when I came back,” he said shortly.

“Came back from where?”

“Everywhere,” he said with a vague wave. “Wherever there was water and fish and a boat to run.”

“Sounds like you got the life you always wanted.”

He shot her a look that she couldn’t begin to decipher. “Is that what it sounds like, Lauren?”

Her name rolled off his tongue like a silky caress. She’d always loved the way he’d said her name, as if she were the most important person in the world. But that wasn’t the way he’d said her name now. Now there was anger in the word, and God knew what else.

She sighed. “I don’t know what to say to you, Shane. I guess I never did.”

His gaze hardened. “You knew what to say, Lauren. You just wouldn’t say it.”

Thirteen years ago he’d wanted her to say that she believed in him, that she trusted him, that she knew in her heart that he hadn’t killed her sister.

All she’d been able to say was good-bye.

“I don’t want to talk about the past.” The words had barely left her lips when she found herself compelled to speak again. “You lied to me, Shane. I trusted you more than I’d ever trusted anyone, and you lied to me.”

He gave a little nod, his eyes dark and unreadable. “Yeah, I did.”

“And you’re still not going to tell me why, are you?”

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about the past.”

She debated that. There were so many things she wanted Shane to explain, but what was the point?

“You’re right; it won’t change anything. In the end, Abby—Abby will still be gone.” A chill ran through her, and she glanced at the coastline. It was too dark to see the Ramsay house, where her sister had been found murdered, but she could feel its presence even if she couldn’t see it.

“Someone set fire to the house about nine months ago,” Shane said, following her gaze. “One wing was destroyed.”

“It’s too bad the house didn’t burn to the ground.” She’d never understood how her father could stay in Angel’s Bay, could wake up every day and see the house where her sister had spent the last violent minutes of her life. But there were a lot of things she couldn’t understand about her dad.

Lauren grabbed hold of the back of the captain’s seat as Shane increased their speed. On the open sea, waves slapped against the boat and the wind increased, lifting her hair off the back of her neck. Her nerves began to tingle with fear. She could handle being on the water when the day was sunny and bright and she could see the shoreline, but she’d never liked going out at night, or being hours away from land, where she’d be vulnerable, at the mercy of the unpredictable sea.

“Where is my father?” Panic made her voice rise. “I don’t see any lights. How are we going to find him out here? Maybe we should go back.” She hated being a coward, especially in front of Shane, who had never felt a fear he didn’t want to meet head on.

“Your father didn’t disappear. He’s just around the bluff.” Shane pointed to the GPS on his console. “See that dot—that’s him. We’ll catch up in a couple of minutes.”

“Okay. Good.” She gulped in a deep breath of air and wrapped her arms around her waist.

“Are you scared of me?” Shane sent her a speculative look.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You seem nervous.”

“I just want to get this over with.”

A few minutes passed, then Shane said, “Your father loves this town. Do you really think you can drop in after all this time and sweep him away without an argument?”

“I have to do something. When I arrived at his house tonight, the stove was on. He could have burned the house down. And who knows where he’s headed now?” She shook her head in confusion. “This shouldn’t be happening. He’s only sixty-seven; he’s too young to be losing his mind.”

“Some days are worse than others,” Shane commented. “Other times, he’s the same as he always was.”

“You talk to my father?” she asked in surprise.

“He’s on his boat almost every day. Mort took his key away from him a while ago. I don’t know where he got another one.”

“My father doesn’t—” She broke off the question, realizing she was heading into dangerous territory.

“Blame me for Abby’s death?” Shane finished, a hard note in his voice. “Some days he does, some days he doesn’t. But he does blame me for your leaving and never coming back.”

“That wasn’t because of you.”

“Wasn’t it?” He tilted his head, giving her a considering look. “What’s making you so jumpy, Lauren? Don’t tell me it’s just the water. You don’t like being alone with me.”

“I got over you a long time ago. It was a teenage crush, that’s all. It’s not like I’m still attracted to you. I don’t think about you at all. I am way, way over you. I’ve moved on.”

“Are you done?” he asked when she finally ran out of steam.

“Yes.”

He eased up on the throttle so abruptly, she stumbled right into his arms. Her lips had barely parted in protest when his mouth came down on hers, hot, insistent, demanding the truth.

