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Everyone loves Angel’s Bay!


AT HIDDEN FALLS


“Angel’s Bay shines in Freethy’s talented hands as she updates the lives of continuing characters, adds several memorable new ones, and dusts it all with magic and hope.”


—Library Journal


“Reading At Hidden Falls is like learning more about personal friends and close relatives, as they continue to reside in your thoughts long after the book is finished.”


—Single Titles


“A compelling, magical story of love, heartbreak, happiness, community, and courage . . . fast paced.”


—My Book Addiction and More


“Truly a work of art . . . a very satisfying read.”


—Joyfully Reviewed


“A lovely romance. . . . It is always fun to visit the little town on the bay.”


—Romantic Times


IN SHELTER COVE


“A compelling story of intrigue, along with a romantic story of love, forgiveness, and faithfulness.”


—Fresh Fiction


“A good solid romance and a spine-tingling mystery all in a tidy package. . . . Freethy does a fine job of keeping us guessing [and she] continues several ongoing stories to keep things fresh. I can’t wait to see where they will lead as the series continues.”


—A Romance Review


ON SHADOW BEACH


“A lovely contemporary romance.”


—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.”


—Library Journal


“Suddenly One Summer transported me to be 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 . . . fascinating story.”


—Romance Reviews Today
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Garden of Secrets





ONE



New Year’s Eve


It was a night for new possibilities, a night for dreaming. But would her dreams last past the stroke of midnight?


They never have before.


Normally an optimist, Charlotte Adams didn’t usually worry about the future or think about the past. She’d deliberately lived in the present for more than a decade. But the past few weeks of hectic holidays, family changes, and now the flipping of the calendar made her feel . . . restless. She glanced around the crowded room, wondering if she could make an escape.


The mayor, Robert Monroe, and his wife, Theresa, had invited half the town to their New Year’s Eve party so they could show off their new home, the stately Sandstone Manor. Sitting on a bluff on the north end of Angel’s Bay, the grand old estate had fallen into disrepair over the past thirty years at the hands of a wealthy, eccentric recluse. The hundred-year-old, seven-bedroom, five-bath house with the castlelike turrets, dramatic bay windows, and alleged ghosts had always fascinated the town, and when it had come up for sale two months ago, the Monroes had snapped it up. Everyone who’d been lucky enough to get an invitation to tonight’s party had accepted, dying to get a look inside.


Charlotte made her way through the living room, past the dining-room buffet tables laden with shrimp and crab, and into the kitchen, where a busy catering staff didn’t give her a second look. She slipped out a side door onto a patio overlooking the sea and reveled in the blessed quiet.


It was a dark night, the moon and stars hidden behind the fog that had rolled in after dusk. The cold, misty breeze felt good against her face. Maybe she could stay out here until the party died down. There would be questions if she tried to ditch before midnight. Most of her friends were inside, and they wanted her to be as happy as they were.


Sighing, she rested her arms on the wood railing, thinking about how many changes they’d all gone through in the last year. Colin had recovered from his shooting, and he and Kara were a family now, their baby getting bigger each day. Jason and Brianna were about to start the new year no longer enemies but lovers. And Lauren and Shane were getting married in two weeks.


Everyone was settling down, and this party was making her wonder what the hell she was doing with her own life. She had a good career and loved being an ob/gyn, but her personal life was another story. She’d always had great friendships with men, but relationships . . . She had trouble letting anyone get too close to her heart. She never wanted to get hurt again.


The door opened behind her, followed by Kara’s cheerful voice. “Charlotte, I’ve been looking all over for you. It’s almost midnight. What are you doing out here?”


“Getting some air,” she said with a smile, hoping her friend wouldn’t see past it.


“It’s freezing,” Kara said with a shiver as she wrapped her arms around herself, her dark red hair blowing in the breeze.


“It feels good,” Charlotte replied, although her short black party dress was no better defense against the winter wind than Kara’s turquoise mini.


“Okay, what’s wrong?” Kara asked, giving her a speculative look.


She shrugged. “I don’t like New Year’s Eve. Everyone makes such a big deal about it, and the night never lives up to its hype. I’d just as soon skip the whole thing.”


“Would your cynical mood have something to do with a man?”


“No.”


Kara raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because I thought you were coming with Andrew, and he’s nowhere in sight.”


“Something came up. He said he’d try to get here before midnight, but who knows?” Having grown up with a minister for a father, she knew the demands of Andrew’s job. Her father had missed many important occasions in her life. She’d learned early on to lower her expectations.


“I’m sure Andrew won’t miss a chance to kiss you at midnight,” Kara said.


Charlotte smiled, Kara’s words triggering an old memory. “Actually, he missed a New Year’s Eve kiss once before. Senior year in high school, I was so excited to finally have a boyfriend on New Year’s that I spent all my money on an incredibly hot dress. But Andrew got the flu and spent the night hurling his guts, and I wound up sitting home alone. Just another example of New Year’s Eve not living up to its promise.”


