



[image: Cover: At Hidden Falls, by Barbara Freethy]






ON SHADOW BEACH


“A lovely contemporary romance. . . . You can never get enough of Freethy’s excellent characters. She’s a master at creating whole relationships in just a few short paragraphs.”


—Romantic Times


“On Shadow Beach teems with action, drama and compelling situations. . . . A fast-paced page-turner that unravels small-town scandals and secrets.”


—BookPage


“On Shadow Beach has a fascinating touch of magic plus an abundance of genuinely heartfelt emotions, where everything is wrapped around an intriguing mystery.”


—Single Titles


“This compelling story is fast-paced, filled with renewed acquaintances, complicated relationships and plenty of mystery. You will love the story and be surprised on several accounts by the ending.”


—Fresh Fiction


“An excellent, easy-to-read novel. It flows beautifully with intriguing and appealing characters. It will grab you within the first few pages and just keeps getting better.”


—Romance Reviews Today


SUDDENLY ONE SUMMER


“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 Chief (FL)


“Intriguing, suspenseful. . . . 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 . . . 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.”


—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.”


—Romance Reviews Today






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: image]





To my friends at the Peninsula Tennis Club—thanks for
 the friendship, support, and the exercise!








ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Writing friends are so important. They share the journey of creating something from nothing. They understand that every book has its moments of despair as well as pure joy. And they’re always there to offer up a plot twist, a glass of wine, or a box of chocolates because sometimes the muse needs a little help. I have some wonderful writing friends. Thanks to Diana Dempsey, Kate Moore, Lynn Hanna, Barbara McMahon, Carol Grace, and Candice Hern, some of whom have been there since the beginning! Thanks also to Bella Andre, Anne Mallory, Veronica Wolf, Tracy Grant, Jami Alden, Penny Williamson, and Monica McCarty. You all helped bring Angel’s Bay to life, and I am forever grateful for your friendship.








ONE



Dark clouds blotted out the glow of the sun setting over the ocean, and the threatening storm sent a chill down Isabella Silveira’s spine. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel as the Pacific Coast Highway took another terrifying twist along a steep cliff that dropped abruptly into the wild, crashing waves below. She’d always been a spontaneous person, but this trip was giving her plenty of second thoughts.


She was exhausted, haunted by a series of tormenting dreams for the last two weeks. They’d begun shortly after she’d received a birthday present from her brother Joe, an antique turquoise and gold pendant that he’d found in the house he’d inherited from their uncle Carlos in Angel’s Bay. He’d told her that the turquoise reminded him of her unusual eyes. All of her other siblings had brown eyes, but somehow in the Irish-Hispanic mix of her parents, she’d ended up with dark hair, olive skin, and deep blue eyes.


Her eyes were part of her special gift, her grandmother Elena had told her—the gift of insight imparted by their Mayan ancestors and shared by only a few women in the family. Her teasing siblings had told her that her “gift” was a story their grandmother had made up to make her feel special. But that didn’t explain why touching certain items belonging to people she cared about triggered dreams and visions of the future. Unfortunately, those flashes of insight were rarely helpful. Even when she tried to warn someone, she often wound up getting somewhere just in time to pick up the pieces.


After several troubling incidents, she’d learned to shy away from deeply emotional relationships, because they often brought on the disturbing flashes. It was easier to skate along the surface, never settling too long in one place or with one person. She could have fun, have friends, have sex—but love was another thing entirely. Love could make her crazy.


For months her brain had been quiet, until she’d put on the necklace. That night, she’d dreamed of Angel’s Bay.


She’d never been to the town where Joe had taken over as police chief almost a year earlier. But the images haunting her had included this highway and the Angel’s Bay sign she’d passed three miles back, as well as shadows and silhouettes swirling around landmarks and people that seemed meaningful in some unfathomable way. Just when she came to the brink of discovery, she woke up sweating and shaking, with a certainty that she was supposed to do something, save someone—but she didn’t know what to do or whom to save.


She’d taken to exercise, running, spinning, kickboxing, anything that would leave her too exhausted to dream. She’d lost five pounds, but the dreams had continued to come. Finally, she’d stopped fighting. The pendant had come from Joe. What if he was in trouble and she did nothing? She’d never forgive herself.


Fortunately, she was between movie projects. She worked as a freelance costume designer, and the start date of her next film had been pushed back until January, leaving her at loose ends for the next two months. While she normally helped out at her sister’s clothing boutique between design jobs, she’d decided to go to Angel’s Bay instead. Even if she couldn’t figure out her dreams, at least she’d get to see Joe. And she was more than a little curious about Angel’s Bay. Joe seemed to be in love with the town—so much so that he’d agreed to divorce his wife rather than move back to L.A.


As raindrops splashed across her windshield, she turned on her wipers and her headlights. The road had widened, the hills on her right side falling back to vast open meadows, closed-up fruit stands on the edge of farmland, and an occasional rural road heading inland toward the mountains. There weren’t many cars and very few lights. She felt isolated, alone, and inexplicably tense.


A crack of thunder jolted her. She’d heard that sound in her dreams. But she wasn’t dreaming, she reminded herself as goose bumps ran along her arms. This was reality.


She hit the defrost button as her window began to fog, telling herself everything was fine. A few more miles, and she’d be in Angel’s Bay.