She should break it off, pull away . . . but God, he tasted good. She felt seventeen again, hot, needy, reckless, on the verge of something incredible and exciting and . . .

She had to stop. Finally, she found the strength to push him away. She stared at him in shock, her heart pounding, her breathing ragged.

He gave her a long look in return. “Yeah, I’m over you, too.” He put his hands back on the wheel.

Okay, so her body still had a thing for him. That didn’t mean her head or her heart intended to go along. Loving Shane had only gotten her a heart full of pain.

“I’m glad we’ve settled that,” she said sharply.

“Me too.”

A tense silence fell between them, and the air around them grew thicker, colder, and damp. Her hair started to curl and a fine sheen of moisture covered her face. As they rounded the point, a silvery mist surrounded them. Her father had often spoken of the angels that danced above the bay, that watched over and protected them. She’d believed him with the innocence of a child, but she’d lost her faith when Abby died. What kind of angel could let a fifteen-year-old girl be killed?

She felt a wave of panic as the mist enveloped them in a chilling hug, and had to fight a powerful desire to fling herself back into Shane’s arms.

Why are you fighting? He’s the man you’ve always wanted.

The voice wasn’t in her head; it was on the wind. She certainly hadn’t said the words, because they weren’t true. She didn’t want Shane—not anymore.

A melodic laugh seemed to bounce off the waves, as if the ocean found her amusing. She shook her head, forcing the fanciful thought away. She didn’t believe in angels, or much of anything. Believing in someone always led to disappointment.

She let out a breath of relief as the fog lifted, and a beam of light danced off the waves ahead of them—her father’s boat.

Shane’s boat was moving faster now. They’d reach the Leonora within minutes. But then what? “How will we stop him?” she asked.

“We’ll pull up next to him. If he doesn’t stop on his own, one of us will have to jump onto his boat and take over.”

“Excuse me? Did you say one of us is going to jump between the boats while they’re moving?”

“It’s not that difficult.”

“Well, it won’t be me,” she declared.

“Then you can drive.”

She didn’t like that scenario, either. “I haven’t driven a boat in a long time.”

“You can do it. Take the wheel now. Get comfortable with it. I’ll see if I can get your dad on the radio.”

She gripped the wheel with tight hands as Shane tried to raise her father on the radio.

Nothing.

When they neared the Leonora, she could see her father standing inside the cabin. The door was closed and he seemed oblivious to their presence. Shane switched frequencies, and the sound of music blasted through. Her father had always loved opera—a strange passion for a simple fisherman, but he found some affinity between the music and the sea.

“I don’t think he can hear us,” Shane said. “Bring the boat as close as you can.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to drive it?”

“Just hold her steady, Lauren. I’ll jump onto your dad’s boat and drive him back. You can follow us.”

“You’re going to leave me alone on this boat—on the ocean?” It had been a long time since she’d allowed herself to get into a situation she couldn’t control, and this was way out of her comfort zone. “I don’t think I can do this.”

He looked her straight in the eye. “You can.”

His words, his gaze, reminded her of a conversation from a lifetime ago when he’d handed her a helmet and taught her how to drive his motorcycle. He’d always pushed her beyond her limits, forced her to believe in herself.

“You want your father back or not?” he challenged.

She lifted her chin and drew in a deep breath. “You jump. I’ll drive.”

“Good. Don’t worry, I won’t let you out of my sight. It took me a long time to save enough cash to buy this boat. I don’t intend to lose it.”

“I’m touched by your sentiment.” While she was getting dreamy-eyed about their past, he was thinking only of his boat.

“Just stay close, Lauren. I don’t feel like going for a swim, even though I’m sure you’d enjoy tossing me into the sea.”

She bit down on her lip as Shane went to the side of the boat. She wasn’t worried about him, he could take care of himself. Fearlessness was part of his makeup. He wasn’t a man to sit on the sidelines and wait for someone else to take charge, and right now she was grateful for that.

Shane stepped over the rail, paused for a second, and then jumped, landing on the fishing platform on her father’s boat. He stumbled slightly, then straightened and yanked open the door to the cabin.

Her father finally turned his head. He exchanged a few words with Shane, then Shane took over at the wheel. A moment later his voice came over the radio. “Let’s go home, Lauren.”