Kara’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “That is a sad story, but you were never a loser.” She paused, her expression growing more concerned. “I hope someone isn’t in trouble and that’s why Andrew isn’t here.”


“He didn’t give me any details when he called.” When he’d suggested meeting here tonight, she’d been relieved. Coming to the party together in front of the entire town would have been quite a statement, and she wasn’t ready for that yet. Andrew Schilling was a big part of her past, but their future was still to be decided.


“You’re going to freeze out here,” Kara said. “You should have picked somewhere warmer to hide out.”


“It’s invigorating—the cold wind, the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks below. It gets your blood pumping.”


“The fog is frizzing my hair.”


“So go inside.”


“Not without you. I’m worried about you.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine tomorrow,” Charlotte reassured her.


“Will you be? Or will you just have your guard back up?”


They’d known each other since they were kids, and Kara was very good at reading between the lines and seeing the truth behind a lie.


“If you don’t go back in, your husband will send out a search party,” she teased.


“He’d need one in this huge place. It’s even more spectacular than I imagined,” Kara said. “Theresa certainly got everything she ever wanted.”


Charlotte nodded. “I knew Robert came from money, but I didn’t realize the Monroes were this wealthy. This house must have cost a fortune.”


“One of Robert’s uncles recently passed away and left him a bundle. Did you see the diamond necklace Theresa’s wearing? It originally belonged to Edward Worthington’s wife; it was still around her neck when she washed up dead onshore after the shipwreck.”


Charlotte made a face. “Thanks for the visual.”


Kara grinned. “Sorry. But I just think it’s interesting that Theresa bought herself a link to the shipwreck. She always hated that her family wasn’t connected to the survivors who founded Angel’s Bay.”


“Whatever it takes, I guess.”


“I’d feel happier for her good fortune if she’d been a little nicer to us in high school.”


Charlotte nodded in agreement. Theresa and her beautiful band of cheerleaders had been a year older than Charlotte, and they’d ruled the school with their own brand of meanness. But Theresa’s younger sister, Pamela, had been Charlotte’s personal nemesis.


“So can we go in now?” Kara pleaded.


“Sure,” she said. “But I’m going to leave. If anyone asks, just say I had a patient to check on.”


Kara sighed. “Fine, but I wish you would wait. You could miss out on an awesome kiss.”


“I’ll take my chances.”


When they returned to the party, Kara was swept into conversation with Colin and another couple, so Charlotte slipped through the crowd.


As she turned into the hallway, the front door opened, and Andrew walked in wearing gray slacks and a white button-down shirt under a dark sports coat. Her heart skipped a beat as she took in the tall, lean, golden man with bright blue eyes and an irresistible smile. The first time she’d talked to him, she was sixteen; he’d asked her for a pencil in math class. From that moment on, she’d spent hours doodling their names together and trying to run into him accidentally on purpose.


Andrew had been one of the most popular guys in high school, and dating him had seemed like an impossible dream. She wasn’t one of the cheerleaders or the wild girls who seemed to surround him. But somehow, on one of those “accidental” meetings, they’d started talking, and he’d asked her to hang out after a football game. From there, they’d become inseparable. With Andrew, she’d felt prettier, smarter, more self-confident, and wildly in love. Then the rug had been pulled out from under her. Sixteen and on top of the world turned into eighteen and as sad as could be.


She watched as Andrew made his way down the hall, hampered by the effusive Kelleher sisters, who smothered him with hugs and kisses and high-pitched conversation. The sisters were both divorced, in their late thirties, and they hung out in the local bars on Saturday nights trolling for eligible men. Apparently, they had Andrew in their sights.


Before she could make a move to rescue him, the front door opened again. Joe Silveira entered with a purposeful step, dressed in black slacks, a dark gray shirt, and a black leather jacket. The sexy chief of police was night to Andrew’s day. Joe had thick dark brown hair, olive skin, intense eyes, and a rough edge that had been sharpened by his career as a cop. He was more rugged and less polished than Andrew. And where Andrew was talkative and outgoing, Joe kept most of his thoughts to himself.


Living in Angel’s Bay almost a year now, Joe was well respected but kept most people at a distance. He rarely let down his guard, but on occasion she had seen the simmering passion just beneath the surface and wondered what he’d be like if he ever let go of the tight control he exercised over his life and his emotions.


It had been weeks since she’d seen him. He’d gone to L.A. just after Thanksgiving, when his father suffered a stroke. She’d almost forgotten how attractive he was, how her stomach flipped every time she saw him, how his smoking-hot body made her face flush and her heart race. Definite heartbreaking potential.


She should have left the party sooner—both men’s gazes were in search of someone, and she knew that someone was her.


A man in the crowd suddenly shouted, “One minute to midnight.”


She felt an overwhelming desire to run for her life.