As she drove around another turn, a flash of light blinded her, high beams from an oncoming car that wove recklessly across the highway. She hit the brakes as the car suddenly turned in front of her, skidding onto a dirt road heading toward the mountains.


Her brakes couldn’t grip the rain-soaked highway, and her car began to skid. She hung on to the wheel, fighting for control, but she was heading straight toward the cliff on the ocean side of the road. She jammed the brakes to the floor, but there was no way to stop.


Her car ripped through the guard rail, plunging down the rocky hillside in a wild, jolting ride. The front of the car hit something, and the windshield shattered. She threw up her hands as her airbag deployed and stars exploded before her eyes.


Minutes or hours later, she heard someone yelling, tugging the car door open. Rain hit her face, and she blinked in bewilderment. The front window had splintered, and smoke was coming off the hood of her car.


“Are you all right?” a man demanded.


She stared at him in confusion. His clothes were drenched, his hair soaked, his eyes dark and worried.


“You’ve been in an accident,” he said. “Are you hurt?”


She put a hand to her forehead and winced as she saw the blood on her fingers.


“The cut on your head doesn’t look too bad,” he told her. “Can you move? I want to get you out of here. There’s no telling how long the rocks will hold.”


He’d barely finished speaking when the car slid a few inches forward. Isabella grabbed his arm in panic. “Don’t let me go.”


His jaw tightened in determination. “I won’t. I’m getting you out of here right now.”


His voice held so much confidence, she felt marginally reassured, but the car was pitched at a precariously steep angle. The man reached across to undo her seatbelt, and she tried to get out, but her left foot was pinned where the side of her car had smashed against the rocks. “My foot is stuck!” A wave of terror ran through her as she tried to pull her leg free.


“Hold on. Let me see if I can figure out what’s pinning you down.”


He squatted next to the car, his hand running down her leg. She could feel his fingers against her ankle as he pushed down on the metal. He grimaced with the effort, but she was finally able to yank her foot out, sending the car sliding forward another few inches. The wall of rocks holding the car back from the sea began to break apart.


The man grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the car just as the vehicle lurched forward. He rolled on top of her, digging his feet into the soil as the vehicle slid down the mountain. She watched in shocked horror as it plummeted over the edge of the bluff in a shower of rocks, the roar of the waves swallowing its splash.


She’d almost been inside. She’d almost died.


Her breath stalled in her chest. She tightened her arms around the man who had her pinned to the ground, terrified that they would slide down the hill just as the car had done.


“You’re okay,” he told her soothingly. “You’re safe.”


Safe? She was lying on a slippery hillside, yards away from the edge of a cliff, but the weight of his body reassured her. She wasn’t going to fall. He wouldn’t let her. She didn’t know how she knew that—but she did.


“I’m going to sit up,” he said slowly, his gaze on hers. “And you’re going to loosen your grip on me just a little bit.”


She swallowed hard and shook her head. “I don’t think I can let you go.”


“You’re not letting go. We’re just going to move toward those rocks, where the ground is more stable.” He gave her a small smile as if what he was asking her to do was no big deal. “It will be fine.”


Something about the certainty in his eyes made her trust him. Slowly, she loosened her hold on him, digging her hands and feet into the dirt as he moved off of her. He didn’t let go of her entirely, keeping a strong hand on her arm. Sitting up, he scooted backward, pulling her with him, until they reached flatter ground and another outcropping of rocks.


Letting out a breath, she was finally able to sit up without feeling as if she was going to slide down the hill.


The steady rain had stopped, a slice of moonlight breaking through the clouds, and she took a better look at her rescuer. He was wearing a suit and tie, not exactly superhero attire. How had he made it down the cliff in leather shoes? As her gaze traveled back to his face, a shock of awareness ran through her. She’d seen his face in her dreams.


“It’s you,” she muttered in amazement.


He gave her an uncertain look. “Have we met?”


“I dreamed about you.” The words came out before she could stop them. “I just didn’t know it was you.”


By the frown on his face, he had no idea what she was talking about, and she wasn’t completely sure herself. While his face was familiar, her dreams had never put her on the side of a cliff in the middle of a rainstorm.


“All right, take it easy. Help is on the way,” he said.


She lifted her head at the distant sound of sirens.


“I called nine-one-one as soon as I saw your car go off the road,” he said. “What happened?”


“A car turned right in front of me onto a side road. I braked, but the road was too wet, and I had no traction. I turned the wheel, but the car skidded toward the side.” She shivered and pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them as a horrified chill ran through her.


“I didn’t see the other car, just your taillights disappearing off the side of the road. A minute later, I wouldn’t have seen a thing. I don’t know if I would have even noticed the broken guard rail in the rain. I was concentrating on getting home.” He stopped abruptly, frowning. “You’re freezing.” He stripped off his coat and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Better?”


She nodded, her teeth chattering from the cold. Her head throbbed, and everything seemed surreal, as if she were in a dream. But there was blood and mud on her clothes, and her wet hair was plastered against her head, all signs of reality. She glanced at her rescuer again. “What’s your name?”


“Nick Hartley. And you?”


“Isabella,” she murmured, looking into his dark eyes. She extended her hand, and as his fingers gripped hers, a burst of color, almost like flames, flashed in her head. She wanted to let him go, but she couldn’t. Was it because he’d saved her life? Or because he was part of whatever had put her on this highway in the first place?


