

  


  [image: cover]






    

       

    




    [image: half-title]








  



    

       

    




    ALSO BY


     ELIZABETH CHANDLER




    Dark Secrets 1


     LEGACY OF LIES and DON’T TELL




    Dark Secrets 2


     NO TIME TO DIE and THE DEEP END OF FEAR




    The Back Door of Midnight


    a DARK SECRETS novel








  



    

      [image: titlepage]


    








  



    

       

    




    [image: ]




    First published in Great Britain in 2011 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd,


    1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road, London WC1X 8HB


    A CBS COMPANY




    Published in the USA in 2011 by Simon Pulse,


     an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Division, New York.




    [image: ]


     Produced by Alloy Entertainment


     151 West 26th Street, New York, NY 10001




    Copyright © by Alloy Entertainment and Mary Claire Helldorfer, 2011




    All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction


    in whole or in part in any form.




    Simon Pulse, and colophon are registered trademarks


    of Simon & Schuster UK Ltd.




    A CIP catalogue record for this book


    is available from the British Library




    ISBN: 978-1-84738-917-6


    eBook ISBN: 978-0-85707-299-3




    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




    Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Cox & Wyman, Reading RG1 8EX








  



    

       

    




    To Puck, my officemate,


     who purred through all the chapters








  



    

       

    




    [image: half-title]








  



    

       

    




    Prologue




    AFTER HE AWOKE, HE THOUGHT FOR A LONG TIME.




    There was no hope. And when there was no hope, there were two choices: despair or revenge. The cowardly and powerless despaired. He would revenge.




    Revenge—the word itself gave him strength.




    But he must be careful, clever. There were things he didn’t know, things he couldn’t remember.




    He remembered the words, but not where they came from—some old book. It didn’t matter; he made the words his own: “Vengeance is mine.”




    If he hadn’t lost his heart, the words would have been inscribed on it:




    Vengeance is mine.




    Vengeance is mine.




    Vengeance is mine.








  



    

       

    




    One




    “LISTEN. IT’S SO EERIE.”




    The night mist, smelling as salty as the ocean, swirled around Ivy and her best friend, Beth. The old-fashioned yard swing on which they sat creaked to a halt.




    “Listen,” Dhanya said again. “It’s moaning.”




    “Get a grip, Dhanya,” Kelsey replied. She was sprawled on a white Adirondack chair between the swing and the cottage doorstep, where Dhanya sat. “Haven’t you ever heard a foghorn?”




    “Of course I have. But tonight it sounds so sad, like it’s—”




    “Moaning . . . mourning . . . soughing . . . sighing, wailing, waiting for her lover who will never return from the sea,” Beth said, then reached in her pocket and pulled out a small notepad and pen to scribble down the foghorn’s contribution to her next romantic epic.




    Kelsey threw back her head and hooted. “You haven’t changed, Beth. Even carrying around that old clicking pen. Why don’t you type on your iPhone?”




    “Here?” Beth replied. “Where famous writers have scribbled on paper by the light of hurricane lamps burning whale oil, as rain mercilessly lashed their shingled shacks, and not far from their door the wild surf—”




    “All right, all right,” Kelsey said, waving an impatient leg at her cousin. “I get it.”




    Ivy laughed. Beth glanced sideways and laughed with her.




    Since their arrival on Cape Cod four days ago, it seemed to Ivy that Beth and Will, Ivy’s boyfriend, were continually checking to see how she responded to things. Ivy suspected that she wasn’t the only one thinking about Tristan’s anniversary at the end of June. Ivy had loved Tristan more than anyone or anything in the world. Her joy with him was like nothing she had ever experienced. His love for her felt like a miracle. But June 25 marked one year from the start of last summer’s nightmare, one year from the night that Ivy’s stepbrother, Gregory, had tried to murder her and killed Tristan instead.




    “Fog is so creepy,” Dhanya went on, “the way it slowly invades a place, the way it hides things.”




    It had been foggy the autumn afternoon that Gregory had died, plunging to his death from a railroad bridge. At the end, his desire to destroy Ivy had been so intense, he’d overlooked his own danger.