“Thirty seconds!”


Andrew and Joe were moving down the hall, drawing closer. What was she going to do? Kiss one, then the other? She’d been caught between the two men before, and it was not a happy place to be.


She turned and fled. The grand staircase was the only open path, so she ran up the stairs, ignoring the surprised look of a passing maid. She could find refuge in some bathroom, she hoped.


“Ten, nine, eight . . .” The chant from the crowd grew louder.


She turned one corner, then another. The huge house was perfect for hiding out. She moved farther down the hall, stopping abruptly as the lights went out.


Surprised cries and nervous screams echoed through the house, along with shouts of “Happy New Year.” What the hell happened?


Someone brushed against her shoulder, knocking her slightly off balance, then the shadowy figure was gone. How could they move so quickly through the darkness?


Turning around, she put her hand on the wall to find her way back to the staircase. A chorus of “Auld Lang Syne” rang out from below. The blackout hadn’t dimmed the party’s champagne-fueled spirits. She followed the noise, glad when small flickering lights appeared. Someone had lit some candles. She reached the staircase with relief, her hand hitting the banister as the lights came back on. She blinked, then moved quickly down the stairs.


She had just reached the bottom step when she heard shrill screams from above. It took a moment for them to register over the party chatter, but as the screams continued, the crowd hushed.


Then the housekeeper appeared at the top of the staircase. “Mrs. Monroe!” she cried. “I think she’s dead!”


Joe Silveira pushed through the shocked hush of the crowded hallway. He’d had a bad feeling when the lights went out, and now he knew why. Charlotte gave him a shocked look as he passed her, and she started to follow, but he waved her back. He needed to find out what was going on first. One of his officers, Colin Lynch, jogged up the stairs behind him.


When they reached the landing, the housekeeper burst into an agitated mix of Spanish and English as she led them down the hallway and waved them toward an open door.


The master bedroom was a picture of luxury: thick carpet, a huge king-size bed with an ornately carved frame, and a sitting area with a fireplace and a big-screen television. He registered the details with efficiency. The room was too messy for a party night; the drawers in the dresser were half open, and there was a scent of perfume in the air. As he moved further inside, his pulse jumped at the sight of the beautiful, skinny blonde sprawled on the floor between the bedroom and the bathroom.


Theresa Monroe was on her back, her skin pale against her bright red cocktail dress. Her short blond hair was streaked with blood, a pool appearing under the back of her head, which rested on the marble floor.


He squatted down next to her and put a hand to her neck. Her pulse was faint but present, and he could hear the whisper of her breath.


“She’s alive,” he told Colin, who was already calling for an ambulance.


“I’ll get Charlotte.” Colin jogged out of the room.


Joe grabbed two thick towels off the rack and covered Theresa. The mayor rushed into the room a moment later. He was a tall, balding man with a bit of gut stretching the buttons on his white silk shirt. His eyes widened in shock when he saw his wife. His mouth opened, but no words came. It was the first time Joe had ever seen him speechless.


“Oh, my God,” Monroe finally got out, dropping to his knees.


“She’s breathing,” Joe quickly reassured him. “Paramedics are on the way. Colin went downstairs to find a doctor.”


Robert touched his wife’s bare shoulder. “She’s so cold.” His gaze moved to the pool of blood, and he drew in a shaky breath. “What—what happened?”


“I don’t know yet. Your housekeeper found her like this a few minutes ago.”


“I was just outside checking the lights. Do you think she slipped in the dark?”


“It’s possible,” he replied, his mind racing through a few other scenarios. He glanced down at Theresa, noting the red scratch marks on her neck. “Was your wife wearing a necklace?”


Robert’s jaw dropped. “Yes. Oh, my God! It was a diamond necklace dating back to the shipwreck. It’s quite valuable.” His gaze dropped to his wife’s hand. “Her wedding ring is gone, too.” He stared at Joe in confusion and disbelief. “Someone robbed her, right here in our home, in the middle of a party. Who would do that?”


Just then, Colin returned with Charlotte and Ray Bennington, an ER doctor at the clinic. Joe stood up and moved out of the doorway, allowing the doctors a closer look.


“Jason just arrived,” Colin informed him. “Davidson is on his way to handle forensics.”


“Good. Because it looks like Mrs. Monroe’s diamonds are missing—at least, the ones she was wearing.”


“Damn. The blackout was planned?”


“I’ve never believed in coincidences. Get Sheila over here, too. We’re going to need her to search the female guests while Davidson takes prints.”


“I’m on it.” Colin passed the paramedics on his way out of the room.


Charlotte stepped out of the bathroom as the paramedics joined Dr. Bennington. Her blue eyes were worried as her gaze met Joe’s. “She’s in bad shape.”


“At least she’s still alive.”