Nick Hartley pulled his hand from hers and stood up, looking toward the road high above, where a fire engine’s strobe lights bounced off the hillside.


“They should be able to get you out of here in a few minutes,” he said.


“How did you ever get down here?” she asked in wonder. The hillside was steep and rocky and hard to see in the dark. Yet he had rushed down it without a thought.


“I don’t remember exactly. I had some adrenaline going. Getting back up won’t be as easy, but we’ll make it.”


“You saved my life. I don’t know how to thank you.”


“You don’t have to thank me. I was just in the right place at the right time. Luck was on your side tonight.”


She nodded. But as another shiver ran through her, she didn’t think that luck had had anything to do with their meeting.


Thirty minutes later, Nick stood on the edge of the highway, watching the ambulance take off toward Angel’s Bay. He let out a relieved breath. He hadn’t had a chance to think, only to act, but now the reality of what he’d just been through washed over him. He was soaked from the rain, and his clothes were filthy, but at least the woman was alive. She was damn fortunate.


A shudder ran through him as he flashed back to the moment when he’d pulled her free of the car, crushed her body against the hillside, and prayed the ground would hold. She’d been terrified, her eyes wide and shocked. She’d clung to him as if he were the only thing that stood between life and death for her. And he had been.


He could still feel the force of the car plunging toward the sea, threatening to take them with it. It had taken all his strength to pull her free. Thank God he’d been successful.


The way she’d looked at him had rattled him, her fingers wrapped around his as if she’d never let go. For a second, he’d felt a ripping fear that he might not want to let her go, either. Which was crazy, because where women were concerned, he always let go first. The only time he hadn’t had ended in painful disaster.


Getting into his car, he started the engine and turned on the heater. Isabella still had his suit jacket. He’d check in at the hospital later to see how she was, but first he had to get home. He had another, much younger female to worry about: his daughter, Megan.


He pulled out his cell phone. There were no missed calls, which was disturbing. He’d been trying to get in touch with Megan since three o’clock, when she was supposed to get home from school. He’d tried to set down some rules since her arrival, but so far, he was the only one following them. He punched in her number again, but it went immediately to voice-mail.


He tossed the phone onto his console and pulled onto the highway. He probably should have thought about Megan before he’d charged down that slippery hillside, but he wasn’t used to worrying about anyone but himself. His fifteen-year-old daughter had been out of his life for the past twelve years, returning under duress only three weeks ago. She didn’t want to live with him, didn’t want to stay in Angel’s Bay, didn’t want anything to do with the father she believed had abandoned her.


He’d been only twenty-one when her mother had taken off with her and gone to Europe. He’d had no money, no job, and no way to fight for Megan. By the time he had the means, years had passed, and he’d thought she was happy with her mother and her stepfather, that it was too late for him to be a dad.


He’d never imagined that his ex-wife, Kendra, would suddenly ship Megan back to him, claiming that it was his turn to take care of her. He knew Megan was hurt and furious at both of them; he just didn’t know how to make it better. Nor did he know how to be a father. Megan wasn’t the sweet, loving three-year-old he remembered. She’d dyed her blond hair black with shades of purple, had a nose ring and an attitude that was bigger than she was. He had no idea how to handle her.


The ring of his phone gave him a small moment of hope. But it was his mother’s number that flashed across the screen.


“What happened?” Pamela Hartley asked worriedly. “I got a call from Phyllis, who heard from her son that you were in an accident.”


“That was fast. I wasn’t in the accident. I just got the woman out of the car to safety.”


“Is she all right?”


“I think so. She has some minor injuries.”
 

“And you?”


“Wet, cold, and dirty but otherwise fine. I’m on my way home. I’m more concerned about Megan. Did you check on her after school?”


“Was I supposed to?” his mother asked.


“I called you this morning on the way to my meeting,” he reminded her.


“Oh, that’s right, you did. I got so caught up in work that I completely forgot. I’m sure she’s fine.”


That was his mother, completely offhand and reluctant to focus on anything or anyone who wasn’t involved in her world of the theater. Why was he even surprised? His mother had often forgotten to pick him up from school when he was a kid. He should have asked his sister, Tory, to check on Megan.


“Well, I’m not sure Megan is fine,” he said. “She isn’t answering her phone.”


“Probably to annoy you. She’s been uprooted, and she’s angry. You need to give her some time. Her whole world changed in a second, and she hasn’t caught up yet.”


“I feel exactly the same way. I never imagined Kendra would suddenly bail on Megan.”


“You should have seen it coming. Kendra was always selfish. I never knew what you saw in that girl.”


He’d seen long legs, big breasts, and a sexy mouth—but then, he’d been eighteen when they’d met during a summer production at his family’s theater. They’d had a passionate romance that ended with an unexpected pregnancy. They’d married, thinking it was the right thing to do and that their love would last—but it hadn’t. Kendra had gotten a better offer and taken off.


“I don’t know what I’m going to do with Megan,” he said, not expecting his mother to have an answer but needing to talk to someone.


“You’re going to be her father.”


“It’s a little late for that. Megan hates me.” It hurt to say the words out loud. “She thinks I deserted her, and in a way, I did.”


“She doesn’t know the whole story. She’ll come around eventually. She likes being with us at the theater. And why not? It’s in her blood. She gets along with Tory, too. It’s all going to work out, Nick.”


