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Praise for the first novel in the Angel’s Bay series
Suddenly One Summer


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


—New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber


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


—Winter Haven News Chief (FL)


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


—Library Journal


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


—New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs


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


—Fresh Fiction


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


—Reader to Reader Reviews


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


—Romance Novel TV


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


—Romance Reviews Today


And for award-winning author Barbara Freethy


“Barbara Freethy delivers strong and compelling prose.”


—Publishers Weekly


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


—Contra Costa Times (CA)


“Freethy skillfully keeps readers on the hook.”


—Booklist


“Freethy’s star continues to gain luster.”


—Romantic Times
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PROLOGUE



150 years ago


Grief ripped through him as midnight approached. During the day he could stay busy enough not to think, but at night the agony always caught up to him. His fingers tightened around the paintbrush, his hand shaking from not enough sleep and too much whisky. His eyes blurred with weary tears; he could barely see the canvas in front of him.


It was wrong that he was alive to paint and that his beloved Eve was gone. He could still see the terror in her blue-violet eyes as the waves crashed over the bow and the ship began to splinter apart. She’d reached for him, her fingers curling around his, as she begged him to stay with her. Ruthlessly, he’d had to break her grip. Not for his sake but for hers. It was women and children first. He’d forced her to get into the lifeboat. He’d thought he was saving her life, but her boat had never made it to shore. For days, he had walked the beach, searching for her, but she was lost to him.


Two years later, he was still trying to bring her back.


He dipped his brush into the paint and placed it on the canvas, and her face took shape in front of him: the pure porcelain quality of her fair skin, the soft dip of her dark red hair in the center of her forehead, her delicate shell-like ears, the perfection of her sweetly curved mouth, the soft thrust of her sometimes stubborn jaw, the deep love in her eyes. She’d given up everything to be with him, and he’d never been worthy of such sacrifice.


Tears ran down his cheeks as he gazed into her eyes. She seemed to be trying to tell him something.


“That’s not me. Not really me.” Her voice was sad and a little angry, as if she were frustrated with his inability to paint her portrait. “Try again. See me, Victor. See me for who I really was. Don’t be like the others; see what was real about me. That’s who I want you to remember.”


“Not was,” he shouted, his voice echoing through the small cottage. He put the painting aside and picked up another canvas. He would get it right—and then she would come back to him.


He painted all night, into the next day and the next after that, until there were three portraits. He called them The Three Faces of Eve: the sweet saint, the seductive siren, and the desperate woman.


Exhausted by his efforts, he set down his brush, stumbled to the couch, drank the last bit of whisky, and waited for her to return.


In the dark of his dreams, he saw her arising from the sea, triumph in her eyes. He felt a surge of hope, a certainty that she’d somehow made it to shore, to some sheltered cove, and found her way to where he’d been waiting for so long. But every time she drew close to him, her image began to blur. He fought against the fading colors. He didn’t want her to be with the other angels, the lost souls of the Gabriella . He wanted her to be with him, where she belonged.


When he finally awoke, the sun was high in the sky. He was alone, and the paintings were . . . gone. She’d been taken from him again.


He howled with rage and anguish, raising his fist to the sky. He would do whatever it took to get her back.








ONE



Present day, late October


Brianna Kane shivered as the ocean breeze sliced through her black dress. The hillside cemetery in Angel’s Bay overlooked a restless sea, whitecaps crashing against the boulders below, dark clouds blotting out the sun. The ocean was angry, and so was she. This should have been just another Monday morning. Lucas should have been in preschool. She should have been in her own classroom, teaching French to middle-schoolers. And Derek—Derek should not have been dead. Everything about this moment was wrong.


Five years ago, she’d come to Angel’s Bay to marry Derek Kane. They’d planned to wed by the edge of the sea. She’d pictured the moment a thousand times. She’d wear an off-the-shoulder white satin dress with a lacy train that went on forever. The wind would blow through her long blond hair, and the sun sparkling off the ocean would light up Derek’s face, his hazel eyes always so beautiful and eager for her.


But she hadn’t married Derek on a windswept bluff. She’d said her “I do’s” in a cold, sterile room at a prison a hundred miles away, and her husband hadn’t been wearing a tuxedo but an orange jumpsuit.


Despite the bad start, she’d believed that one day their lives would get back on track—that Derek’s innocence would be proven, his appeal would be granted. He’d be released, and they’d have the life they were supposed to have.


That dream had died five weeks ago, along with Derek, leaving her with nothing but frustration, anger, and a lot of questions.


As the minister prayed for Derek’s soul, she glanced around the small group of mourners. They’d waited to have the memorial service until she could pack up her apartment and move to Angel’s Bay, where Derek’s parents lived. Over the past month, she’d kept herself too busy to think beyond immediate plans. Now she was here and forced to confront what she’d been avoiding—Derek’s death and the end of all her dreams.