Charlotte nodded, but there was doubt written all over her pretty face. He’d come to the party for one reason—to see her, and maybe use midnight as as an opportunity to kiss her. He’d been thinking about her for weeks, missing her warm smile, her light blue eyes, her silky golden-blond hair and sun-kissed skin. In a short black dress that showed off her slender legs and sexy body, she was even more beautiful than he remembered. He just wished their reunion wasn’t in the middle of a crime scene.


“This is crazy,” she muttered. “What do you think happened?”


“Too soon to tell.”


“Who would rob her in the middle of a party? It’s so bold.”


“And personal,” he said, thinking about what kind of thief he was dealing with.


“Like a friend?”


“Obviously not a very good one.” He tilted his head to the side, giving her a thoughtful look. “Did you see anything? I saw you come down the stairs just before the housekeeper screamed.”


“No, I didn’t see a thing,” she said, stumbling a bit. “The lights went off, and it was pitch black.”


“Did you hear a scream? An argument? Anyone call for help?”


“I heard a lot of screams when everything went dark. But nothing that sounded like someone was in trouble.”


“What were you doing up here, Charlotte?”


“Looking for a bathroom,” she said, not quite meeting his gaze.


He didn’t know what to make of her evasiveness. Charlotte wouldn’t hurt anyone. She was a kind, generous person who went out of her way to help people, but there was something she wasn’t telling him.


Before he could probe further, he saw the housekeeper hovering in the doorway.


“Mrs. Monroe is still alive?” she asked, taking a few tentative steps into the room. She wore a black dress with dark stockings and flat shoes. Her black hair was streaked with gray and pulled back in a tight bun, no evidence of makeup on her rather plain face.


“Yes,” he said. “They’re going to take her to the hospital.”


“Thank God.” She made the sign of the cross on her chest. “I was worried. She was so still. And there was so much blood.”


“What’s your name?”


“Constance Garcia,” she said a bit warily.


“You found her, Constance?” the mayor interrupted, stepping into the bedroom as the paramedics put Theresa on a stretcher.


“Yes,” she answered.


“Did you see anyone else near this room?” Joe asked. “In the hallway or on the stairs?”


The maid hesitated for a moment, her gaze darting from him to the mayor and then to Charlotte. She lifted her hand, pointing right at Charlotte. “I saw her.”


“Charlotte?” Robert asked in surprise. “What were you doing up here?”


Charlotte stiffened, obviously hearing the accusation in the mayor’s voice. “I was looking for a bathroom. I was in the hall when the lights went out. I didn’t see Theresa.”


“Are you sure? You never liked her,” Robert said, suspicion edging his voice.


“That’s not true,” Charlotte said, paling under his harsh words.


“Theresa didn’t want to invite you, but she felt she had to because her grandmother and your mother are friends. She said you’d been horrible to her sister. That you’d always been jealous of them.” His voice rose as he took a step forward.


Joe moved quickly between them. “You need to go to the hospital with your wife. Let us take care of the investigation.”


Robert hesitated, then said through tight lips, “You find out who did this, Silveira. I want to know who almost killed Theresa.”


“I will.”


Charlotte let out a breath as the room cleared. Her eyes were worried. “Joe, you don’t think I had anything to do with this, do you? I’m not a thief, and I would never attack someone.”


“Is there bad blood between you and Theresa?” he asked curiously. He had never heard of anyone not liking Charlotte.


“Her sister, Pamela, and I didn’t get along in high school, but that was a dozen years ago. Theresa and I aren’t best friends, but we’re civil to each other. She did invite me to the party. I think she wanted to show off her house and her diamonds, but that’s just who she is. I doubt half the people here are really her friends.”


He knew Theresa well enough to agree with Charlotte’s assessment. While he’d managed to maintain a good working relationship with the mayor, he was very aware that while the Monroes thought they ran the place, there were many people who thought they should be run out of town. Unfortunately, the only person in the vicinity of the attack, according to the maid’s recollection, was Charlotte.


“Why did you lie about your reason for coming upstairs?” he asked.


She bristled at his words. “I didn’t lie.”


“You’re hiding something. What is it?”


She gave him an irritated look. “Fine. I wanted to leave the house before midnight, but there were too many people between me and the front door when the countdown started. So I came up the stairs, thinking I’d find a bathroom and wait for a few minutes and then go.”


“It’s a New Year’s Eve party. Why would you leave before midnight?”


Her cheeks grew warmer. “I had my reasons.”


“I need a better answer.”


“That’s all I have.”


He gave her a long look. “Who were you running away from, Charlotte?”


She stared back at him. “Do you really want to know?”





TWO



Joe’s gut clenched. Did he want to know? He’d been walking a fine line with her for a long time.


On his way to the party, he’d been thinking about changing that. Soon he would be officially divorced, single for the first time in more than ten years. It was both terrifying and exhilarating to know that he couldn’t possibly predict what would happen next.


Charlotte cleared her throat. “Never mind. You wouldn’t understand.” She glanced around the room. “It looks like someone searched the room. Do you think the thief took more than what Theresa was wearing?”