“I hope so.” His extended family was the reason he’d brought Megan to Angel’s Bay. While they often drove him crazy with their quirky, eccentric personalities, he needed reinforcements, and everyone was in town to put on the Winter Workshop. So instead of taking Megan to the one-bedroom condo he owned in L.A., he’d brought her to the two-bedroom fixer-upper in Angel’s Bay he’d purchased a few years earlier.


“We started auditions today,” his mother continued, “and some of the locals came in. Kara Lynch was much better than I expected. Of course, we still have a lot of people to see. And there’s so much to do to get the theater ready. I can’t believe this is the last production we’ll have in this old building, but I also can’t wait to see your designs for restoring the theater to its original glory.”


Nick’s mind drifted as his mother rambled on about preproduction planning. The theater was her life, as it was for everyone else in his family. The Hartleys had been running the Angel’s Bay Regional Theater for six decades; he was one of the few who’d broken away.


“Mom, I’m pulling into the driveway,” he said, interrupting her ramble. “I’ll talk to you later.” As he turned off the engine, he noted the dark house. One thing he’d learned about his daughter was that if she was home, every light in the place was on.


He entered through the kitchen door, snapping on the overhead light. He called for Megan and checked her bedroom, but there was no sign of her.


Returning to the kitchen, he debated his options. Megan had been testing her boundaries ever since she arrived, and he doubted she was lost or anywhere she didn’t want to be. Maybe he should be glad she’d found somewhere to go, making friends, getting out of the house. On the other hand, she could be in trouble, and he couldn’t just do nothing. Perhaps his sister would have an idea. He was about to call Tory when the kitchen door flew open and Megan ran in.


Her face was flushed, her hair damp, as if she’d been out in the rain. Her brown eyes were bright and a little guilty. She’d been up to something. He was sure of that.


“Where have you been?” he asked.


She stared back at him, her eyes as stormy as the weather. “I could ask you the same question. What did you do, fall into a hole?”


He glanced down at his mud-caked clothes. “Something like that. Don’t change the subject. You were supposed to stay home after school, and you were supposed to answer your phone.”


“And you were supposed to be my father. But you disappeared for twelve years. So what if I took off for an hour or two? That doesn’t come close to making us even.” She ran down the hall and slammed her bedroom door.


Nick drew in a deep breath and let it out. It had been a long day and it was getting even longer. He walked down the hall, knocked on her door, and then turned the knob. Fortunately, there was no lock, so she couldn’t keep him out even if she wanted to.


Megan was sitting cross-legged on her bed in front of her laptop. She gave him a scowl. “Aren’t you going to take a shower?”


“In a minute. Where were you?”


“Out with friends.”


“I thought you said you didn’t have any friends.”


“Well, I do. Isn’t that what you wanted?” she challenged.


What he wanted was for them to have a conversation without a wall of anger and pain between them, but that wasn’t happening tonight.


She picked up her headphones and slipped them on, clearly dismissing him.


He needed to find a way to connect with her. She was his daughter, and he loved her. No matter how unhappy she was now, he didn’t intend to let her go again.





TWO



Joe Silveira strode through the emergency room entrance at the Redwood Medical Center, his heart pounding against his chest. He’d been headed home from the police station when the 911 call had come in about a car accident on the highway south of town. He’d left it to his officers to handle, never dreaming that the driver was his youngest sister. He still couldn’t quite believe it was true, but when the receptionist waved him inside, he found Isabella sitting on the examining table, a man’s jacket around her shoulders, her long dark hair curling from the rain and caked with mud, her forehead swollen, and tiny cuts spattered across her pale face.


Her blue eyes widened when she saw him, and her lips began to tremble. It reminded him of the time she’d flown over the handlebars of her bike when she was six. She’d limped all the way home as brave as could be, then burst into tears when she’d seen him. He’d been eighteen, and he’d felt as helpless then as he did now. Isabella was the baby of the family, the one they were all supposed to look out for.


“Hey, Joe,” she said, her voice shaky as she fought for a smile.


“Izzy? Are you hurt?”


“Some bruises and maybe a sprained or broken wrist.” She held up her swollen left arm. “But other than that, I’m fine. I’m alive.” Then the tears came like a flash flood, streaming down her cheeks.


He quickly moved forward, putting his arms around her as she cried against his chest. “It’s okay. You’re going to be all right,” he said, trying to soothe her, but he’d never been good with tears. Not that he hadn’t had practice. He had four sisters, after all, but he usually let them take care of one another. What he wouldn’t give right now to have one of them there.


Fortunately, Isabella regained her composure fairly quickly, pulling away from him with a sniff. “Sorry about that. I guess I’ve been holding that in for a while.”


He reached for the box of tissues on the counter and handed them to her. “From what I hear, you’ve been through a lot. It’s a miracle you made it.” He shuddered at the alternative. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”


“I came around a turn. A car was weaving across the highway straight at me. Then it turned onto one of those side roads. I hit the brakes, but the road was too wet, and I skidded off the side.” She drew in a tremulous breath. “A man, Nick Hartley, saw my car go through the guard rail, and he came down the hill and managed to pull me free before . . . before the car went into the ocean.”


His pulse leaped at the reminder that she’d come very close to dying. “What the hell were you even doing on that road? Why are you here?” he snapped, fear finding its way out in a burst of anger.