Her mother-in-law, Nancy, a short, plump brunette, sobbed in her husband’s arms. Her father-in-law, Rick, so tall and lean, had lost even more weight in recent weeks and was now almost gaunt as he tried to comfort his wife. Nancy’s sister, Margaret, stood across from them, surreptitiously wiping tears from the corners of her eyes with a delicate handkerchief. Wyatt Kane, Derek’s grandfather, stood next to her, a grim, forbidding man with fierce brown eyes and shocking white hair that was long and wild. Wyatt, an internationally acclaimed artist, had once been Derek’s biggest supporter, but their relationship had been shattered by Derek’s conviction. Brianna was surprised he’d come to the funeral. He’d certainly never visited the prison.


Neighbors and friends of the Kanes filled out the group. Most of the mourners were of Derek’s parents’ generation, with only a few former friends in attendance. The rest had vanished long ago.


“Mommy,” Lucas whispered loudly as he tugged on her hand. “How can Daddy fit in that box? Won’t he be scared to go into the hole?”


Her stomach turned over at the earnest, worried question. Derek’s ashes were enclosed in a small wooden box that would be buried in the family plot. She squatted down, putting her arm around Lucas’s shoulders as she tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t scare him. How did one explain death to a four-year-old?


“Mommy?” Lucas’s curious light eyes were so like his father’s it made her heart hurt.


“Daddy’s in heaven,” she said gently. “He’s with the angels now. He’s not scared, and you don’t have to worry about him.”


“Then what’s in the box?”


“It’s just a symbol, something to remember him by.” She hoped the answer would be enough for him.


“Do you think Daddy is looking at us right now?”


“He’ll be watching over us wherever we go,” she assured him.


Lucas lifted his gaze to the sky, his eyes searching. She’d seen the expression on his face before, and not just since Derek had died. Lucas had always been looking for his father. He’d never understood why Derek didn’t live with them like the other daddies did. He couldn’t understand why his father stayed in the big ugly house with the bars.


She’d hoped that when Derek got out of prison, he could explain what had happened in a way that Lucas would understand and that after a while the prison years would be forgotten, replaced by happier memories. But Derek had died just before he was due to be released.


When the minister ended his prayer, the mourners filed by, each placing a white rose on the box of ashes. The Kanes took Lucas back to the car to give Brianna a moment of privacy, but Derek’s grandfather lingered behind.


“Derek was a damn fool,” Wyatt said abruptly. “He could have had everything, but he threw it all away for greed and ambition. He didn’t want to work for success. He just wanted to take it.”


His harsh words caught her by surprise. “That’s not true. Derek was innocent. He didn’t steal those paintings from the museum, nor did he assault the security guard. He was set up to take the fall for someone else.”


Wyatt gave her a scornful look. “If you still believe that, you’re a damn fool. Derek was the best liar I ever met. It might have been his best talent—his only talent. You should forget about Derek, concentrate on your son, and make sure he doesn’t turn out like his father did.” Wyatt tossed his rose onto the grass and left.


Brianna drew in a shaky breath and slowly let it out, rattled by his harsh words. Her fingers began to sting, and she realized she was gripping the thorny stem of her rose. A drop of blood appeared, bright red against her pale skin, and she stared at it in fascination.


Derek had brought her a lot of pain in recent years, but she still remembered the man she’d fallen in love with, the one who had been outgoing, charming, and handsome, with blond hair and eyes that changed with the colors of the season. Derek had made her feel special and important, as if she were the only one who mattered. He’d swept her off her feet with his big dreams—the places he wanted to go, the life he wanted to lead. And that was the man she mourned now, the one with so much unrealized potential.


Stepping forward, she laid her rose on top of the others. “I guess this is it, Derek,” she whispered. “It’s hard to believe you’re really gone. We should have had more time—a lot more time.” She swallowed hard, a knot growing in her throat. “But we have a beautiful son. I’ll make sure that Lucas knows who his father was. He’ll see where you grew up, and he’ll walk in your memories—at least for a while.” Tears blurred her eyes. “I’m going to keep fighting for you, too. I won’t stop until we get to the truth.”


The wind brushed against her face like the caress of a man’s hand. She touched her fingers to her suddenly warm cheek and raised her face to the sky. There was a small break in the clouds, a whisper of blue sky . . . then the wind blew, and the dark clouds returned.


As two men began to bury the box of ashes, she stepped back, unable to watch. She turned to move toward Nancy and Rick and caught a glimpse of a man standing just beyond the trees.


Her heart jumped into her throat. He wasn’t wearing a police uniform today, but she recognized him all the same—Jason Marlow.


He was the one who’d built the case against Derek and sent him to jail. And he had the nerve to come to his funeral? She was halfway across the grass before she even realized she was moving. She’d kept a tight rein on her emotions for years, but now she couldn’t hold them in for one more second.