“Quite possibly,” he said shortly. This wasn’t the time to think about his personal life. “Why don’t we go into the hall?” He led her into the corridor, careful not to touch anything. He needed to preserve the crime scene.


“What happens now?” she asked.


“We’ll take names, statements, fingerprints, and search the guests before they leave. Everyone who was here at the time the lights went off is a suspect.”


“Even you?”


“Even me.”


“Well, I’m glad to know I’m not alone.” An odd look flashed through her eyes. “Someone passed me in the hall after the lights went out. They brushed against my arm.”


His pulse quickened. “Man or woman?”


“I’m not sure. The only thought I had at the time was that they seemed to be moving awfully fast in the dark, as if they knew where they were going. I wonder if Theresa saw who hit her.”


“That would be helpful. Tell me more about your problems with Theresa.”


She sighed. “My grievance was only with her younger sister. And it’s ancient history.”


“What happened?”


Frowning, she asked, “Do we really have to get into it, Joe?”


“Since the mayor has brought it up, yes. I need to know what he knows.”


“Andrew cheated on me with Pamela in our senior year of high school. In return, I called her few names, which she deserved.”


“You blamed her, not Andrew?” He never understood why scorned women always seemed to give their boyfriends the benefit of the doubt while laying the blame on the other woman.


A spark of anger lit up Charlotte’s eyes. “Of course I blamed Andrew. He betrayed me, broke my trust, and hurt me more than I had thought possible. But Pamela threw their relationship in my face every chance she got. And stealing Andrew wasn’t her first offense; she went after a lot of boyfriends. I wasn’t the only one who disliked her.”


“No, but you were the only one in this hallway tonight.”


“But Pamela wasn’t attacked. I have no reason to assault Theresa. And where on earth would I even hide a diamond necklace in this dress?”


The form-fitting dress hugged her body like a second skin, which he very much appreciated. Charlotte had full breasts and sweet hips, curves just made for a man’s hands.


“Okay, stop undressing me,” she ordered, a slight flush reddening her cheeks.


He couldn’t help smiling. “You look beautiful tonight, Charlotte.”


Her tension eased slightly. “Thank you. So what now?”


“I’ll wait here until my officers can seal the room and run forensics.”


“The new year isn’t off to a very good start, is it?”


“I certainly wasn’t anticipating this on my first day back in town.”


“How’s your father doing?”


“Much better now. I didn’t want to leave L.A. until I felt confident he was out of the woods. He still has some rehab ahead of him, but he’s a fighter. He won’t give up.”


“I’m glad. You’re close to him, aren’t you?”


“We haven’t spent much time together in the past few years, but he was a good father to me. Tough, fair, a big believer in doing things the right way. He taught me a lot.”


“Now I know who you take after.”


He smiled. “I try.”


“Did Isabella come back with you?”


“He nodded. “My sister is officially staying at my house, but I doubt I’ll see much of her. She and Nick Hartley are spending a lot of time together these days. He came down to L.A. with his daughter over the holidays so he could meet the family.”


“Sounds like they’re getting serious.”


“It looks that way.”


He needed to send Charlotte downstairs. He needed to go back into the bedroom and look around. He needed to do a half-dozen other things besides talk to her. None of them involved moving closer to Charlotte—but that’s exactly what he did, because it was New Year’s Eve and after midnight, and they were alone.


She backed up a step, giving him a wary look. “What are you doing?”


“I came here tonight for one reason.” His gaze moved to her soft, pretty pink lips. “A New Year’s Eve kiss.”


“It’s past midnight now.”


He looked into her beautiful blue eyes. “Were you running away from me, Charlotte?” He was so close he could see her pulse jump, smell the musky scent of her perfume. So close he could almost taste her.


But almost wasn’t good enough. He put his mouth on hers and took what he’d been wanting for so long.


It was even better than he’d imagined. Her lips opened under his, and he explored her warm mouth with rapidly building desire.


When her hands went around his neck, pulling him closer, he pressed against her until there wasn’t an inch of space between them. Her breasts met his chest, her hips cradled his pelvis as their legs tangled together. What had started out as a simple New Year’s Eve kiss had become a full-out assault on the senses.


But it was the wrong place. The wrong time. He could hear voices growing closer.


“Damn,” he muttered, forcing himself to break away.


She looked at him with dazed eyes, as if she couldn’t believe what had just happened. He couldn’t believe it, either. He’d completely lost his head, and that hadn’t happened in a very, very long time.


He stepped back, pushing his hands into his pockets so he wouldn’t be tempted to reach for her again. Charlotte pulled down her dress, which had ridden up her gorgeous thighs, and her breasts moved with each quick breath. How he wished he’d had a chance a touch them, to run his thumbs over her nipples, to hear her gasp with pleasure the way she had when he’d slipped his tongue into her mouth.