    Now a menacing rumble caused Beth to glance over her shoulder. “Was that thunder?”




    Kelsey sighed. “I wish it would storm and get it over with.”




    “Where’s Will?” Beth asked Ivy, sounding worried.




    “Painting,” she replied, glancing in the direction of the barn, where Will was staying.




    The renovated barn—part of Seabright Inn—was only fifty yards from the girls’ cottage. Tonight, with Will as its only occupant and his window facing away from the cottage, the building appeared dark. Across the garden, the lit windows of the main house were yellow smudges in the fog.




    “I hate this weather,” Kelsey said, pulling on her long auburn hair as if she could straighten it. She tossed it behind her shoulders. “I’m getting a bad case of frizz. So are you, Ivy.”




    Ivy smiled and shrugged. Her hair was always a yellow tangle.




    “I can’t believe Aunt Cindy didn’t put cable in the cottage,” Kelsey continued her complaint. “I’m not going to watch TV in the ‘common room’ with her hooked rugs and old china and flowers! She can’t blame me if I go into Chat ham and party.”




    “It’s almost midnight, and you won’t be able to see the road in front of your Jeep—not in this fog,” Dhanya told her best friend. “Will has cable in the barn,” she added.




    “If he’s painting, we should leave him alone,” said Beth.




    Pink flashes of lightning lit the western sky. The thunder sounded louder, closer.




    Kelsey grimaced. “This kind of night isn’t good for anything but a sports bar or a séance.”




    “A séance, that’s a great idea!” Dhanya replied. “I’ll get out my Ouija board.”




    Ivy felt Beth shift uncomfortably in the swing. “Think I’ll pass,” Beth told them.




    “Me, too,” Ivy said, seeing her friend’s uneasiness. She guessed that for Kelsey and Dhanya, communicating with spirits was a party game, but it wasn’t for Beth, who was psychic and last year had often sensed the danger Ivy was in.




    “Pass? Why?” Kelsey challenged them. “Are séances too middle school for you Connecticut girls?”




    “No. Too real,” Beth replied.




    Kelsey raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.




    Dhanya rose to her feet. She was pretty and petite, with long, silky hair and exotic eyes that were nearly black. “I’m good at séances and other psychic kinds of stuff. People at school are always asking me to do Tarot readings.”




    “Yeah,” Kelsey said, swinging her long, athletic legs down from the arm of the lawn chair. “Dhanya was the star of my sleepovers.” Kelsey walked over to the swing and pulled Ivy to her feet. “Come on. You, too, Beth. Don’t be a party pooper,” she told her cousin.




    When Kelsey and Dhanya had entered the cottage, Ivy turned to Beth. “It’ll be okay,” she said quietly.




    “I haven’t told them about last summer, about Tristan or Gregory—or anything else.”




    Ivy nodded. She could imagine Kelsey’s astonishment if they told her that Tristan had come back as an angel to protect her from Gregory and that Beth had been the first to communicate with him. Ivy and Beth would never hear the end of it. “They’re just fooling around.”




    “It doesn’t bother you?” Beth searched Ivy’s face, her forehead creased with concern.




    When they first met, two winters earlier, Ivy had thought Beth looked like a sweet-faced owl. Beth’s face was thinner now, and her layers of feathery light brown hair had grown out and been styled in a sleek chin-length cut, but her blue eyes were still as large and round as an owl’s, especially when she worried.




    Several months back, Ivy had seen through her friend’s sales pitch for spending the summer on Cape Cod. Beth and Kelsey’s aunt, recently divorced, ran her inn on a tight budget. In exchange for their work, Aunt Cindy, as they all were asked to call her, offered them a modest salary and a place to live just minutes from the ocean, a bay, salt marshes, bike trails . . . According to Beth, it was the perfect way to spend their last summer together before college. But it was a summer away from Connecticut that Beth had most wanted for Ivy, Will, and herself—Ivy knew that. Her best friend was determined to get them away from the dark memories of last summer.