“I wanted to see you, Joe.”


“So you just hopped into the car and drove three hours north on a whim?”


“Why not? You’re my brother.”


He frowned as she averted her eyes. She wasn’t telling him the whole story. “What about your job?”


“I’m between projects.”


He wasn’t surprised. Isabella never stayed too long in any one place.


“I thought you could use some family support,” she added. “You and Rachel were together a long time. We’re all worried about you.”


He couldn’t lie and say he was happy about the divorce. Rachel had been a huge part of his life, but the last couple of years had been rough. He didn’t like to fail, and it wasn’t his nature to quit, but he’d had to accept that his marriage was over.


Seeing Isabella’s gaze on his face, he hastened to reassure her. “I’m all right. You didn’t need to come up here. You could have just called.”


“I have called. And so has everyone else in the family. You always brush our questions aside.”


“It is my business, Izzy,” he reminded her.


“Yes, but you’re always there for us; we want to be there for you.”


“So you were elected to come?” He didn’t like the idea of his siblings feeling sorry for him.


“I volunteered. I didn’t just want to see you; I wanted to see Angel’s Bay. Rachel said this town has stolen your heart.” She paused, giving him an apologetic look. “I didn’t intend for my arrival to be quite so dramatic.”


He shook his head, still shaken by her close call. “Can you tell me anything about the car that ran you off the road?”


She thought for a moment. “It happened so fast. I remember the lights, and then I was sliding across the road.” She shivered and crossed her arms in front of her.


He hated making her relive the fear, but he wanted to find the person who’d nearly killed her. “I don’t want to make this more difficult, but if you can remember anything—the kind of vehicle, the color, how many people were in the car . . .”


“There were two people—I think. Right now, it’s a blur. My head is pounding.”


“I shouldn’t be pressing you; it’s too soon.”


“I lost everything, Joe. My suitcase, my cell phone, my purse—everything was in the car, and now it’s in the ocean.”


“But you’re alive. That’s all that matters.”


“Because of Nick Hartley,” she said. “He was amazing. He risked his life coming down that cliff after me. A lot of people would have waited at the top until help came, and by then it would have been too late.”


“I’m very grateful that he was there for you.” He shifted his weight impatiently. “Where’s the doctor?”


“He’s been in. He wants me to get an X-ray on my wrist. He said someone would be in to take me there.”


“What did he say about your head?”
 

“Just a bump.” She gave him a small smile. “I’m okay, Joe. What I really need is to soak in a hot bath.”


“As soon as you’re done here, I’ll take you home. But first, I want a friend of mine to take a look at you. She’s also a doctor here. I’ve already called her to come down and check you out.”


“The other physician seemed very capable.”


“Maybe so, but you’re my little sister, and I trust Charlotte.” He cleared his throat, seeing the thoughtful look in her eyes. He’d forgotten what it was like to be around family, to have someone looking at him who knew him as more than the chief of police. He’d kept most people in Angel’s Bay at a distance, with Charlotte the one exception, but even their flirtatious friendship had never gone very deep. He’d been too married for that, at least until lately.


A knock came at the door, and Charlotte stepped into the room. Every time he saw her, his gut tightened, and today was no exception. She wore a white coat over black slacks and a silky blouse. Her blond hair was pulled back from her face, and her blue eyes were curious as she glanced from him to Isabella.


“Thanks for coming,” he said. “This is my youngest sister, Isabella.”


Surprise flashed in Charlotte’s eyes, then she turned to Izzy. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m Charlotte Adams. You look like you’ve had a rough night.”


“I had a little accident on my way into town. I usually make a better first impression,” Isabella said lightly.


He had to give Isabella credit. She was very good at bouncing back from disaster.


“I spoke to Dr. Sawyer, who gave me the update on your condition,” Charlotte continued. “Maybe we could speak alone for a few minutes? Do you mind, Joe?”


“Sure, no problem,” he said, happy to leave Isabella in Charlotte’s capable hands.


“Joe is being overprotective,” Isabella told Charlotte as soon as the door closed behind him. “I’ve been completely checked out.”


“I know,” Charlotte said, a twinkle in her eyes. “But why don’t I do a quick exam, just so we can ease your brother’s mind?”


“Have at it. I’m waiting to go to X-ray, anyway.”


“Can you lie back for me?” Charlotte asked. “I’m an ob/gyn, by the way, but I handle a lot of women’s health issues.”


“Well, I’m not pregnant, so no issues there.”


Charlotte smiled. “Where do you fall in the Silveira family lineup?”


“I’m the baby. There’s twelve years between me and Joe.”


“And you have a couple of sisters as well, don’t you?”


“Three. Two of them are married with kids. The other one is engaged.”


As Charlotte examined her, Isabella couldn’t help thinking that Charlotte was the exact opposite of Rachel in looks, with her golden blond hair, blue eyes, and light tan. She moved with athletic grace and had a warm smile and a reassuring bedside manner. Rachel was model skinny, with jet-black hair, dark eyes, and pale skin. Although why she was comparing them, she couldn’t say. There was just something about the way Joe had looked at Charlotte.


“I don’t see any signs of internal injuries,” Charlotte said. “I would suggest taking it easy for a few days.”


“Thanks,” Isabella said as she sat up. “Are you and my brother close friends?”


“I don’t know about close, but we’re friends. Angel’s Bay is a small town. Everyone knows one another.”