“Chief,” Jason Marlow called out as he turned the corner.


He drew a deep breath and pulled himself together.


Marlow had been promoted to detective just before Christmas, and he was about to get his first big case.


“Colin filled me in,” Jason said as he joined them in the corridor. He gave Charlotte a worried look. “Are you all right?” he asked her.


“I’m fine, Jason,” she said quickly. “Joe and I were just talking about who could have done this.”


“Well, I need you to do me a favor. Your mother is refusing to be searched, fingerprinted, or interviewed. She’s starting a mutiny with the other guests. Maybe you could calm her down.”


“I rarely have a calming effect on my mother, but I’ll give it a shot.”


“Don’t follow your mother’s lead, Charlotte,” Joe advised as she moved past him. “Don’t look like you have anything to hide.”


That brought her head around. “I don’t have anything to hide. You should know that better than anyone.”


He smiled at her pointed words, then quickly neutralized his expression as Jason gave him a speculative glance. Rumors spread fast in Angel’s Bay, and the last thing he needed was to put his tenuous relationship with Charlotte under a microscope.


“What was that about?” Jason asked as Charlotte moved toward the stairs.


“Nothing. You’ll be in charge of the investigation, since I was on the property when the crime occurred. I’ll oversee things from a distance.” Although he wasn’t sure how much distance he could keep if the heat was turned up on Charlotte. “With the mayor on the warpath, I don’t have to tell you how much pressure we’re going to be feeling in the next few days. Monroe wants someone to pay for this.”


“I hope that won’t be Charlotte,” Jason replied. “Colin told me she was seen upstairs at the time of the crime.”


“According to the housekeeper.”


“You can’t think she had anything to do with this?”


“No—but we need to find another suspect fast.”


Charlotte was not just shaken from the robbery and the sight of Theresa lying in a pool of blood; she was also reeling from Joe’s kiss. A lot had happened since she’d impulsively bolted upstairs. What a bad move that had been.


She reached the foyer, where the party atmosphere had turned to fear and worry. Sheila, Joe’s assistant and a part-time dispatcher, was patting down female guests, while another officer was taking prints and checking bags on the dining-room table.


Her mother was standing in the living room, speaking quite forcefully with Colin. Kara was also there, a soothing expression on her face, but her mother was clearly not interested in being placated.


Monica Adams was a rail-thin, frosted blonde who had a haughty, unhappy look on her thin face, which was pretty much her usual expression. Her mother had long ago deemed herself the queen of Angel’s Bay, or at least of the congregation that Charlotte’s father had served as minister. While Monica was magnificently generous in her charity work, she was also a tough, critical taskmaster. She had no patience for fools and refused to put up with anything she deemed to be unjust, which at this moment appeared to be the investigation.


Charlotte wondered where her mother’s date was. In the past few weeks, Peter Lawson’s presence had made a definite improvement on her mother’s mood and lifted the depression she’d been wearing like a heavy cloak since Charlotte’s father had passed on.


“Where on earth have you been?” her mother demanded as she joined them.


“I went upstairs to see if I could help Theresa,” she said shortly.


“How is she?” Kara asked.


“Unconscious. I don’t know the extent of her injuries.” She returned her gaze to her mother. “What’s the problem?”


“I am not going to allow anyone to search me like a common criminal,” her mother said.


“It’s not a big deal, Mom. The police are just doing their job.”


“It’s the principle, Charlotte. I did not do anything wrong, and I will not be treated as if I did. Honestly, this town used to be a quiet place. But lately there’s been nothing but trouble.”


Charlotte glanced at Colin. Kara’s husband was a big, gentle bear of a guy who could be a tough cop when necessary, but he was also polite and understanding when it came to dealing with people like her mother. “Can she go?” she asked.


“Yes,” he replied. “I just told your mother that she’s free to leave, but her refusal to be searched or fingerprinted will be noted in the report.”


“I don’t need to be searched or fingerprinted, because I didn’t do anything,” Monica said. “Now, I want to leave, Charlotte, and I need a ride.”


“Where’s Mr. Lawson?”


“Peter had to leave just before midnight. His daughter had a problem with her water heater or something. I told him you would take me home.”


“All right. But I do want to cooperate with the investigation, so you’ll have to give me a few minutes.”


Her mother shot her a disgusted look, then took a seat on the sofa, crossing her arms.


“I can’t believe what’s happened,” Kara said, walking with her to the dining room.


“I can’t, either.”


“Charlotte.” Kara put a hand on her arm, stopping her. “Colin said the housekeeper saw you upstairs before the lights went out. I thought you were leaving.”


“The front door was blocked, so I ran up the stairs when the countdown started. Then everything went black.”


“So you didn’t see anything?”


“No. But once again, I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“Well, everyone knows you’re a good person. You don’t have to worry.”


“I hope not.”


“Andrew was here. He was looking for you, but the police were trying to clear out the party, so he left.”