    “Are you coming or not?” Kelsey called back to them.




    “The more we say no, the more they’ll insist,” Ivy whispered to Beth. “Just play along.”




    “Coming,” Beth replied to her cousin.




    They entered the shingled cottage, which had two rooms on the first floor, a living room and, directly behind it, a kitchen with a large hearth, where Kelsey was waiting for them. Ivy and Beth cleared the kitchen table, while Dhan ya retrieved the Ouija board from under her bed upstairs. Kelsey searched the cupboards and drawers for candles.




    “Aha!” She held up a package of six dark red tea lights that smelled like cranberry.




    “We should use white candles,” Beth advised. “White attracts good spirits. I’ll get some from the inn.”




    “No, these will do,” Kelsey said stubbornly.




    Dhanya set the board and planchette on the table.




    “Sit down,” Kelsey commanded, while she arranged the candles in a circle around the board.




    Ivy gazed across the table at Beth and smiled, hoping to ease the tension she saw in her friend’s rigid shoulders. Beth shook her head, then frowned at the board between them.




    The three rows of the alphabet, the row of numbers, and at the bottom, the words GOOD BYE were turned so that Dhanya could most easily read them. The word YES was blazoned on the corner close to Ivy, NO on the corner by Beth.




    “Try not to set yourselves on fire, girls,” Kelsey said, closing the cottage’s back door to cut the draft. She lit the votives, then extinguished the lights in the living room and kitchen, and sat down across from Dhanya. “So who are we calling back?” she asked. “Who died recently—someone famous, someone wicked—any good ideas?”




    “How about that girl from Providence who was murdered a few months back?” Dhanya suggested.




    “Which girl?” Kelsey asked.




    “You remember—the one strangled by her old boyfriend. Caitlin? Karen?”




    “Corinne, I think.” Kelsey nodded her approval of the suggestion. “Love, jealousy, and murder—you can’t beat that.”




    “You should know the person you are contacting,” Beth advised. “You should be certain of the name and, most impor tant, be sure that your contact is a benevolent spirit.”




    Kelsey rolled her eyes. “Everyone’s an expert.”




    Beth pressed on: “With a Ouija board, you’re doing more than just chatting with a spirit; you’re opening a portal for that spirit to enter our world.”




    Dhanya flicked away the idea with a toss of her hand. “In my experience, you are more successful when you open communication with whatever spirit is available and willing. Please join hands,” she instructed, “left on top of right.”




    Beth reluctantly followed instructions, then Dhanya rolled back her head and chanted, “Wandering spirit, grace us with your presence. You have seen what we cannot see, have heard what we cannot hear. We humbly ask of you—”




    “This sounds like church,” Kelsey interrupted. “We’re going to end up with the Virgin Mary.”




    “Actually,” Beth said, “before starting, we should all say a prayer for our protection.”




    “A prayer to who, Beth?” Kelsey replied. “That angel statue between your and Ivy’s bed?”




    “I don’t pray to statues,” Beth responded sharply, then added in a gentler voice, “to whichever angel or guardian you want.”




    “It’s not necessary,” Dhanya insisted. “We’re sitting in a circle—that will protect us.”




    Beth pursed her lips and shook her head. When she closed her eyes as if praying, Ivy silently said her own prayer. Ivy told herself that Kelsey’s obvious disbelief would prohibit anything beyond the five senses from occurring, but she was starting to have misgivings.




    “Place your middle and index fingers on the planchette,” Dhanya told them. “Spirit, we are inviting you to join us tonight. We have many questions for you and welcome your insights. Please let us know you are present.” To the others she said, “We will wait quietly.”




    They waited. And waited. Ivy could hear Kelsey tapping her foot under the table.




    “All right,” Dhanya said. “We will move the plan chette in a slow circle around the board. That helps the spirit gather the energy needed to communicate.”




    They moved the triangular piece in a clockwise motion, skirting the alphabet and numbers.




    “Not too fast, Kelsey,” Dhanya said.




