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Praise for Beth K. Vogt

“Take the safe way or risk it all for love? In Crazy Little Thing Called Love, Beth Vogt takes her characters (and readers) on a journey where the choice must be made. Move forward or stay mired in the results of the past? Choose the safe path or risk everything for a love that takes your breath away? Settle or fly? In the journey, readers will be reminded that God can turn our old mistakes into a beautiful present.”

—Cara Putman, award-winning author of Shadowed by Grace

“Crazy Little Thing Called Love is another winner! I truly love Beth Vogt’s voice, and the characters she has created here are authentically honest. Logan and Vanessa’s love story is one that will stick with me for a long time. They’re imperfect people with a past, trying to make it through on their own steam, like everyone else. But God has other plans for their future. Better plans, more than they could ever imagine. I loved every page I turned, eager to discover what would come next! This is a wonderful story with a heartfelt message of forgiveness and redemption.”

—Catherine West, award-winning author of Yesterday’s Tomorrow

“Second chances at love, storm-chasing danger, and a destination wedding? I’m in! Beth K. Vogt’s newest book, Crazy Little Thing Called Love, hits all the right notes, touching on more serious subject matter without losing any of Beth’s signature charm. This is sure to be a favorite addition to any fan’s Christian romance library.”

—Carla Laureano, RITA Award–winning author of Five Days in Skye and London Tides

“In Crazy Little Thing Called Love, Beth Vogt shows us that indeed love is crazy, in the best possible way! This story had everything I’ve come to expect from a Beth Vogt novel: high-quality writing, a deep spiritual journey, and a poignant love story. Throw in the fun of a destination wedding and you have yourself a story that is sure to touch hearts and entertain readers. I can’t wait for the next installment!”

—Katie Ganshert, award-winning author of The Art of Losing Yourself

“Curl your toes into the sand and relish the delicious warmth of Destin, Florida, in Vogt’s Crazy Little Thing Called Love. A must-read with engaging characters, rich scenery, and the high tension of a hurricane that carries us into love, forgiveness, and the joy of discovering treasures once lost.”

—Katherine Reay, author of Lizzy & Jane

“With Crazy Little Thing Called Love, author Beth Vogt has unequivocally established herself as a master storyteller. Her characters leap off the page and invade my life, making putting the book down almost impossible. Her novels have a place of honor on my shelves with others I return to again and again.”

—Edie Melson, senior editor at NovelRocket.com

“Logan Hollister is a storm chaser by profession, but he’s never been able to tame the storms in his personal life. Crazy Little Thing Called Love is an exciting, romantic adventure as Logan and his ex-wife, Vanessa, are forced to confront both a hurricane and the emotional storm that rages between them. Beth Vogt takes readers on a heart-pounding journey through both the present and the past even as her characters try to sort out their future. Second chances are a rare gift, and Beth unwraps this one perfectly.”

—Melanie Dobson, award-winning author of Shadows of Ladenbrooke Manor and Chateau of Secrets

“Beth Vogt has done it again! Her heart-tugging characters and writing makes you feel like you’re right there on a sunny—and sometimes stormy!—Florida coast. I especially loved the underlying themes of mistakes and regrets turned to joy and new hope. Another winner!”

—Melissa Tagg, author of From the Start and Three Little Words

“Second-chance love at its crazy best! Beth Vogt is a master at wringing tears from the eyes and sleep from the soul in a tender love story that both heals and haunts.”

—Julie Lessman, award-winning author of the Daughters of Boston, Winds of Change, and Heart of San Francisco series

“Beth K. Vogt’s amazing ability to create complex, true-to-life characters with realistic flaws and emotions keeps me hungering for her novels before they’re even available for sale. The depth of her stories pulls me in, leaving me to ponder the spiritual truth she has woven into the plot long after I’ve finished the book. Beth’s novels are automatic buys for my keeper shelf.”

—Lisa Jordan, award-winning author of Lakeside Redemption

“Beth Vogt is a master at capturing the sometimes stormy emotions of the human heart. In Crazy Little Thing Called Love, Vogt takes the reader on Vanessa and Logan’s road back to each other—a journey that is both deeply felt and realistic. She makes us believe in the power of second chances, all the while reminding us that it’s never too late to have faith in our first love.”

—Kristy Cambron, author of The Butterfly and the Violin and A Sparrow in Terezin
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For Sonia, Shari, and Mary, my Preferred Readers:

Writing novels is easier knowing the three of you have my back.