Jason straightened when he saw her coming. He wore jeans and a black sweater that emphasized his broad shoulders. His hair was sandy brown, his eyes dark and wary. He stood by a dusty Jeep, and judging by his stance, the way he held his keys, he was considering making a run for it. Too late. If he didn’t want to talk to her, he shouldn’t have come.


“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded.


“I came to pay my respects.”


“To the man you sent to prison? Why?”


She didn’t bother to fake politeness. She’d wanted to yell at someone for a long time, and he was the perfect target.


“I grew up with Derek,” he said. “You know that.”


“Your friendship didn’t matter when Derek begged you to help him. Do you really think he’d care that you were here now, after what you did to him?”


Anger flashed in his eyes. “I did my job.”


“You sent an innocent man to jail. Now he’s dead.”


Jason swallowed hard, a battle going on in his eyes. She willed him to try to refute her statement, because she wanted a fight. She needed to release the unbearable tension in her body. Her hands clenched into fists, and it took all of her willpower not to take a swing at him. She’d never hit anyone in her life, but damn if she didn’t want to punch him.


Before Jason could speak, Lucas ran over, interrupting them. He threw his little arms around her hips and gave Jason a curious look. “Who are you?”


Jason’s face paled; her son was the mirror image of his father.


“He’s no one, Lucas,” Brianna answered. “Go back to the car.”


“Grandma Nancy says to come,” Lucas told her. “People are waiting at the house.”


“I’ll be right there. Go on.”


Lucas gave Jason another look and then ran back to his grandparents.


Jason’s lips tightened as his gaze met hers. “This must be rough on him.”


“Don’t pretend to care.” She refused to soften at the pain in his eyes. “I can’t believe you’re here. Did you really think you’d be welcome?”


His gaze burned into hers. “It was probably a mistake. But I couldn’t stop thinking about Derek—and about you.”


She stiffened. “I’m not interested in what you think about.”


“Then why are you still talking to me?”


“I’m not.” She turned, then glanced back at him. “I’m not leaving town. I intend to find out what really happened five years ago.”


“You know what happened.”


“Derek swore he was set up.”


“Not by me,” Jason said flatly. “You need to let it go, Brianna.”


“That would certainly make things easier for you.”


“And for you. Be realistic. Your private investigator couldn’t come up with any new information because there’s none to be found.”


She shook her head. “No. You were wrong about Derek, and I’ll prove it.”


She walked quickly back to the car, feeling Jason’s gaze follow her every step.


“What was Jason doing here?” Rick asked, concern etched across the deep lines of his face.


“He said he wanted to pay his respects.”


“Maybe after all these years, he’s finally sorry for not believing in Derek,” Nancy suggested.


Brianna watched Jason drive away. He wasn’t sorry at all, but she would find a way to change that.


Brianna’s words echoed through Jason’s head as he sped through the black iron gates of the cemetery. No way in hell had he sent an innocent man to jail, and there was no possibility that Brianna would be able to prove otherwise. Derek was guilty, and Brianna was blinded by love. He’d thought after all this time she might have come to accept the truth about her husband, but it was clear she was still living in denial—and in pain.


He blew out a breath, thinking about how much she’d changed in the past five years. Her stunning blue eyes were now haunted and weary. Her curves had thinned, and she’d cut at least six inches off what had once been a glorious mane of thick blond hair. She wasn’t a girl anymore but a woman, a wife, a mother . . . and a widow.


His gut clenched with anger and sadness, not just for her and her son. Derek had once been his friend, and he missed that happy, carefree, do-anything-once guy who had died at the age of thirty-two, which was a tragedy no matter what he’d done. Contrary to what Brianna thought, he’d never wanted to send Derek to jail. He had looked hard for other suspects. There hadn’t been any.


In the eyes of Brianna and the Kanes, he was the enemy, the one to blame for the destruction of their family. He’d always believed that putting the guilty behind bars was a noble cause, but even the bad guys had people who loved them.


Too restless to go home, he headed across town to Kara and Colin’s house. The Lynches had been his best friends since elementary school. If there were two people he could count on in life, it was them.


As he pulled up in front of their home, he smiled at the pumpkins lining the porch rail and the cobwebs strewn across the hedges. Halloween was one of Kara and Colin’s favorite holidays. Last year, he’d helped Colin turn the garage into a haunted house. This year, he suspected things would be a little tamer. Colin was only five weeks into his recovery from a head injury that had left him in a coma for three months. And Kara was busy taking care of her husband and their newborn, Faith, who’d made her arrival just a day before Colin had woken up.


He got out of his car and was halfway to the porch steps when Kara came through the front door carrying a skeleton door decoration. She wore blue jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, and her dark red hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She didn’t have on a speck of makeup, but she didn’t need any. She still had that baby glow.


“Jason, how are you?” she asked, setting down the skeleton to give him a big hug. “I didn’t know you were coming by.”


“It was a spur-of-the-moment decision.”