    Around and around they went, with circles as smooth and steady as the foghorn’s moan. Suddenly the planchette stopped. It felt as if it had caught on something. Ivy glanced up at the same time as Beth, Dhanya, and Kelsey did. Their eyes met above the board.




    “No pushing,” Dhanya advised softly. “Let the spirit take over. Let the spirit guide.”




    The planchette started to move again. It felt strong, as if it were pulling Ivy’s fingers with it. Ivy studied Kelsey’s and Dhanya’s hands, searching for a flexed tendon, or tensed finger—some tiny sign that one of them was moving the planchette. It was making a circle again; it was circling backward, she realized.




    Ivy’s eyes rose to the faces around her. Kelsey’s hazel eyes sparkled, more with surprise than mischief, it seemed. Dhanya’s eyes were lowered; she was biting her lip. In the flickering candlelight, Beth looked pale.




    The planchette made another counterclockwise circle. And another. Ivy counted the circles—six.




    “We have to end this,” Beth said, leaning forward.




    The planchette moved faster.




    “End it,” Beth said, her voice rising sharply. Outside it was growing windy—Ivy could hear it in the chimney.




    “End it now,” Beth shouted. “Move it to ‘Good Bye.’”




    Thunder rumbled.




    “Move the planchette to ‘Good Bye’!”




    But it felt as if some strong, inexorable will wouldn’t allow them to. The planchette moved faster, still circling counterclockwise, as if the force would bore a hole through the board. Dhanya’s eyes grew wide with fear. Kelsey swore. The tips of Ivy’s fingers, where she touched the planchette, felt like they were on fire.




    “It’s making a portal. We have to—”




    Beth’s words were interrupted by a clap of thunder and flash of light. The front door banged open and closed. Glass shattered.




    Beth’s mouth stretched open in a silent scream. Kelsey rose halfway to her feet, her hands still on the planchette. Dhanya pulled back, cringing in her chair. Ivy saw the three girls frozen in a second flash of blue light.




    “Angels! Angels, protect us,” she prayed, hoping the prayer was not too late.








  



    

       

    




    Two




    KELSEY RUSHED FOR THE WALL SWITCH. THE moment after she flicked on the light, they were plunged into darkness again. Rain beat against the windows. A downdraft through the fireplace brought in a burning smell.




    Hand trembling, Dhanya tried to reignite the blown-out tea lights. Kelsey grabbed the lighter from Dhanya and finished the candles.




    “Anybody home?” a male voice called.




    Ivy breathed a sigh of relief. “Will, we’re in here. Our power’s out. What happened?” she asked as he entered the kitchen. “What was that crash?”




    “The cat, I think. I was headed here when the storm broke. Just as I reached the cottage, the front door blew open. I rushed in, and Dusty came flying in with me.”




    The girls picked up the candles and carried them into the living room. The large orange cat cowered in the corner.




    “You big wuss!” Kelsey said to Dusty. “Look at the mess you made.”




    A lamp, several dirty glasses, and a pile of seashells lay on the floor next to the sofa’s end table. Kelsey lifted up the lamp and tried to straighten its shade. Will picked up the largest shards of the shattered glass.




    “I’ll get a broom,” Beth said, speaking for the first time since she had shouted at them to end the séance.




    “Careful,” Ivy warned Will when he tried to pick up the smaller fragments.




    He turned to look at her for a moment, his dark hair tousled by the storm, his brown eyes shining softly in the candlelight.




    Dhanya sat on the sofa, her hands clenched in her lap. Ivy was tempted to put an arm around her but didn’t know if she would welcome it. “The storm’s already letting up,” Ivy said reassuringly.




    Dhanya nodded. Ivy fetched the cat and carried him back to the sofa. He was more than twenty pounds of feline, a Maine coon, with creamy tufts of fur tipping his ears. Ivy scratched Dusty’s chin, then buried her fingertips in the lionlike ruff around his neck. Dhanya glanced at the cat, but didn’t seem inclined to pet him.