His words brought a bittersweet rush of emotion. Angel’s Bay wasn’t her home now, and it never would be again.

It took about twenty minutes to get back to the marina. Shane kept in constant contact on the radio and Lauren stayed as close to her father’s boat as possible. She breathed a sigh of relief when she drove the boat into the slip. Shane came on board to tie the lines down while she joined her father, who was waiting for her on the dock.

His khaki pants and black windbreaker hung loosely on his thin frame. He’d lost weight in the years since she’d last seen him, and he’d aged quite a bit. His dark hair was all gray now, including the stubble on his cheeks. He stood with his shoulders hunched, but he didn’t seem concerned about his jaunt out to sea. She didn’t know if that was good or bad.

When he saw her his eyes widened with surprise, followed by what appeared to be teary emotion. He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe she was there, and she felt a rush of guilt at all the years she’d let go by. This man was her father. He’d tucked her in at night, scared away the monsters under her bed, been there for her—well, some of the time.

Maybe they hadn’t shared a lot of common interests, but they were connected by blood, by love. How could she have let him go? How could she have forgotten what they were to each other?

“Hi, Dad,” she said softly.

“Abby.” He held out his arms. “My sweet, precious girl. You’ve come back to me at last. I’ve missed you so much.”

Lauren’s heart came to a crashing halt. “I’m Lauren, Dad. I’m not Abby. I’m Lauren,” she repeated, seeing disappointment and fear fill his eyes.

“What have you done with Abby?” he asked in confusion, his arms dropping to his sides. “What have you done with your sister?”

Suddenly it was easy to remember why she’d left, and why she’d stayed away so long.



TWO


“Our daughter will need her father, Colin.” Kara Lynch gently stroked her husband’s hand. His skin was cool, and she wondered if he could feel the chill of fall in the air—if he could feel anything. It had been three months since he had lapsed into a coma after being shot in the head. For those three months she’d talked to him, held his hand, kissed him, played him music, brought in friends and family, and put his hand on her pregnant belly, hoping that something would wake him up and bring him back to her. But Colin remained silent and motionless, his face a mask of calm.

Her gregarious, stubborn Irishman with the sun-kissed blond hair, bright green eyes, and big, generous heart was a ghost of his former self. Colin had always been big and sturdy, built like a football player. He was a natural-born protector and he’d loved being a police officer, keeping the town and the people he cared about safe. But that love had brought him to this, shot down in his patrol car by a madman.

Colin had lost twenty pounds in the past three months. His hair had darkened from the lack of sunlight, and she hadn’t seen his eyes open and alert since he’d waved good-bye to her before he’d left on patrol that night.

She felt him slipping further away from her every day, and she was desperate to bring him back. The doctors had warned her that his condition could be permanent, but that wasn’t a possibility she could accept. She was going to have a baby soon, and she couldn’t do that without him. This was the child they’d spent years trying to conceive. This was their miracle baby.

Kara drew in a sharp breath, worried that she’d already used up her one miracle. But she had to stay positive. Colin would expect that of her. He was the one who believed in the angels, the legends that had surrounded the town of Angel’s Bay since its inception a hundred and fifty years ago, when a ship named the Gabriella had gone down in a storm outside the bay.

The twenty-four survivors of that wreck had named the bay for their loved ones who had lost their lives, the angels who would forever watch over them and their descendants. Kara was descended from one of those survivors, and the baby she and Colin had created could trace her bloodline back to the original Murray family. If anyone deserved a miracle, it was her daughter, a child who would need her father.

“You have to wake up, honey,” she said forcefully. “I know you’re tired, and you’ve been resting a long time. That’s okay, because if anyone deserved a break, it was you.” She pushed a lock of hair away from his forehead. Colin had always worn his hair short, and he’d probably hate that she’d let it go so long. But his growing hair was one of the few things that reminded her that he was still alive, and some days she desperately needed that reminder.

“I miss you, Colin. I miss your arms around me, the way you laugh, even that awful smacking sound you make when you eat your cereal in the morning. I miss seeing you drink milk out of the carton, your clothes on the end of the bed, the way you hold on to me when you sleep, as if you can’t bear to let me go. I miss us.” She had to fight to hold back the tears. “I can’t do this alone. You’ve been my best friend since kindergarten. You said we’d always be together. You have to come back to me. Please.”