“Joe seems to love it here.”


“He’s an excellent chief of police. And usually very calm. When he called me tonight, there was pure panic in his voice. I’ve never heard him so upset.”


“He’s always been protective of family.” She paused, then said, “We’ve been a little worried about Joe since he and his wife decided to divorce. Did you know Rachel?”


“We met a couple of times,” Charlotte said, her voice neutral. “I was sorry it didn’t work out for them.”


“I can’t remember a time when Joe and Rachel weren’t together. She was like another sister to me. Not that I needed any more,” she said dryly. “I still have hope that they’ll work things out.”


Charlotte nodded. “I hate to see any marriage break up. I’ll tell Joe he can come back in, and then I’ll find someone to take you to X-ray. I’m sure you’d love to get out of here.”


“I really would.” She’d barely finished speaking when a nurse entered with a wheelchair. “It looks like my ride has arrived. Thanks, Dr. Adams.”


“Please call me Charlotte.” She helped Isabella off the table and into the wheelchair.


Joe was waiting outside the door when they left the room. “I’ll be here when you get back,” he said.


As the nurse wheeled her away, Isabella saw Joe put his hand on Charlotte’s arm in a manner that suggested far more than friendliness. Maybe it wasn’t Angel’s Bay that Joe didn’t want to leave. Maybe it was Charlotte.


“How is she?” Joe asked, letting his hand rest on Charlotte’s arm for a moment. He felt more unsettled than he had in a long time, and he didn’t like it. He’d always been in control of his life, especially since he’d come to Angel’s Bay, where he only had himself to worry about. Now Isabella had dropped into his life, almost dying in the process. He couldn’t imagine having to make that call to his parents.


“She’s going to be fine,” Charlotte said with a reassuring smile. “I’m more worried about you.”


“Isabella could have died. If Nick Hartley hadn’t seen her go over the side of the road, she—”


“Don’t even go there,” Charlotte interrupted. “Don’t think about it.”


“I can’t think of anything else. Isabella is the baby of the family. I’m used to taking care of her—or least knowing that someone else is taking care of her.”


“She’s all grown up now, Joe, and she seems very resilient.”


“She’s never been short on courage.”


“She has amazing eyes, doesn’t she? Where does that blue come from?”


“Our Mayan ancestors, according to my grandmother.”


“She’s beautiful.”


“I guess.” He paused, noting the dark shadows under Charlotte’s eyes, her weary posture. “Thanks for coming down. I owe you.”


She waved a hand. “Not a problem.”


“You look tired.”


“It’s been a busy couple of days,” she admitted. “I’m still recovering from Annie’s long labor and delivery. I’m usually not so personally involved in the process. Annie has become like a little sister to me, and I wanted everything to go perfectly for her.”


“And it did,” he said with a smile. Annie had gone into labor in the middle of Kara Lynch’s Halloween party on Sunday night. “For a few minutes there, I was afraid she’d have the baby in my car.”


Charlotte grinned. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve delivered a baby in a car. It’s hell on the upholstery.”


He winced. “Too much information.”


“Anyway, I’ve had two other babies come into the world since then, and it’s only Tuesday night. Fortunately, I don’t have anyone else near delivery for another couple of weeks.”


“How’s Annie doing?”


“She came home yesterday. Physically, she’s fine; mentally and emotionally, she’s a mess. She’s driving herself crazy about whether she should give up her baby for adoption. The adoptive couples she’s spoken to are all desperate for her to make up her mind, and I can’t blame them, but this isn’t anywhere close to an ideal situation. Annie has already held her son in her arms. How will she be able to give him up now? Maybe if she’d done it right away, the second he was born, but he came ten days early, and she wasn’t ready to say good-bye. She’s still torn between wanting to keep him and wanting to give him a better life with a stable family. I don’t know what she’ll do.”


“It’s a big decision. Will she stay with you and your mother until she decides?”


Charlotte and her mother, Monica, had taken Annie in six months earlier. The eighteen-year-old had no living relatives except a mentally ill father, and she’d desperately needed support. Charlotte had stepped up; she couldn’t stand by and do nothing when she saw someone in pain. It was one of the things Joe liked most about her. But he wondered if she and her mother were really prepared to help Annie raise her baby over the long term.


“She’ll stay for now. We’ll see how it goes. There’s still the unresolved issue of paternity, but one thing at a time.” She glanced down at her watch. “I should get home. My mother has been with Annie and the baby all day, and none of us got much sleep last night. That seven-pound bundle of joy can really cry. Annie is afraid to breastfeed, thinking she’ll get even more attached, so we all took turns with the bottle. Her baby is picking up on her indecision.”


“Sounds like you have your hands full.”


“As do you,” she said with a smile. “It’s nice to meet someone from your family. Maybe I can get Isabella to tell me some of your secrets.”


And maybe he’d made a mistake putting the two of them together, but it was too late now. “I’ve already told you my secrets,” he said lightly.


“I’ve barely scratched the surface. But I’m not done trying,” she teased.


It was the perfect opportunity to ask her out. But while that question had been hovering on his lips for the past few days, he’d held it back. He wasn’t officially divorced yet. Nor was he quite ready to get involved with another woman, and Charlotte wasn’t just any woman. She was already someone he cared about. He wasn’t ready to dive into something deep and intense, but with her, he didn’t think it could be any other way.