Relief ran through her. With her lips still tingling from Joe’s kiss, she wasn’t ready to look Andrew in the eye.


“I’d better get my bag so I can take my mother home.” Charlotte moved into the next room, gave a brief statement to the officer, as well as her finger-prints, and allowed her bag and her person to be searched. Then she collected her mother and headed out the door.


It was after 1:00 A.M., and they shivered in the cold as the valet ran to retrieve her car.


Her mother complained most of the way home, but Charlotte barely listened, her mind filled with thoughts about Joe.


She could still feel his hands on her body, his solid chest pressing against her breasts. She’d been thinking about kissing him for months, yet the real thing was so much better than she’d imagined. But now what? Was it the start of something more or just a New Year’s Eve kiss that would mean nothing the next day?


She didn’t even know what she wanted the answer to be. Joe had been forbidden territory since she’d first met him. At the time he’d been an unhappily married man. That wasn’t the case anymore. Rachel had moved out months ago, and their divorce would soon be final. Joe was free to be with whomever he wanted to be with, and he clearly wanted her. She wanted him, too. But she had no idea what kind of a relationship he was looking for or what kind of involvement she wanted. A fling with Joe could easily become more than she was ready for. Look what a simple kiss had turned into. He was a risk she wasn’t sure she could take.


“Charlotte, you’re not listening to me,” her mother scolded.


“Sorry. What did you say?”


“I said what a horrible evening this turned out to be. I never should have gone to that party.”


“You wanted to see the house,” she reminded her.


“True, but it wasn’t as impressive on the inside. Theresa needed a better decorator. She didn’t do a very good job of mixing the old pieces from the Worthington estate with her own furniture. She came off looking pretentious and silly.”


“Seeing as how she’s in the hospital fighting for her life, now might not be the best time to criticize her taste.”


“Well, of course, I feel bad for her,” Monica snapped. “I’ve already asked Andrew to lead a prayer for her at the New Year’s Day service. But I can’t help thinking she brought some of this on herself. She’s been talking all over town about all the wonderful things they bought from the estate. Obviously, she drew the wrong kind of attention.”


“So what happened to Peter again?” Charlotte asked, eager to get her mother onto a new subject.


“His daughter doesn’t like us seeing each other.”


She shot her mother a quick look. “I thought you were just friends.”


“Did I say we were more than that?”


“Well, I can’t imagine why his daughter wouldn’t want him to be friends with you.”


“She’s jealous. She’s divorced and used to someone taking care of her. Now that her husband has left her, she’s constantly seeking her father’s attention. He goes running every time she sees a spider. It’s ridiculous. The woman is in her late thirties.”


“You’re not used to a man who doesn’t put you before all others,” she murmured before she could consider the fallout.


“That’s not true. Your father put the church before me,” her mother replied. “You should know that.”


“You were right up there, Mother. Dad did everything you wanted. He might have been the one at the podium, but you called a lot of the shots behind the scenes.”


“Your father made his own decisions.” Her mother sighed with exasperation. “I don’t understand what you’re saying, Charlotte. You make it sound like I was some sort of puppet master. That wasn’t the case at all.”


“You like to control things.”


“I like to take care of my family. Everything I ever did was for your father and you kids. My whole life was wrapped up in being a wife and a mother.”


Her mother’s words were meant to make her feel guilty, and for a second, she wavered. Her mother had done a lot for the family, yet her motivation had always seemed to come from a more selfish place. But maybe she wasn’t being fair.


“And you love to control things, too, Charlotte,” her mother added. “Isn’t that the reason there isn’t a man in your life? Because if there was, you’d have to consider someone else’s feelings, include someone else in your decisions, and make compromises. When you’re alone, you have total control over your life, just the way you like it. But one of these days, you’re going to wake up and see just how isolated you are.”


“I’m not alone. I live with you and Annie,” she defended, although her mother’s words hit a little too close to home.


“You should be careful. You’ll get so set in your ways no one will have you. Even Andrew is starting to wonder if you’ll ever give him another chance.”


“I don’t want to talk about Andrew with you.”


“What a surprise.”


“It’s late. Why don’t we just not speak?” she suggested.


“Fine.”


Her mother’s angry silence was almost as bad as her sharp tongue. She was a difficult woman to ignore, but Charlotte tried to do just that.


Glancing out the window, she noted that the downtown area was still lively. Music rang out from the local bars, and boats in the harbor were ablaze with lights and full of people. There were couples making out in the shadows of the old buildings and groups of happy, drunken revelers careening through the streets, making their way home.


A reckless yearning filled her heart, and her mother’s words echoed through her head. She didn’t want to end up alone, but she did have a problem giving up control. Wasn’t that the reason she’d dashed up the stairs at the manor? Because she’d been afraid that she wouldn’t be able to control the situation?