Not even the smallest flicker of his eyelid. Could he hear her? The doctors and nurses told her she should keep talking, but who really knew if Colin was listening? Maybe she was just talking to herself. She tried to push away the doubt, but she was tired, and that’s when the fear set in—when she wondered if he would ever wake up, or if she would spend the rest of her life talking to a man whose soul had long since departed.

Stretching her arms over her head, she let out a sigh. She should probably go home. It was almost nine o’clock and visiting hours were long over, not that anyone would kick her out. The people who ran the Bayview Care Center were kind and compassionate. Most of the patients at the long-term-care facility were elderly, but there was another woman down the hall who’d been comatose for almost five years after an automobile accident.

Kara didn’t like to think about her.

A knock came at the half-open door, and she was surprised to see her older brother, Shane, walk into the room. While everyone in her family had been supportive, their visits to the clinic had dwindled in recent weeks, and she couldn’t blame them. Despite her efforts to make Colin’s room bright and cheerful, it was still a sterile environment and the disturbing smells of bleach and sickness lingered in the air.

She started to get up, but Shane waved her back down.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

His gaze moved to Colin, where it rested for a long minute. Shane was one of the few people who actually looked at him. Most people were either afraid or too uncomfortable to acknowledge his presence. Even Colin’s parents had difficulty looking at their son when they came to visit. She was sure that’s why they hadn’t been back in a few weeks.

“It’s all right,” she said. “Nothing’s changed.”

He glanced back at her. “You’ve been spending a lot of time here.”

“I don’t know where else to be. If you’re going to tell me not to come—”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good, because I’ve already heard it from Mom and Dad and everyone else who thinks I should be moving on with my life. How can I do that? I can’t give up on him, can I?” She paused, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I just asked that out loud. I’m more tired than I thought.”

“No one would think less of you if you decided not to spend so much time here.”

“I’d think less of me. I’d be a horrible wife.”

His eyes darkened with compassion. “No, you wouldn’t. You’ve been incredible, Kara. Colin wouldn’t want you sitting here day after day.”

“He’d do it for me.” She looked at her husband and knew that was the absolute truth. Colin had always been devoted to her. His love had never known any bounds.

“He would,” Shane agreed, “but I don’t think you’d want him to.”

Shane might be right, but it was too soon to think about staying away. “So why are you here? Not that I’m not happy to see you, but is there another reason?”

He dug his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Just checking in.”

Something in his eyes belied his words. Though she and Shane were only two years apart, she rarely knew what he was thinking, and never what he was feeling. He was the least forthcoming of her four siblings, a man of few words, and many people in town considered him to be the black sheep of the family—the angry, moody rebel with a quick temper and a penchant for trouble. Some even considered him a murderer. But he was her brother, and she loved him, even if she didn’t always understand him.

“Are you sure?” she prodded.

“I didn’t come here to talk about me.”

“I didn’t think you did. But since my life is rather depressing at the moment, I thought you might distract me.”

He sat in the chair across from her. “Ned Jamison decided to take his boat out a couple of hours ago. I had to chase him down, bring him back.”

“It’s so sad what’s happening to him. Some decisions will have to be made soon. I don’t think he can continue living alone.”

“He’s not alone tonight.” Shane cleared his throat as he stared down at the floor. “Lauren came back.”

His words shocked her. “Really? I never thought that would happen. Have you talked to her?” She didn’t have to hear his answer to know that he had. That’s why he was so edgy. He’d just seen his ex-girlfriend, the one girl he’d never been able to forget.

Shane and Lauren had fallen hard for each other in high school. She’d spied on them kissing in front of the house many times, and they’d always had such a passion for each other. Shane had gone out with a lot of girls, but Lauren had been different. He’d treated her like she was something special. Then their love had come to a crashing, horrifying end with Abby’s death. Kara didn’t know all that had gone down between them, but they’d both left Angel’s Bay for a very long time.

“Lauren went with me to chase down her father,” Shane said.

“What’s she like now?”

He shrugged.

“Beautiful brunette with dark blue eyes and an incredible smile?” she prodded.

He inclined his head. “You could say that.”