Or maybe he was a coward. Because if he did ask her out, he really didn’t want her to say no, and he wasn’t completely convinced that he’d get a yes. She might be willing to flirt, but he wasn’t so sure about her taking a bigger step forward.


Charlotte’s cell phone began to vibrate. “This is my mother. Hang on a sec, will you?” She moved a few steps down the hall into a quiet alcove.


He didn’t want to intrude on her call, but when she said, “What do you mean she’s gone?” he walked down the hall to join her.


“I’ve got to get home,” Charlotte said, ending the call.


“Something wrong?”


“Annie went out for a walk hours ago and never came back. The baby was napping, and my mother had a friend over, so she didn’t realize until just now that Annie hadn’t returned. I can’t imagine where she could be.” Charlotte glanced down at her watch. “It’s after eight.”


“Maybe she’s talking to the father,” he suggested. The identity of the baby’s father was still a mystery to everyone but Annie. “She needs to get his release to give the baby up.”


“I suppose, but she’s had nine months to talk to him. You’re probably right, though. She doesn’t really have any other friends, so he seems the likely choice. But still, to stay away so long when she just got out of the hospital and had a baby . . . I don’t have a good feeling about this.”


He didn’t, either. “There’s another scenario to consider.”


“I don’t want to believe she’s run away,” Charlotte said quickly, shaking her head.


“She’s been under a lot of pressure. It might have gotten to her.”


“She wouldn’t leave her baby behind. She loves him.”


“She’s also exhausted and confused.”


“And her hormones are running rampant,” Charlotte added. “I hope you’re wrong.”


“Call me when you find out more. I’ll help any way I can.”


“You have a dog,” Isabella said in amazement as she stepped into Joe’s living room, and a large golden retriever jumped up and smothered her with kisses. “And he’s really friendly.”


Joe grabbed his collar. “Sorry about that. Down, Rufus.”


The dog gave an eager bark in reply.


“He belonged to Uncle Carlos,” Joe explained. “The neighbors took him for a while, but once I moved in, he dug his way back into the yard and hasn’t left since. He’ll settle down in a second. He always gets excited when I come home. Don’t you, boy?” he added as he scratched behind the dog’s ears.


“I feel better knowing you’re not coming home to a quiet, lonely house,” she said.


“Rufus is good company. Man’s best friend,” he said with a smile.


She smiled back. “And you always wanted a dog. But Teresa had allergies, so we couldn’t have one at home, and Rachel didn’t like dogs. I guess you can finally do what you want.”


“The silver lining to divorce,” he said, his smile slipping away. As she shivered, he moved toward the thermostat on the wall, and said, “It will be warm soon. This place doesn’t take long to heat up.”


Isabella looked around the small house her brother had inherited from their uncle almost a year ago. The rooms were sparsely decorated: a brown futon and a recliner in front of a big-screen TV, some chairs and a table in the dining room, none of which she recognized. These pieces had not come from the house Joe had shared with Rachel. He’d left his L.A. life behind in every way.


“The house needs a remodel,” Joe said, following her gaze. “Uncle Carlos let things go. The roof leaked with the last rain, but the view from the deck is spectacular. Do you want to take a look?”


She shook her head. The dark night and the sound of the ocean would only remind her of those terrifying moments on the cliff. “Later.” She picked up a photo from the mantel. “Is this Uncle Carlos? I don’t remember him.”


“That’s him. He only came to L.A. a few times. Dad used to bring me up here to fish when I was about ten or twelve. Carlos was actually Dad’s uncle, our great-uncle. He was quite a character, and he could tell a story like no one else. You would have liked him.”


“I probably would have. I did like the pendant you sent me.” She pulled it out from under her blouse. “It was a good thing I had it on, or I would have lost it, too.”


“It looks good on you. The blue reminded me of your eyes. I found it in a wooden box in the basement with some other costume jewelry. There are a lot of boxes I still haven’t gone through yet. And anything I found that looked like it might have sentimental value for someone in the family I stuck down there as well.”


“Maybe I can help you sort through it while I’m here,” she offered. “Who knows what might be down there waiting to be discovered? I’m surprised you’ve left it this long. Where’s your sense of adventure?”


“I get enough excitement on the job.”


“In Angel’s Bay?” she asked dubiously.


“There’s enough to keep me busy and on my toes,” he said, stiffening a little.


“I wasn’t criticizing. I’m the last one to judge someone for making a change in their life.” She paused, fingering the pendant. “It’s funny that Uncle Carlos would have this necklace when he never married. I wonder who it belonged to.”


“I have no idea.” His gaze narrowed thoughtfully. “You’re awfully curious about Uncle Carlos all of a sudden. Is something going on?”


“I don’t know what you mean.”
 

“I don’t think you’ve told me the real reason you’re here.”


“I wanted to see you, Joe. I’ve been worried about you.”


“There’s not more? Maybe something to do with that pendant?”


She’d forgotten how perceptive he could be. “Can we talk later? I really want to take a bath.”


“Sure. Sorry. You’re freezing, and I’m interrogating you.” He waved his hand toward the hall. “The bathroom is the first door on your left. I’ll find you some sweats and a T-shirt. And while you’re cleaning up, I’ll make us some dinner. You must be starving.”


“I am—but you’re going to cook?” she asked doubtfully.