“Your timing is perfect. Colin just got back from physical therapy, and he’s in a bear of a mood. Maybe you can get him out of it.” She cast a quick look back at the house to make sure they were still alone. “I don’t know what’s going on with him. He’s extremely irritable, and no matter what I do, I constantly annoy him. I wasn’t expecting this, Jason. I thought once he woke up, he’d be ecstatically happy.”


Colin’s fuse did seem shorter, but wasn’t that to be expected? “He just needs time to adjust. He’s confused, Kara. Three months passed for us while he was frozen in time. He doesn’t even remember being shot. Nor does he realize how close he came to dying. He expects to be able to do everything he did before, but he can’t, and it’s frustrating him.”


“You’re right. I need to be more patient. It’s just not one of my strengths.”


“No kidding.” He looked past Kara as the door opened and Colin stepped onto the porch, wearing navy sweatpants and a white T-shirt with the Angel’s Bay Police Department insignia.


Colin gave Jason a quick nod, then told Kara, “The baby is crying. She’s probably hungry, and I can’t do anything about that.”


“I’ll get her. Thanks.”


As Colin moved toward the porch bench, Kara gave Jason a pointed look and then disappeared into the house.


Colin let out a sigh as he sat down and stretched his legs out in front of him. He’d regained some color in his face the past few weeks, but his clothes still hung loosely on his big frame.


“How are you feeling?” Jason leaned against the porch railing. “I have to tell you that you look like shit.”


“I had a workout this morning. I’m a little tired.”


“Maybe you should take it slower.”


“Did Kara tell you to say that?” Colin demanded, a fire in his usually calm green eyes.


“I can speak for myself,” Jason replied, unintimidated by Colin’s bad mood. They’d been friends since the third grade. Neither of them had siblings, and in each other they’d found a brother. They’d grown up together, joined the force, and worked side by side. They’d shared good times and bad. He’d hoped the bad was over, but it looked as if there were still some issues to work through. At least Colin was alive. Everything else could be figured out.


“I don’t want to take it slower,” Colin continued with a frown. “I need to get in shape, so I can go back to work and support my family.”


“You will, but in the meantime you can be home with your daughter and with Kara. What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing is wrong with that.” Colin ran a hand through his hair in irritation. “I’m not complaining.”


“Aren’t you?”


“Look, I know I have a lot to be thankful for. I just want to be the man I was. I need to take care of my wife and my child. It’s bad enough that Kara had to go through labor without me.” He shook his head, anger etched in every line of his face. “I don’t want her to worry about money and working part-time at the quilt store or the real-estate office. I want her to stay home with Faith, the way we planned.”


“You’re the one who needs to stop worrying about money and work. All Kara needs right now is you at her side.”


“She needs more than that,” Colin argued.


“No, she doesn’t. She’s tired, Colin. She sat by your bed every damn day for three long months and prayed for you to wake up. The whole town thought she was chasing a dream, but she wouldn’t give in. She wouldn’t even go to the hospital when she went into labor; she was so damn determined to be with you when she gave birth to your daughter. She put you first, above herself. You’ve got a hell of a woman for a wife.”


“You think I don’t know that?” Colin asked, clearly pissed off. “You think I don’t wonder if I’ll be enough for her now? I’m different. My mind is muddy. I can’t find words. I forget things. I don’t feel like myself, and who knows if I ever will? I hate feeling weak, out of control. I saw Kara taking out the trash earlier. I always took out the trash. It’s my job, not hers.”


“I’m sure she’ll be happy to give you back that job. Stop pushing yourself so hard. You’ll be the man you were and more. Kara has been in love with you since you were kids. She’s seen you at your worst. She’s not going anywhere.”


“I don’t want her to stay because she feels sorry for me.”


“From where I sit, you’re the only one feeling sorry for you.”


Colin sucked in a sharp breath. “Why don’t you tell me what you really think?”


“Fine: I think you should get your head out of your ass.”


“If I wasn’t so tired, I’d take a swing at you.”


Jason grinned. “You’d probably fall over.”


“Yeah, probably.” The anger faded from Colin’s eyes. “You’re the only one around here who isn’t afraid I’ll break. Everyone else treats me like I’m fragile.”


“If you didn’t break after what you went through, I think you’re good to go for another fifty years. I have every confidence that you’ll return to normal. So take a breath and enjoy the day—because in spite of everything, you’re still alive.”


Colin nodded. “I hate to admit that you’re right.”


“I usually am.”


Colin rolled his eyes. “So what’s up with you?”


“Just checking in,” he said with a shrug.


Colin’s gaze sharpened. “Wait a second. Today is Monday. Tell me you didn’t go to Derek Kane’s funeral.”


“I drove by the cemetery,” Jason conceded.


“Why the hell would you do that?”


“I couldn’t stop myself. It was a remarkably small group for a guy who once had more friends than I could count. It was just his parents, a few relatives, some of the neighbors. Charlotte and her mother were there. Andrew Schilling did the service. I didn’t go close enough to hear it.” He paused. “Brianna and her son, Lucas, are moving here to be close to the Kanes.”