“I bet you could say more,” she said with a little smile. “You had such a thing for her.”

He frowned, his jaw setting in a hard, familiar line. “A long time ago, and it didn’t end well.”

“Are you sure it ended?”

“Absolutely.” He paused. “She’s different now. Older, harder . . . she had on business clothes. She looked like a damned lawyer.”

“I can’t picture Lauren as a lawyer. Do you know what she does for a living?”

“I didn’t ask.”

Kara sighed. “You are the most frustrating man to get information from. How long will she be in town?”

“As long as it takes to convince her father to move to San Francisco with her.”

Kara raised an eyebrow. “That might take forever. Mr. Jamison loves this town.”

“That’s what I told her. Lauren doesn’t know her father at all anymore.”

“This could be her opportunity to reconnect. I hope she doesn’t waste it. Since Colin has been lying here, I’ve thought about all the things I wish I’d said to him when I had the chance. If—when he wakes up, I’m going to talk his ears off.”

“That won’t be anything new,” Shane said with a half smile as he got to his feet.

She made a face at him. “Ha ha.”

“Can I get you anything before I go?”

“No, I’m fine. So what are you going to do about Lauren?”

“Nothing. I doubt I’ll see her again. I’m the last person she wants to spend time with.”

“This is a small town.”

“Believe me, I won’t have to avoid her. She’ll be avoiding me.”

As Shane left, Kara turned toward Colin and smiled. “Oh, honey, you really need to wake up now. Shane and Lauren are finally in the same place at the same time, and that can only mean trouble.”

•  •  •

Lauren’s hand shook as she set her father’s cup of tea on the kitchen table in front of him. After their first awkward greeting he’d finally recognized her, and they’d returned to the house together. Since then she’d busied herself making him tea while she tried to figure out what to say next.

It had been five years since they’d seen each other, and that had been a brief evening when he’d stopped in San Francisco during a weeklong fishing trip with his buddies. They’d had dinner, shared some conversation and a hug good-bye, and that had probably been the longest they’d spent together in the past decade.

Her father lifted the cup to his lips and took a long sip. “This is nice and hot. I’ve been feeling a chill in my bones the last few days. Summer is over, and I never cared much for fall—it means winter isn’t far behind.”

Another way they were different, Lauren thought. The winter weather hurt her father’s fishing business, so she’d grown up hiding the fact that she secretly loved a really good storm—with the wind howling, the rain pounding against the windows, and the air cold enough to bake up sweet, hot desserts that would warm from the inside out.

She watched her father for a moment, noting the little details of age: the sunspots on his hands, the new wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, the weariness of his posture. When she was growing up, he’d been the force around whom they’d all revolved. He had less substance now, like a once-bright picture that was fading around the edges. Had living alone all these years been hard on him? Not that she should care. It had been his choice.

“Dad, do you remember what you did tonight?” she asked.

“I went for a ride with Shane,” Ned replied. “He loves the sea as much as I do. It’s in his blood.”

“Actually, you went out on your boat by yourself. Shane and I followed you, and then Shane jumped onto your boat and brought you back. Do you remember?”

“How’s your mother?” he asked, changing the subject. “Is she still married to that accountant? I bet he’s a barrel of fun.”

“Mom is fine and so is her husband. They live in the wine country now.”

“What’s David up to?”

“He’s starting his senior year at Northwestern. I think he may be headed to law school after graduation.” She paused. “Dad, we need to discuss your illness. That’s why I’m here.”

“I’m fine,” he said with a breezy wave of his hand. “I just forgot to take my pills this morning. You don’t have to worry about me.”

If she hadn’t witnessed her father’s earlier confused behavior she probably would have believed him, because at the moment he seemed completely rational. But she couldn’t let herself forget what she’d seen.

“You’re not fine, Dad. You left the stove on. You could have set the house on fire. You’re not supposed to take the boat out anymore, and when you saw me on the dock, you didn’t even recognize me. You thought I was Abby.”

“It was dark.” His brows knitted together in a frown. “You’re making it sound worse than it was. I was coming back to make my tea. And I know the ocean like I know my own hand; I wasn’t in any danger. I was just taking a ride.”

“I’m not sure you would have recognized any potential danger.”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Tell me what’s new with you. Are you still baking cookies?”