    Beth returned with a broom and dustpan, a grocery bag tucked beneath her arm. Will positioned the dustpan and she swept the glass into it. Ivy couldn’t see Beth’s face, but she saw Will look up and study her for a moment, then reach to where her left hand gripped the broom handle, putting his hand over hers. “Are you okay?”




    “Yeah.”




    The expression on Beth’s face must not have been convincing, for Will kept his hand on hers. “You’re sure?”




    “I’m sure,” Beth said, pulling her hand higher on the broom shaft and continuing to sweep.




    Ivy frowned, annoyed at herself for agreeing to the séance. After months of people watching over her, she had interpreted Beth’s concern as another example of her friend being overly protective. She should have realized that Beth, too, needed protection from last summer’s memories and fears.




    They had just finished cleaning up when Aunt Cindy arrived in a yellow rain slicker. “Neither rain, nor snow, nor the gloom of night stops Aunt Cindy” was how Beth had once described her favorite aunt. She was in her late thirties, petite but strong, with a mane of shoulder-length hair the same fading red as Dusty’s.




    “I meant to give you these the other day,” Aunt Cindy said, opening a carton with three battery-operated camp lanterns. She handed one of them to Will, then eyed the cat. “What’s wrong with you, Dusty?”




    “The storm spooked him,” Ivy answered.




    “You’ve never been afraid of storms before,” Aunt Cindy chided her cat. “I think you’re faking it. You’ve discovered a good thing, with four girls here to feed and cuddle you.” She turned to Will. “Don’t get any ideas. You’ve got your own place.”




    Will laughed good-naturedly. “And that’s where I’m headed.”




    “Okay, does anyone need anything else?” Aunt Cindy asked.




    “Nope,” Kelsey replied.




    “Then I’ll see you all at six thirty tomorrow in the kitchen. You’ve done a great job this week, but tomorrow, when the weekenders come, you’ll get your first experience of having a full inn. Get some sleep.”




    Will sent Ivy a look that was a sweet, long-distance kiss, then flicked his eyes to Beth, as if checking on her one more time, and followed Aunt Cindy into the rain.




    “KELSEY TOLD AUNT CINDY WHAT?” IVY EXCLAIMED the following evening, as she, Beth, and Will nabbed a table at Olivia’s, an ice-cream shop in the village of Orleans.




    “That she and Dhanya were meeting us here. I told her, if questions were asked, I wasn’t covering for them.”




    “These guys from Chatham,” Will said, “how does Kelsey know them?”




    “She doesn’t,” Beth replied. “That’s Kelsey for you. Believe me, there’s no stopping her—I learned that the hard way during our summers together in middle school.”




    “Well, she had better come ready to work tomorrow,” Will said as they scraped their chairs back on the plank floor. “I’m not picking up the slack.”




    It had been a long day for them, cleaning up from the storm and keeping pace with the constant stream of incoming guests and their assortment of requests. Kelsey had claimed she wasn’t feeling well and had returned to the cottage early, miraculously recovering in time for dinner. Both Beth and Dhanya had headaches, but got through on aspirin and tea.




    Ivy had skipped tea for some of Aunt Cindy’s very potent coffee—the pot kept in the kitchen, not the more guest-friendly brew served to visitors. She couldn’t remember the dreams that had kept her tossing and turning the night before, except that Tristan was in them.




    Once seated at the ice-cream shop, Will opened a spiral pad and began to sketch. “Your friend’s late.”




    “No, we’re early,” Ivy reassured Beth, who had suddenly gotten nervous about her date and asked Will and Ivy to come along. “You look so pretty.”




    Beth smoothed her hair self-consciously. Liking print fabrics of all kinds, Beth sometimes looked as though she was dressed in mismatched wallpaper. But tonight, under the guidance of Dhanya, Beth had kept it simple. Her amethyst pendant, which Ivy and Will had given to her on her last birthday, accented the violet hue of her blue eyes.




    “So when was the last time you saw this guy?”




    “Middle school. His family has a vacation house here. I didn’t recognize him Tuesday, when Mom stopped for gas on the way here. I don’t think he recognized me either—just Mom—she always looks the same.