Just remember: I called “dibs” first!


Friends . . . they cherish one another’s hopes. They are kind to one another’s dreams.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU (1817–1862), AMERICAN AUTHOR



ONE
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What we once enjoyed we can never lose. All that we love deeply becomes a part of us.

—HELEN KELLER (1880–1968), AMERICAN AUTHOR

Thousands—even millions—of women had routine choose-a-church, select-a-dress, plan-a-reception kinds of weddings.

For some unknown reason, she was not one of those women.

Vanessa scanned the brochures spread out across the scarred top of her mission-style coffee table, her plate of Chinese beef and broccoli shoved to one corner. Photographs of white sandy beaches curving around sparkling oceans presented an enticing mirage for a destination wedding. And then she reread the list of medical workshops her husband-to-be would be attending two days after they exchanged I do’s.

TIAs AND STROKES: STATE OF THE ART APPROACH

ADVANCED AIRWAY ENDOSCOPY COURSE

HOT TOPICS IN PEDIATRIC EMERGENCIES

Not the typical themes for a honeymoon following a romantic destination wedding. She’d be lounging on a tropical beach, sipping a refreshing drink flavored with pineapple and coconut, adorned with a tiny paper umbrella. Meanwhile, Ted would be safe from the sun’s rays, watching PowerPoint presentations, and earning Continuing Medical Education credits.

Ted leaned forward, shuffling through the pamphlets, his brow furrowed behind his silver wire-rim glasses, his dark hair flopping onto his forehead. With a well-practiced motion, he smoothed it back with the palm of his hand.

“Where’s the one I’m looking for? Bahamas . . . Hawaii . . . Aha! Florida.” He opened the trifold paper, laying it on top of all the other brochures with a flourish, as if he were presenting some previously undiscovered medical cure. “There. I know it’s not as exotic as the other locations, but it offers the best selection of workshops for CMEs.”

Vanessa took a sip of her soda, her glass of Coke flavored with a squeeze of real lemon carrying the punch of caffeine she needed. The “Knife and Gun Club” had been out in full force last night, and she’d seen familiar faces for the full twelve hours of her paramedic shift. Some of the same instigators who’d been at the bar brawl she’d reported to at the beginning of the evening also showed up at the subsequent knife fight in an alley and again at the shooting at one of the seedier Denver apartment complexes. After more than five years as a paramedic, she shouldn’t be surprised by anything. And, most days, she wasn’t.

She needed to concentrate, which was a challenge when all she wanted was to give in to her body’s demand for sleep. Picking a destination-wedding site based on what medical conference to attend cued discordant background music in her mind—an off-key version of “Isn’t It Romantic?” Vanessa understood the need to multitask, but was it necessary to coordinate their wedding with the needs of Ted’s medical career?

“Can’t we just stick with the original plan?” She indulged in a morsel of her seasoned beef before continuing. “Get married in our church here in Denver like we talked about? Keep things simple?”

“Don’t you see how perfect this is?” Ted waved his chopsticks at the brochure, somehow managing to not drop any sauce on his chinos. “I’m always behind on my education credits. It’s almost October, and look how I’m scrambling to get some before the end of the year.”

“Well, yes.” Vanessa resisted the urge to say, Tell me something I don’t know. Both their schedules wreaked havoc on their romance. “But won’t a destination wedding cost more than a local one?”

“I’m going to have to travel to a conference anyway, right? We’ll kill two birds with one stone . . .”

Vanessa rubbed her temples, a few more notes of “Isn’t It Romantic?” interrupting Ted’s logic as his words lobbed a verbal rock at her wedding plans.

“. . . combining the cost of the travel for the wedding and the conference. What’s our projected guest list? About one hundred thirty people? Destination weddings are expected to be much smaller—even as few as thirty guests. And we don’t pay their travel costs.” Ted settled back on the couch, a smile spreading across his face. “What do you think, Nessa?”

This was one of the things she loved about Ted: he was practical. But sometimes maybe a little too practical. She leaned one elbow on the table, running her fingers through her hair, which she’d released from its customary braid. She stopped when the still-unfamiliar engagement ring snagged in the strands and twisted around her finger. The classic-cut round diamond set off on either side with six smaller diamonds was just a half-size too large. When would she find time to get it resized? She was either on the clock for four days straight, or off—and recovering. Trying to sleep or catch up on paying bills, maybe clean her apartment, while checking her in-box to see if she’d received any response to her applications to physician assistant school.