“No, I work as a corporate event planner at a hotel. I coordinate business meetings.”

“You’re not cooking?” His eyebrows rose. “I thought you wanted to run your own bakery.”

“Well, things changed. I know you don’t want to talk about your illness, but some of your neighbors have been in touch with Mom, and they don’t think you can continue to live here alone.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“I’ve been doing some research, and I found a place three blocks from where I work.” She reached for her purse and pulled out the brochure for Bella Mar. “A lot of the rooms have a view of the San Francisco Bay. You’d be able to see the water just the way you do here.”

Her father didn’t take the brochure. “You want to put me away in some rest home?” His dark eyes filled with disappointment.

“It’s an assisted-living facility. You’d have an apartment, not just a room. There’s a restaurant downstairs and someone to cook your meals. More important, I would be nearby. I could visit you all the time. When David comes home for vacations, he could stop in, too.”

“Neither you nor your brother have visited me once in the last thirteen years. Why would you start now?”

She fought to ignore that pointed comment. She needed to stay on track and not get tangled up in an argument about the past. “Please, just look at the brochure.”

“Was this your mother’s idea?” he asked suspiciously. “She’d love to see me locked up in some home.”

“It was my idea,” she replied, unwilling to create any more ill will between her parents. “And you wouldn’t be locked up. I want to take care of you, Dad.”

“I’m not your responsibility. But if you want to help, you could move back here. This is your home.”

She immediately shook her head. “I can’t live in Angel’s Bay, not after what happened. You know that.”

“And I can’t live anywhere else.” His gaze was direct, determined. “I was born here. My parents were born here, and every generation back for a hundred and fifty years. There has always been a Jamison in Angel’s Bay. And besides that, I won’t leave Abby here alone.”

A painful knot formed in Lauren’s throat. She didn’t have an argument to that. She hadn’t been to her sister’s grave since she’d watched them lower the white casket into the ground, and she didn’t know if she could ever go back to the cemetery.

Maybe in saving herself, she’d forsaken her sister. But Abby was dead. And whether or not Lauren or her father was in Angel’s Bay wouldn’t change that fact.

“Don’t you ever miss this town?” Her father’s perplexed gaze searched her face. “This is where your memories are, where we were a family. We buried your goldfish in the backyard. You learned how to do cartwheels on the front lawn. We won the award for the best holiday lights the year we put Santa on the roof, remember? You and Abby used to play hopscotch on the front walk, and ride your bikes up and down the hills.”

Each reminder cut a little deeper; she almost felt as if she were bleeding. “Please, Dad. Don’t do this. Don’t try to make me feel bad.”

“I want you to remember the good times.”

“I don’t want to remember—because when I do, all I can see is pain and all I feel is sadness.” She drew in a deep shaky breath. “I just want to live where I am now.”

“Without a past? Without the memories? You have no idea how much you’ll regret that one day.”

“I don’t think I will.”

“You will,” he argued. “Because that’s exactly where I’m headed. The doctor tells me that one day I’ll be a blank slate. I won’t know who I am. I won’t remember anyone or anything in this town. I’ll exist, but I won’t be living. You’re choosing to forget—and I’m desperate to hang on to my memories as long as I can.”

She’d never seen her father afraid, but he was now. He was moving toward a point that he wouldn’t be able to recover from, and it scared her, too. Though their relationship was uncomfortable and complicated, he was her father, and she didn’t want to lose him.

“I’ll tell you something, Lauren,” he added. “While I can remember, I’ll be here in this town. I’ll look at the sun setting over my piece of the ocean, I’ll smell the fish frying at the Crab Shack, and get my morning coffee at Dina’s Café and listen to Mort tell me about the biggest tuna he never caught. I’ll go up to the cemetery and put flowers on your sister’s grave and tell her what’s happening. And when the day comes that I turn into a zombie, and you want to cart me away and stick me in a closet somewhere, I won’t be able to stop you. But not now. Not yet.”

“I’m not trying to hurt you, Dad. I don’t know what else to do.”

Ned got to his feet and carried his teacup to the sink. “There’s nothing for you to do. I’m going to bed.”

She cringed at the cool note in his voice. She’d never known how to make him happy or proud, and tonight she’d completely failed him. But he’d made mistakes, too. Others might applaud him for staying with Abby, but she couldn’t forget that he’d just let his wife and his other two children go.