“I heard something about that.”


“Did you also hear that Brianna intends to prove that Derek was innocent, that I railroaded him to jail?”


“Who told you that?”


“She did.”


“I thought you didn’t get close enough to talk to anyone.”


“She saw me and came over. She was furious that I was there.”


“How did you think she would react?” Colin paused. “Brianna won’t be able to prove anything. You double-and triple-checked your facts. The chief rode your ass every step of that investigation, and you didn’t do it alone. Everyone in the department was involved. No one wanted to believe Derek was responsible, but the facts were the facts.”


“That’s what I keep telling myself.”


“Then start believing it.” Colin’s gaze was pointed and direct. “You’ve always been your own worst critic. Frankly, I’ve never understood why everyone was surprised by Derek’s behavior. He always had his eye on the prize. Even when we were kids, he was hustling at the poker games in the Murrays’ garage. Art was his ticket to the top. With his grandfather’s connections and his own personal charm, Derek had an entrée into a world of money filled with celebrities and power brokers. There was temptation everywhere he looked.”


What Colin said was true, but there was one big question they’d never managed to answer. “I just wish we’d found the paintings.”


“Stolen art is rarely recovered; you know that.”


“Derek had to hand those paintings off to someone—an accomplice or a buyer, maybe both. I never understood why he’d take the fall. Why didn’t he implicate anyone else?”


“He probably never thought he’d actually go to prison. Derek always believed that he was the exception to the rule.”


Jason cocked his head, hearing an undertone in Colin’s voice that he hadn’t noticed before. “Doesn’t sound as if you liked him as much as I thought you did.”


“He was entertaining. I never thought he had much substance, but you knew him better that I did. I always thought Derek took the easy way out.”


“Well, there was nothing easy about serving time. And now he’s dead.”


“Not because of you,” Colin met his gaze. “You need to get a grip. You didn’t send an innocent man to jail, and you are not responsible for his death. Derek’s case is closed. Let it stay that way.”


“It won’t stay closed if Brianna has anything to say about it.” He jerked upright, filled with a restless adrenaline he couldn’t seem to shake. “I can’t believe she’s come back here at all, much less that she’s going to go on some crusade to clear Derek’s name. It’s been five years. The investigator the Kanes hired came up with nothing. I thought by now Brianna would have finally figured out who Derek really was.”


“So this isn’t about Derek at all—it’s about his beautiful widow,” Colin said with a speculative gleam in his eyes. “You can’t stand that she believed him over you. You’re used to being the hero with women, but with Brianna you’re the bad guy.”


“That’s not it,” he denied quickly, though there was a grain of truth in Colin’s words.


“You don’t think you’ll change her mind, do you? Because it won’t happen. You need to let this go, move on, and stay away from Brianna Kane.”


It was good advice. Jason just didn’t think he could take it.





TWO



Brianna gathered up empty glasses and plates and took them into the Kanes’ kitchen. A few neighbors and friends remained in the living room, but the postfuneral lunch was just about over, and for that she was grateful. She didn’t know anyone well, and their polite, meaningless condolences were beginning to wear her down. She was tired of putting on a face, pretending to feel something when most days she just felt numb.


In five years, she’d gone from being a joyous fiancée on the brink of an exciting life to being the wife of a criminal. Now she was a widow, a single mother, and a dutiful daughter-in-law—but who was she really? She never seemed to have time to find out. She was always playing catch-up, taking on a role she wasn’t quite ready for. She needed to take control of her present and her future. She’d let Derek’s life shape hers, because once she’d married him, she’d committed herself to supporting him through his prison sentence. She’d believed it was the right thing to do, because she was pregnant and their child needed two parents. But in the end, Lucas had still ended up with one parent.


Now her main concern was making a good life for her son. She’d agreed to move to Angel’s Bay because the Kanes were desperate to be near their only grandchild, and she’d wanted Lucas to feel part of a normal family. Her parents had turned their backs on her after she’d married Derek, so the only family she had left was in this house.


She loaded the dishwasher, then looked around the cozy kitchen for any other dishes, but the room was neat and tidy as always. Nancy was a first-class homemaker, as well as an avid collector of pig memorabilia, from salt and pepper shakers to dish towels, coffee mugs, and coasters. Nancy had laughingly told Brianna that she couldn’t remember why or when she’d decided to start the collection, but once begun, it took on a life of its own.


Besides the knickknacks, there were memories of Derek all over the house—his carved initials in the round oak kitchen table, the trophies in his bedroom, the walls of photographs marking every year of his life. If there was anyplace on earth where Derek still had a strong presence, it was here in this house. She wondered why she didn’t find it more comforting.


“There you are,” Nancy said as she entered and set an empty tray on the counter. “I was wondering where you’d gotten to. How are you feeling?” Her concerned gaze swept across Brianna’s face.