And now she was planning a wedding. Or rather, replanning a wedding.

“I guess it makes sense—”

“Of course it does.” Ted reached for his water, draining the last of the liquid from the bottle. “Our schedules are crazy, and I don’t want to be behind on CME next year, too. By planning the wedding for the April conference, I’m getting a jump start on credits.”

Brilliant. A bit lacking in the relationship category, but she hadn’t fallen in love with Ted because of the way he’d swept her off her feet with flowers and chocolates and Hallmark cards. Unlike their adrenaline-fueled jobs, the pace of their romance had been slow, Ted’s patience enabling their friendship to ease into a love that would last through whatever the future held for them.

“So where in Florida is this meeting?”

“It’s in the Panhandle, I think.” Ted flipped the colored flyer over. “Let’s see . . . oh, that’s right. Destin. We’d fly from Denver into Atlanta and then—”

Destin?

No.

Vanessa stiffened as if she were in the middle of a childhood game of freeze tag. Ted’s verbal “touch” dragged her into the past and turned her into an ice sculpture. She needed to tell Ted no . . . and no . . . and no. But she needed to be able to breathe to form words.

As if in slow motion, she curled her fingers into fists. Forced one inhale. One exhale. Her gaze landed on the potted philodendron, wilted from neglect, which sat on her dining room table. What had the well-meaning ER nurse said when she’d handed Vanessa the plant for her birthday months ago? “Everyone needs a plant or two in their home—and it’s almost impossible to kill a philodendron.” Imagine that—she’d performed the impossible.

Vanessa twisted around to face Ted where he sat on the couch, popping a piece of spicy shrimp into his mouth.

“We need to pick another medical conference. Another location.”

“But this is the best one.”

Vanessa tapped her fist against her mouth. She was only going to say this once. Once would be enough. “Ted, I was married before, remember? In Florida? And Destin is near where I lived—where I was married.” Vanessa moved aside the top brochure and studied the others. Ted would understand. He always did. Maybe they could plan a nice destination wedding on a beach overshadowed by a dormant volcano? “Let’s find another conference location for our destination wedding—”

“Is that all that’s bothering you?” Ted interrupted her, reaching down to pull her away from the coffee table and up onto the couch with him, ignoring how the pamphlets scattered onto the floor. “Nessa, that was years ago. You’re not that impulsive teenager anymore. You’re a grown woman, in love with me. You don’t have to be afraid of your past.”

“I’m not afraid of my past.” She maintained eye contact. Kept her voice level. See? She was calm. “I just prefer not to have a second wedding in Florida.”

“Babe, you haven’t told me a lot about what happened, but I know it was some kind of shotgun wedding—”

Vanessa pushed away from him. “Not shotgun. I wasn’t pregnant!”

“Sorry. Wrong word choice. I meant whirlwind. Crazy. Look, I don’t care about your first marriage. We’re having a real wedding this time.” Tugging her back into his arms, he kissed the top of her head. “Don’t you see how even more perfect this will be? You go back to Florida and have the wedding you always wanted. We’ll go down a few days early with the wedding party and a few close friends and family and do some fun things. Snorkel. Parasail. Whatever you want. Have a one-of-a-kind wedding—our wedding.”

Vanessa settled against Ted’s shoulder, snuggling closer as his arm wrapped around her waist, and inhaled the faint musky scent of his aftershave. Listening to Ted, she could just begin to imagine going back to Destin. To get married. Again.

“I haven’t been to Florida in years—not since I left for college, really. Well, except for my brother’s high school graduation. And occasional holidays.” But how could she explain to him that she’d never made time to drive over the Mid-Bay Bridge, to walk along the beach in Destin? That yes, she was afraid of ghosts. Specifically, of one particular ghost she might see when she strolled along the shore.

Could she do it?

“Trust me, Nessa.”

Wasn’t that exactly why she was marrying Ted? Because she trusted him enough to say yes when he proposed?

“Maybe you’re right.” She picked the medical brochure up off the floor and gazed at the tranquil photo of white sandy beaches again. “Where we marry isn’t the most important thing—it’s who we marry. And who we are when we get married.”

“Exactly.”

But could she do it?

She’d been an immature eighteen-year-old girl reacting to circumstances the first time she said, “I do.” Now? She was twenty-eight. She knew who she was. What she wanted. Why she was getting married—and whom she was marrying.

There was nothing rash about marrying Ted. Nothing at all.