“I can make a few things,” he said dryly. “It won’t be Dad’s tamales or Mom’s Irish stew, but I can scramble up some eggs and put in some toast.”


“I’ll take it. But don’t start them yet. I plan to be in that tub for a while.”


“Take all the time you need. And Izzy, I’m glad you’re all right.”


“Me, too.” She headed into the bathroom and glanced into the mirror. Big mistake! No wonder Joe had been so freaked when he saw her, she looked like a ghost. There was no color in her face, making the raised cuts appear worse. Her hair was a muddy mess, and her eyes were huge, still reflecting the horror of seeing her death come so close.


Glancing away, she started the bath and undressed, wincing when she had to use her left hand. There was no fracture, thank goodness, just a sprain. When the tub was full, she sank into the warmth with a grateful sigh. Resting her head on the back of the tub, she closed her eyes and let herself breathe. She needed her heart to slow down, her body to relax. She tried to remember the mantras from her yoga classes. Yoga was about living in the moment, which was her preference. Seeing the future never seemed to make anyone happy, least of all her.


But her mind seemed to have other ideas. As she tried to find that peaceful place, Nick Hartley’s face flashed through her brain.


He was telling her something, but she couldn’t hear him. There was a roaring in her ears. Was it the wind? Or was it her own heart pounding?


She’d hoped that her earlier visions had been foreshadowing the car crash, in which case they should have stopped. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just the beginning.





THREE



An hour later, dressed in Joe’s oversized sweats and T-shirt, Isabella sat down at the dining-room table and dug into a plateful of scrambled eggs. “These aren’t half bad,” she said in surprise. Joe had mixed in veggies and had also fried up some bacon. She was impressed with the effort. As her stomach filled, her tension eased. She was clean, warm, and alive, and for now, that was enough.


“How can you tell how good they are?” Joe asked dryly. “You smothered them in salsa.”


“Everything tastes better with hot sauce,” she said with a grin, repeating their father’s favorite phrase. “And I love breakfast for dinner.”


“Then you won’t starve around here.”


She smiled. “It is nice to see you, Joe.”


“Likewise.”


“Really? You haven’t exactly sent any invitations to the family to come and visit.”


He shrugged. “I’ve been getting settled in. But you know you’re always welcome. What’s going on with your work?”


“My next movie project got postponed until after Christmas, so I have some time to kill.”


“What about that guy you were seeing? He won’t miss you?”


“Jarrod and I were over six months ago,” she said with a dismissive wave.


“I’m sorry to hear that. It’s hard to keep up with your love life.”


“Why do I feel a big-brother lecture coming on? I haven’t met the right guy, Joe. I know you and everyone else in the family think I need to settle down and pick something—a guy, a nine-to-five job, a permanent address—but I’ll know when I’ve found where I belong and who I belong with. And then I’ll stick.”


“I wasn’t going to lecture,” he said with a smile. “I actually admire your adventurous spirit and your unwillingness to settle. More people should be like you.”


Isabella felt surprised and pleased. She’d taken a lot of heat from her parents and her sisters about her multitude of jobs and boyfriends. She’d been out of step with her family for most of her life.


As Joe lifted his beer for a swig, his face grew pensive, and she had a feeling he was thinking not about her love life anymore but about his own.


“So what happened with you and Rachel?” she asked. “I didn’t think you two would ever split up. It shocked all of us.”


“We grew apart,” he said shortly.


When it didn’t appear that he intended to elaborate, she said, “That’s it? That’s all I get?”


“What do you want me to say?”


“When I saw Rachel a few weeks ago, she was really thin, and she looked tired. I asked her how she was doing, and she almost started to cry. I don’t think she’s happy about the divorce.”


Joe’s jaw tightened. “It was her idea.”


“If you didn’t want it, why did you sign the papers?” she countered.


“I don’t want to get into this, Isabella.”


“I know you’re not used to confiding in me. There are too many years between us. But I am your sister, and I’m not a kid anymore. I’ll listen if you want to talk.”


“There’s nothing to talk about. Rachel and I don’t want the same things. I was burned out on L.A. I was turning into someone I didn’t recognize and didn’t like very much. When I came here, everything changed. I hoped that Rachel would like Angel’s Bay, but she didn’t. So she left.”


Isabella shook her head. “It’s not that simple, Joe.”


“No, it’s not,” he admitted. “Rachel and I had a lot of problems that had nothing to do with Angel’s Bay.”


“I want to help you fix it.”


“I know—because that’s what you do. You’re our fix-it girl,” he said with a soft smile. “It must come with your gift for sewing: your desire to repair things, to make them right.”


That was true. There was nothing more satisfying to her than fixing something that seemed beyond repair and giving it new life.


“Let’s get back to you,” Joe said. “I know I’m your favorite brother—”


“My only brother,” she corrected.


“And that you care about Rachel and me, but did you have another reason for making this trip? Are you in some kind of trouble? Do you need my help?”


How much did she want to tell him? “After you sent me the pendant, I started having bad dreams. I’d see a sign for Angel’s Bay, the winding highway and the shadow of a man who seemed to be in danger.”


“And I’m the man?”


“I thought you might be, but I’m not sure anymore.” She didn’t want to get into the idea that she might have been dreaming about Nick Hartley, which seemed ridiculous. Her visions had always come from an emotional connection to someone she cared about.
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