“I’m okay,” Brianna answered. “You’ve been doing all the work.”


“It helps me to stay busy,” Nancy said with a sad but determined smile. “Everyone is gone except our old friends Bud and Laurie. We’re going to have some tea. Do you want to join us?”


Brianna didn’t think she could take one more second of polite conversation. “Actually, I think I’ll go to my house and get a start on the unpacking.” While Rick and Nancy would have preferred to have her and Lucas live with them, Brianna had drawn the line at sharing a house with her in-laws. She loved them dearly, but there had to be some boundaries, so she’d rented a small house on Drake’s Way just a few blocks away.


“Are you sure you want to do that now?” Nancy asked. “I thought you’d wait until tomorrow. Maybe I should come with you. Rick can keep an eye on Lucas. You don’t want to tackle those boxes by yourself.”


“I appreciate the offer, but please stay here with your friends. I’d like to take a walk around the neighborhood, get my bearings. You can bring Lucas over whenever you’re done here. Or I can come back and get him.”


Nancy gave her a concerned look. “Are you sure you want to be alone, Brianna? It’s been a difficult day.”


She couldn’t think of anything better than being alone. She needed some time to herself to drop the brave smile and just take a breath. “I’ll be fine.”


Nancy hesitated, pursing her lips. “Brianna, you’re not thinking about talking to Jason Marlow again, are you?”


A tingle ran down her spine at the unexpected question. Seeing Jason at the cemetery had rattled her. He’d gone from being a dim shadow in her mind to a living, breathing reminder of everything she’d lost. Talking to him again was not high on her list. He unsettled her on a lot of levels. There was something about the way he looked at her . . . the way he’d always looked at her.


“Brianna?”


She realized Nancy was still waiting for an answer. “I don’t have any plans to speak to Jason. He’d be the last person who would want to help us find the truth. He thinks he already knows it.”


“I appreciate your desire to continue fighting for Derek,” Nancy said slowly. “We’ve all spent a lot of time and money trying to prove his innocence, but every possible lead has always led to crushing disappointment, and I don’t know if I can do it anymore.” She drew in a deep breath. “Derek is gone, and he’s not coming back. My concern now is for you and Lucas to be happy here. If you start asking a lot of questions, I’m afraid the nasty gossip will start up again. It was hard on Rick and me when Derek was convicted, and I don’t want to live through it again. I want Lucas to go to school without hearing friends talk about his father and for you to have the opportunity to meet other women your age without Derek’s crime hanging over your head. I want us all to live a normal life, to be free of the past.”


“I don’t think that my asking questions will get people talking; I’m sure they already are,” she said, a little surprised by Nancy’s attitude. She would have thought that her mother-in-law would want her to continue the fight. “And how can we be free if we don’t know the truth?”


Nancy gave a helpless shake of her head. “I doubt we’ll ever find it. Can’t it be enough to know that we tried?”


It wouldn’t be enough for Brianna, because deep down, she knew that it wasn’t just about proving Derek’s innocence; she had to prove to herself that she’d made the right decision in marrying him and standing by him all these years. But she wasn’t going to share that with Nancy, who’d never had a single doubt about her son.


She put her hand on her mother-in-law’s arm. “You don’t have to try anymore. The past five years, I let you and Rick carry the burden. I was so busy trying to keep my head above water and raise Lucas on my own that I couldn’t take anything else on. But I’m here now, back where it all started, and I need to know I did everything I could to find out what happened at the museum that night.” She paused. “Rick said that there’s a new chief of police now.”


“Joe Silveira,” Nancy replied with a nod. “He’s been here about eight months. We thought about talking to him, but Derek was resigned to letting the clock run out until he was released.” Her eyes filled with tears as she bit down on her bottom lip. “Derek was starting to smile again, the last couple of months. He was looking forward instead of back. We all were.”


Nancy’s words brought a new wave of pain, and Brianna drew in a shaky breath. No matter how often she tried to escape the past, it kept calling her back. “That’s why I have to give this one last try. Maybe a new chief of police will be willing to take another look at the case. We could use a fresh perspective, especially from someone who didn’t grow up here and wasn’t in the department five years ago.”


“I never thought Jason or any of the other boys who grew up with Derek would turn on him the way they did,” Nancy said bitterly. “Jason and Derek were as close as brothers. He was part of the family.” She squared her shoulders. “Do what you have to do, Brianna, but don’t let your guard down with Jason. He won’t let you overturn his case without a fight.”


“I’m not worried about Jason. But before I do anything else, I need to unpack and put some beds together so Lucas and I have somewhere to sleep tonight.”


“You can always stay here another night.” The doorbell rang, and an odd expression flitted through Nancy’s eyes as they heard Rick’s voice, followed by the sound of barking. “Oh, dear,” she muttered.


Brianna frowned. “What’s wrong?”