    “I don’t know how he got so tall,” Beth went on, “or so gorgeous. It’s like one of my characters came to life!”




    “So what does he look like?” Ivy asked, scanning the crowd.




    “He has dark curly hair—lots of it. A strong jaw. Did I mention he’s gorgeous?”




    “Several times in the last three days,” answered Will.




    “Somehow he grew shoulders. I mean, a real chest and shoulders,” Beth said, gesturing with her hands.




    Ivy smiled. “Sounds as if he could be on the cover of a romance novel.”




    “Along with the shoulders and chest, does he have a brain?” Will asked.




    “Yes. He’s going to Tufts University.”




    “So I don’t see why you need us here.” Will sounded grumpy.




    “Well, it’s just that I might not be able to think of anything to say.”




    Will raised his pencil from the paper and stared at her. “Beth, you’ve been writing romantic dialogue for years!”




    “So what does that have to do with talking to a real guy?” she asked.




    “You talk to me all the time. Aren’t I a real guy?”




    Ivy laughed. “Ignore him, Beth. He doesn’t get it.”




    Will glanced from Ivy to Beth, then laughed along with Ivy. “I guess I don’t,” he admitted, and flipped to the back of his sketch pad, where he and Beth tried out new ideas. They were creating a graphic novel—Beth writing the story, Will illustrating it—about Ella the Cat Angel and her sidekick, Lacey Lovett, a human angel, battling forces of evil. Ivy’s ten-year-old brother, Philip, had requested it.




    “So, about this new villain,” Will said.




    “It’s a serpent,” Beth told him.




    “A serpent.” Will nodded. “That’s good—kind of biblical.”




    “A serpent with feet,” Beth added.




    “Excellent,” he said, sketching quickly. “That gives us mobility. I’m exaggerating the head so I have room to draw in a lot of expressions.”




    Beth and Ivy leaned forward, watching the creature emerge from Will’s deft strokes. “No, the head’s big, but not like that,” Beth said suddenly. “He has a human face. He has eyes with lids and a human mouth, though it can stretch horribly like a snake’s.” She slid her amethyst up and down its chain. “And tiny ears,” she added. “He hears vibrations through his belly. He can hear emotions as well as words—that’s what makes him so dangerous.”




    Will glanced up from his sketch at the same time as Ivy. It sounded as if Beth was seeing something and describing it, rather than make up a description.




    “His eyes are gray,” Beth continued, pulling on her pendant.




    “I was thinking yellow or amber,” Will said, “a color like fire.”




    “They’re gray,” she insisted. “I’m sure of it.”




    “Elizabeth!”




    Ivy and Will turned quickly toward a guy with dark curly hair and gray eyes. Although his tone demanded atten tion, Beth didn’t reply until Ivy nudged her.




    “Hi, Chase,” she said, pushing her hair behind her ear.




    “You’ve brought friends,” Chase observed. “Nice.”




    Will stood up and offered his hand. “Will O’Leary.”




    “And I’m Ivy.”




    “My two best friends,” Beth said to Chase.




    “Nice,” he repeated.




    Ivy studied Chase, trying to interpret “nice.” Was he stating his approval of Beth’s friends, or was he annoyed because she had brought them along? She suspected the latter.




    The four of them sat down and a minute of uncomfortable silence followed. Will returned to his sketching, apparently unwilling to contribute anything to Beth’s romantic dialogue.




    “Beth told us your family has a vacation house here,” Ivy began. “How lucky!”




    “Here, and the Keys and Jackson Hole,” he said. “Water or snow, it doesn’t much matter, as long as I’m skiing.”




    “Yeah, that’s how I used to be,” Will said.




    Ivy blinked with surprise. Will hated snow, and his dream destinations were the Big Apple and Paris.




    “Really,” said Chase, but he didn’t sound too interested.




    “But that was before I had my three surgeries.”




    Ivy knew that the only thing Will had on his medical record was childhood immunizations. Part of her wanted to kick him under the table, remind him to be polite; the other part of her wanted to laugh.




    “Oh,” Chase responded unenthusiastically.