Andrew and Joe were both attractive, both important to her in different ways, but both came with emotional pitfalls. While she might be impulsive in a lot of areas, when it came to love, she didn’t take chances anymore.


It had been far easier to keep love away when she’d been going to medical school, then interning and working seventy hours a week in a residency. Relationships had been short and casual because she was working toward the rest of her life.


Now the rest of her life was here, and she was back in a place filled with family and friends and people she already cared too much about. She should never have stayed this long. Part of her wanted to run right now, to drop her mother off, grab some clothes, and hit the road again. But the other part of her wanted to put down roots, make a home for herself . . . and maybe even let herself fall all the way in love.


Charlotte didn’t head for the hills when she returned home. There was no way she could leave her mother or Annie and her baby in the middle of the night. Instead, she spent the night tossing and turning, reliving the good and bad moments of the evening.


In the good category—make that the stupendously wonderful category—was Joe’s kiss, the warmth of his arms around her, and the sense of inevitability that had come with their embrace. She’d wanted to kiss him since the day she’d met him, and the real thing had been far better than any daydream.


In the bad—make that horrific—category were the housekeeper’s screams, the sight of Theresa lying on the bathroom floor, her blond hair matted with blood, the mayor’s panicked fury, and the accusations he’d hurled at her. It was unthinkable that anyone could believe she would hurt Theresa or steal her jewelry, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more bad to come.


She was relieved when daylight came and she could give up on trying to sleep. She took a quick shower, then threw on black pants and a burgundy sweater over a pink camisole. She applied some light makeup to hide the shadows under her eyes and headed downstairs, hoping the new year would get off to a better start.


Annie was seated at the round kitchen table, a stack of pancakes in front of her, her baby boy, Will, asleep in the baby seat next to her. Almost nineteen now, Annie wore her long blond hair in a braid that reached to her waist. Her skin was rosy pink, and her eyes weren’t as tired or as haunted as they’d been in recent weeks. Will shared Annie’s fair looks, with only a few strands of hair on his otherwise bald head. His eyes, which were sweetly closed at the moment, were a warm gold-flecked brown, the only resemblance he bore to his biological father.


Charlotte had rescued Annie from the streets six months earlier, and a lot had happened since then. Annie had delivered her baby and had had to deal with her own mentally disturbed father and the unsupportive biological father of her baby, Steve Baker. But with Charlotte and Monica’s support, Annie had turned the corner. She was coming into her own, not only as an adult woman but also as a mother. Since deciding to keep her baby, she’d embraced her role as chief caregiver, appreciative of Charlotte and Monica’s support but determined to do most of the work herself.


Annie was one of the reasons Charlotte hadn’t left Angel’s Bay. It had been her idea to rescue Annie and offer her mother’s house as a refuge, so she hadn’t felt she could abandon Annie to her mother. In truth, though, Annie and Monica got along really well, and Monica had made it clear that Annie could stay as long as she wanted.


“Would you like some breakfast?” her mother asked. “I have scrambled eggs, bacon, and pancakes.”


Charlotte smiled at the array of delicious, mouthwatering food. Her mother had always been a fantastic cook, and a good, hearty breakfast had been a tradition as long as she could remember. So many things in their lives had changed, but not breakfast, and she was grateful for that.


“I’ll have a little of everything,” she said as her mother fixed her a plate.


She moved to the table to say good morning to Will. He was just starting to wake up, his eyelids flickering, his little mouth scrunching into a pucker of sweet drooling bubbles. Her heart melted every time she saw him.


For a long time, she’d told herself that having kids wasn’t in her future. She’d lost a baby as a teenager, and she’d never really moved past that loss. But little Will was making her want to reconsider that stance. He was such an adorable angel. Who wouldn’t want one of these? Then again, if she could love this kid this much and he wasn’t even hers, what would it be like to have a baby of her own? She’d spend the rest of her life worried about every breath he took, afraid that something terrible would happen, and she’d never recover.


She knew it was an irrational fear, and it was ironic since her job was bringing babies into the world. But emotionally, she’d always been mixed up on the subject.


Will began to cry. “Looks like he’s hungry,” Annie said. “I’ll get his bottle.”


Charlotte unsnapped the safety strap and picked him up. He squirmed and kicked his little legs against her, crying a little. She distracted him by making silly faces, delighted when he reacted with a smile. She rubbed her nose against his as his little hands managed to grab a couple of strands of her hair.


“He loves hair,” Annie said, putting the bottle on the table. She reached for Will, gently disentangling his fingers from Charlotte’s hair. Then she sat down and cradled Will in her arms, giving him the bottle he eagerly took. Immediately, his little hand reached for Annie’s hair, pulling at a few tendrils that had come loose from her braid.


Charlotte watched them for a few moments, noting how confident Annie was now. “He’s getting so big.”


“They grow fast,” Monica agreed, handing Charlotte her plate. “You’re not going to wear pants to church, are you?”
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