Nancy glanced over at the calendar hanging on the wall. “I forgot it was today.”


“Forgot what?”


“Derek asked us to do something for him. He wanted to get Lucas a present that would be waiting when he was released.”


An uneasy feeling ran through Brianna, maybe because Nancy had never looked as guilty as she did now. “What kind of present?”


Before Nancy could reply, Lucas ran into the kitchen, his face lit with excitement. “Mommy, guess what Grandpa and Grandma got me?”


The sound of barking told Brianna all she needed to know. “You didn’t,” she said, as Lucas grabbed her hand and pulled her into the living room.


Rick had a squirmy black dog in his arms and a sheepish expression on his face. “I forgot it was today,” he told Nancy, who had followed them into the living room.


“So did I,” Nancy said.


“Can I hold him?” Lucas asked.


Rick hesitated and then handed the frantically excited puppy to Lucas. Lucas couldn’t hang on to the dog, and the two went down together in a mix of barks and giggles.


“We’re going to go,” Laurie said hastily, giving her husband, Bud, a pointed look. “Let you all sort this out.”


Brianna barely registered the neighbors’ departure, too caught up in disbelief. Lucas had been asking for a dog for months, and she’d promised him they’d talk about it when his dad came home. Apparently, Derek had made his own plans to surprise his son.


The black Labrador was awfully cute, but the timing wasn’t great. She would have preferred to get settled into their house before considering a pet.


“Derek had a black Lab,” Nancy told her. “The last time we visited him, two weeks before he died, he said that he wanted to get Lucas a dog. We agreed to set it up for him with some friends of ours who breed dogs.”


“After Derek died, I forgot all about it,” Rick said.


“I can keep him, can’t I, Mommy?” Lucas asked, his arms tightening around the puppy, which was enthusiastically licking his face. “I’ll feed him and play with him all the time.”


“I guess so,” she said. There was no way she could erase the happiest smile Lucas had worn in months.


“We’ll help you,” Nancy said.


“We’ve got a head start on supplies,” Rick added, motioning to the crate and the bag of dog food. “He didn’t come empty-handed.”


“What should we name him, Mommy?” Lucas asked.


“I’ll let you pick. In the meantime, I’ll go to our house and get our beds set up and clear some space for the three of us.”


“I’ll come with you,” Nancy said.


“No, that’s okay. I need a few minutes to myself.”


“I’m sorry we sprang this on you.” Rick offered her a rueful smile.


“It will be fine.” And as she watched Lucas playing with his new best friend, she started to believe it would be. This was what she wanted for her son: normal, happy family moments. It was why she’d risked coming to Angel’s Bay. There were shadows here, but there was also a lot of love. And she didn’t want Lucas to grow up lonely, the way she had.


“I wish Derek could see this,” Nancy murmured, her gaze on the child and the puppy. She glanced back at Brianna. “His last gift to his son. I think it was a good one.”


“I think it was, too.”


Jason headed to the police station after leaving Colin’s house. He wasn’t on duty, but he wanted to speak to the chief before Brianna did.


Joe Silveira was just getting off the phone when Jason entered his office. In his late thirties, the chief had dark hair, dark eyes, and an unshakably cool manner. He’d spent years working vice in Los Angeles and brought a wealth of experience to this job. Jason had enormous respect for his boss, and they had a good working relationship, but they hadn’t moved close to a friendship. Joe was approachable yet distant, the kind of man Jason doubted anyone knew very well.


“What can I do for you, Marlow?” Joe asked, giving him a thoughtful look.


“I wanted to give you a heads-up on a situation that might be developing.”


“Let me guess: Derek Kane. I heard you were at the funeral today. Was that a good idea?”


“Probably not.”


Joe picked up a thick file from the top of his desk. “I took a look through this earlier. Interesting case. Local boy turns art thief, assaults security guard, lifts three priceless paintings from the museum, and along the way runs into his best friend—you—thereby placing him at the scene of the crime.”


“You’re up to speed.” Jason took a seat across from Joe. He wasn’t surprised; the chief made it his business to know what was going on in Angel’s Bay.


“The town has been talking about nothing else since the Kanes decided to bury their son in the local cemetery.” Joe paused. “So what can you tell me that’s not in the file?”


“I can tell you that Derek’s widow, Brianna Kane, is convinced that her husband was framed, and she’s determined to prove it.”


“Are you worried?”


“I don’t think I made a mistake. I dealt with the facts I had. I wasn’t the only one on the case, and I wasn’t Derek’s only friend in the department. Everyone knew him. Most people liked him.”


Joe stared at him for a long moment. “You were in a difficult position, having to arrest a friend. I’m sure you were torn between wanting to be right and wanting to be wrong.”


“I was right,” Jason said.


“Then that should make it easier.”


“You’d think so,” he said with a small sigh. He had no reason to second-guess anything he’d done, but Brianna’s stubborn belief in Derek’s innocence was playing on his mind.