    “The doctors told me I could continue to ski, but if I fell, I might never walk again.”




    Beth stared at Will. Chase looked as if he didn’t know whether to believe him or not.




    Ivy shook her head. Will glanced at Ivy, smiling mischievously, and resumed sketching.




    “So what beaches and trails do you like best on the Cape?” Ivy asked Chase. “If you come here every summer, you must know them all.”




    “I love Billingsgate Island. I’m taking Elizabeth there tomorrow.”




    “You are?” Beth replied with surprise.




    “Where’s that?” Ivy asked.




    “In the bay, about six miles from Rock Harbor. It used to be occupied—had a lighthouse, homes, a school, and a factory—but it washed away years ago. Now the island surfaces only at low tide.” He turned to Beth. “We’ll kayak there and have a picnic.”




    “It sounds awesome,” she said quietly, “but I have to work.”




    “On a Saturday?”




    She nodded. “Weekends are the busiest time at an inn.”




    “Can’t someone cover for you?” He looked at Ivy, as if she might volunteer.




    “Aunt Cindy needs all of us,” Ivy told him.




    Will glanced up from his sketch. “So what kind of summer job do you have, Chase?”




    He didn’t seem to hear Will. “I was hoping you would surprise me with a fantastic lunch, Elizabeth—something you packed just for us.”




    Perhaps it was the way he said “Elizabeth” that made Ivy leery, like a guy who thought that by speaking a girl’s name he could cast a spell over her.




    “You would love the island,” he went on. “And there’s a sunken boat nearby. At low tide, its old ribs rise out of the water. Very mysterious looking. It will inspire one of your stories.”




    “I’m really sorry, Chase. How about later in the week?”




    “I’m busy,” he told her.




    “What a shame,” Will muttered.




    Beth’s face revealed her disappointment, but she smiled and nodded. “Oh, well. Thanks for asking.”




    A waitress approached them and broke into a smile. “Hey, Chase, long time no see. Back for the summer?”




    Chase stretched and let one hand fall to rest on Beth’s chair. “Back until the wind blows me another way.”




    Will pursed his lips as if to make a whistling sound, but the “wind” never blew, because Ivy gave him a swift kick. “Double dip, strawberry and chocolate,” she said to the waitress. “How about you, Beth?”




    The order came quickly, but it turned out to be the longest ice-cream date Ivy had ever endured. One of the things that she loved about Will was that—not counting tonight—he had always been inclusive with her friends and family. When he and Ivy were with others, he enjoyed the people Ivy enjoyed. But Chase was the opposite, the kind of guy who isolated a girl with his attention.




    Even so, Beth seemed taken with him, and Ivy did her best to keep Will from expressing his opinion after they left the ice-cream parlor. As soon as Beth climbed in the backseat of Ivy’s car, Ivy turned to him. “No comments,” she told him quietly. “You’re not the one who wants to date him.”




    “Darn right!” he said, and they both laughed.




    When they arrived back at the inn’s lot, Ivy and Beth were surprised to see Kelsey’s red Jeep. They found Dhanya in the kitchen, munching on saltines. “I asked Kelsey to bring me home,” Dhanya explained. “She went back out with the guys.”




    Beth sat down at the table and pulled three crackers out of the plastic sleeve. “Is your headache making your stomach queasy?”




    Dhanya nodded and chewed slowly.




    “That’s how I felt earlier,” Beth said. “Kind of dizzy, too.”




    “You want me to get Aunt Cindy?” Ivy asked. “She might have something in her medicine cupboard to help you.”




    “No, she’ll want to know where Kelsey is.”




    Ivy followed Beth and Dhanya up the steep stairs from the kitchen, carrying a tray of crackers and mugs with decaf tea, placing the snacks by their beds. The cottage’s second floor was one long room, with the steps rising next to the massive brick chimney in the center of the space. A small bathroom had been built across from the chimney. The four beds were tucked in the four corners of the cottage, beneath the sloping roof. Beth’s and Ivy’s beds were to the left of the steps, Kelsey’s and Dhanya’s to the right.
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