“Dad, we need to continue this discussion.”

“Tomorrow. I’m tired. You can sleep in your old room, if you want. I don’t expect you’ll be staying long.” As her father moved away, he knocked a pile of mail off the counter.

Lauren helped him collect the papers, noting the large pile of bills. Some were stamped second or final notice. Did her father know how to write a check anymore? She’d go through them after he went to bed.

As she set the pile on the counter, her gaze caught on two typed pages with a business card attached. It looked like a story outline of some sort. The first few sentences prickled the hairs on the back of her neck. “Dad, what’s this?” She skimmed the next paragraph, and her stomach turned over. “Oh, my God, this is about Abby.” She lifted her gaze to her father. “Is someone writing a book about her death?”

“It’s not a book; it’s a movie. A producer came to see me the other day. He’s been researching Abby’s murder.”

Lauren stared at her father in shock. How could he sound so calm? So matter of fact? “Why—why would anyone want to do that?”

“To find the truth and to get justice for your sister. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“I want answers, too, but this isn’t the way to get them.”

“Nothing else has worked. The police haven’t done anything in years.”

“Because there aren’t any leads to follow. This movie won’t suddenly create new clues.”

“It could. You never know.”

She didn’t want to kill the hopeful glint in his eyes, but she couldn’t stand the idea of someone making money off her sister’s death. “Dad, no. Think about it—a movie with actors and actresses playing you, me, and Abby and everyone else?” She shuddered. “Could you handle them recreating the night of her murder? Could you really?”

His expression grew troubled. “That doesn’t sound so good, but I want to know who killed her. I want to make him pay.”

“Some movie producer can’t solve Abby’s murder. That’s up to the police.” She ripped off the business card. “I’m going to call this Mark Devlin and tell him to stop.”

“He seems very determined.”

“Well, so am I.”

“Are you?” her father challenged, a sharp glint in his eyes. “That might require you to stay in Angel’s Bay, and you’re not willing to do that, are you? Not for me. Not for Abby. You’re all fire and righteous indignation now, but when it comes down to it, you’ll leave. You’ll tell yourself that you did your duty: you came to rescue your father and he refused to go, but you did your best. You even tried to stop them from making a movie about your sister’s life, but no one would listen to you. So what could you do but go back to living the life you live, without any memories? Isn’t that what’s going to happen, Lauren?”

It was the first time he’d used her name since she’d arrived, but there was no love in his voice—only disappointment and sarcasm. While she wanted to tell him he was wrong, she couldn’t. She didn’t know how far she was willing to go to help her father, or to protect her sister’s memory. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to find out.



THREE


Mark Devlin was becoming a pain in the ass with his slick good looks, styled blond hair, designer clothes, and red Ferrari. He was not only turning women’s heads, he was also stirring up trouble in Angel’s Bay. And some of that trouble was hitting too close to home for Chief of Police Joe Silveira.

Joe paused inside the door to Murray’s Bar, frowning as he caught sight of his wife tipping back beers with Devlin at a corner table. Rachel was laughing at something he’d said, her smile wide and joyous, and a wave of jealousy ran through him. She rarely laughed with him anymore. He was usually the recipient of an annoyed or disappointed glare.

It was his fault things were tense between them—at least according to Rachel. He was the one who’d decided to quit his job as a cop for the LAPD and move north to Angel’s Bay. He was the one who’d overlooked the fact that Rachel had a career she loved selling real estate to the rich and famous. He was the one who had wanted her to change her entire life for him.

Yeah, the move was his idea—but she shared responsibility for some of the other problems in their relationship. And even though his move had strained their marriage, he wouldn’t take it back. He’d been losing himself, working as a cop in L.A. If he hadn’t gotten out when he had, he didn’t know what kind of man he would have become.

Lately he’d begun to think things were changing for the better. Rachel still commuted back and forth to L.A., but she was spending more time here. Angel’s Bay was a growing seaside community with new developments going up along the coastline. There was plenty of real estate to be sold right here, and Rachel was beginning to see that—he hoped. They’d been together since they were fifteen years old, and they had a lot of history, a lot invested in their relationship. He needed to make it work.
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