“From what I read, you conducted a thorough investigation. Unfortunately, you didn’t have a lot of hard evidence to go on, and the paintings in question were never recovered.” Joe pulled three photographs from the file and spread them across the desk. “The Three Faces of Eve by renowned artist Victor Delgado. I don’t know much about art, but these look pretty good.”


Jason’s stomach clenched. It had been many years since he’d studied the photographs of the stolen paintings. The artist was one of the founders of Angel’s Bay, having survived a shipwreck off the coast. He’d painted the portraits in memory of his lost love, Eve. In one painting, Eve was a sweet, saintly angel with a halo of heavenly light glowing behind her. There was innocence and wonder in her violet-blue eyes. Behind her was a beautiful landscape with a sandy beach and a light blue sky, the blurred colors creating a dreamlike appearance.


The second portrayed Eve as a sexy, wicked siren beckoning to her lover from where she reposed on a red velvet couch. Her bodice fell off her shoulders, revealing lush breasts, her dark red hair flowing into the background of hot reds, menacing blacks, and fiery oranges.


In the last portrait, Eve appeared frightened and confused as she was swept off the deck of a ship into a stormy sea, her desperate hands reaching out for rescue. There were fine lines in Eve’s face, in her hands, as if she were breaking apart in front of the man who loved her.


There was passion and power in the paintings, and desperation bordering on maniacal. Town legend said that Delgado had gone crazy trying to capture the soul of the woman he’d lost. He’d been haunted by her spirit, and she’d mocked him for getting her wrong over and over again.


Jason was only looking at photographs, but he could still feel the pull of the art. It was difficult to look away. He had the bizarre notion that Eve was trying to tell him something. Like maybe where she was . . .


“I wish to hell I could find the paintings,” he told Joe. “I spent a lot of time looking for them, but I couldn’t catch a lead. Not one of the local artists could point me in the direction of a potential buyer, someone who might have commissioned Derek to steal them. No one ever heard a whisper about their whereabouts. I figured Derek probably stashed them somewhere, letting them cool off until he got out of prison.”


“Do you think he was working alone?”


“He never gave up another name. But I always thought he had to have help.”


“If he did, they’ve stayed very quiet.”


“They have. And they were certainly willing to let Derek rot in prison. I have to believe that Derek’s silence was born of fear. He preferred to serve time rather than implicate someone else, even if that might have meant mitigating his sentence.”


“But he did have a private investigator and an attorney working on an appeal.”


“He did,” Jason agreed. “No one came up with any new information. The P.I. told me frankly that he didn’t think Derek was being completely up-front with him. Maybe he was going through the motions so he wouldn’t have to admit his guilt to his wife or to his parents.”


“If he hadn’t assaulted the guard, he might have gotten away with the theft, or at the very least served a lot less time,” Joe said.


“It was a bad mistake,” Jason said with a nod.


“When I was reading through the report, I was struck by the fact that the paintings had only recently been donated to the museum by Derek’s grandfather, Wyatt Kane.”


“Along with Steve and Gloria Markham,” Jason said. “The paintings were lost for a hundred and fifty years; they were believed to have been stolen by Victor Delgado’s brother, Ramón, who was also in love with Eve. At least, that was one theory. Another was that Eve’s family stole the paintings. She’d run out on the wealthy and highly respected Winstons to jump onboard a ship with a poor Hispanic artist. Her family couldn’t get her back, but they could destroy the art that represented her desertion.”


“So Derek Kane’s grandfather finds the paintings in a small shop in Mexico and brings them back to Angel’s Bay. Ironic that his grandson would wind up stealing them.”


“Derek claimed that was exactly why he wouldn’t have done it. He knew the paintings meant something to his grandfather, to all the local artists who have been obsessed with Delgado’s work for years.”


“But you didn’t believe him.”


“Derek had a lot of issues with Wyatt. I could see revenge being a motive—wanting to take something away from Wyatt that he’d spent years trying to find. There was bad blood between them.”


“That makes sense. Art theft always seems to have a personal motive. It’s never just about the money.” Joe paused. “So what can you tell me about Brianna Kane?”


“She’s extremely loyal.” Jason stood up. He got angry every time he thought about Brianna marrying Derek after his conviction. Why had she been so willing to tie herself to a criminal? Judging by the age of her son, it was possible she’d been pregnant, but still, surely she’d had other options.


“You need to stay out of this,” Joe said, his gaze serious.


“If the case is going to be reopened, I want to be involved.”


“It won’t be reopened unless there’s new information. Right now I just want to hear what Mrs. Kane has to say.”


“She’ll say I sent an innocent man to jail.”


“But you didn’t, right? So you have nothing to prove. Try to remember that. It will make your life a lot easier.” Joe cleared his throat. “I also need you to get your head out of the past. With the Harvest Festival starting in a few days, the hotels and inns are at capacity, and we’re down a few officers—not a good combination.”
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