“And if I get in a few CME credit hours, all the better.” Ted sounded as if it were all decided. “I won’t be in classes all day. We can walk along the beach, ride Jet Skis, eat at some nice restaurants. Destin will be a great place to honeymoon.”

Vanessa chose to focus on the “it’ll be a great place to honeymoon” part of Ted’s comment. “When’s the conference?”

“The first week in April.”

A little more than six months from now. Absolutely doable. “We’ll have to cut down the guest list.”

“Saving money, remember?”

Vanessa swallowed her groan, chasing it with a gulp of her lemony cola. Ted wasn’t turning their wedding into a low-budget bridal event. She’d already gone that route once—her first wedding had cost less than a hundred dollars, including the motel room. She was all for practicality, but her parents had provided them a generous budget. They could afford a few splurges.

“Ted, I’m agreeing to combine the wedding with your conference. But, like you said, this is my chance—our chance—to have the wedding we want. So, yes, it will be small. Probably no more than thirty or forty guests. But I want our wedding to be beautiful. Elegant.”

“Absolutely, babe. I want you to be happy. I’ll handle the conference registration, but before I do, why don’t you call the hotel—” He circled the phone number with ink. “—and make certain they can accommodate a small wedding? Wait a minute . . .”

“What? What are you thinking?”

Ted tapped the end of the pen against his chin. “Don’t you have a vacation week coming up?”

“Ye-es. I have the week after next off. To relax. R-e-l-a-x.”

“This is perfect. You can fly down to Destin and talk to the wedding coordinator face-to-face. Check out florists . . .”

Of course his plan sounded perfect to him—he’d be back here triaging emergencies in the ER while she hopped on a plane and handled the wedding details on her own, all the while dodging her past.

“I’ll think about it.” She forced a smile, hoping she looked like a happy bride-to-be, eager to plan their wedding. “Let’s keep making a list. What else?”

“Invitations—and maybe those things they do nowadays . . .”

Vanessa scrawled a numbered list on the back of the take-out receipt from the Chinese restaurant. “Save-the-date announcements?”

“Yes, those.”

Vanessa wrote down the number three and circled it. “I also want to do engagement photos.”

“Engagement photos? How expensive are those?”

“Ted, you cannot ask ‘How much?’ every time we talk about wedding details. Most photographers have wedding packages, and engagement photos are included. I’ll look into it. And—” She held up her hand, fending off his next question. “—I’ll outline a basic budget, okay?”

“I was going to ask if you think the photographer would come to the hospital and take photos of us there.”

Vanessa dropped the list, pushing away from Ted, gathering up their plates and disposable chopsticks. “Not funny.”

“Who said I was kidding?” Once in the kitchen, Ted leaned against the white tile counter while she rinsed the dishes under scalding hot water and loaded them into the stainless steel dishwasher. “I’m not saying we have to wear scrubs. But you’ve got to admit the hospital is our life. We could get a picture by the ambulance or the nurses’ station. It’d be fun.”

Proof that she needed to let go of the idea of a normal wedding. Again. But was this worth fighting about? Probably not. After all, marriage was about compromise, right? Planning the wedding was giving her plenty of opportunity to practice. Creative engagement photos, check. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Ted bent to open the cabinet beneath the sink, talking over his shoulder. “So, with a small wedding, we’ll both have just one person in the wedding party, right? I’ll have a best man, and you’ll have a maid of honor.”

“Sure.” Even the simplest of weddings were complicated—not that she hadn’t learned that inescapable truth years ago. Now to figure out who could be her bridal attendant. Somebody. Anybody.

Nobody.

She retrieved another can of soda and a slice of precut lemon from her container in the fridge, along with a bottle of water for Ted. “Why don’t we skip the whole best-man-for-you, maid-of-honor-for-me tradition?”

“Really?” Ted looked up from loading soap into the dishwasher. “I should ask my brother to be my best man. Tradition, right?”

“Oh.” Right. Tradition. Vanessa shrugged. “I’m sure I can think of someone.”

Because, somehow, some way, getting married for the second time would be easier than the first. It had to be—even if she had to hire someone to be her maid of honor.



TWO
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We cannot change our past. We cannot change the fact that people act a certain way. We cannot change the inevitable. The only thing we can do is play on the one string we have, and that is our attitude.

—CHARLES R. SWINDOLL (1934– ), PASTOR AND AUTHOR

Vanessa should call Ted. Insist the whole Florida-destination-wedding-and-medical-conference idea wasn’t going to happen. She hadn’t even packed for the trip—the one he’d talked her into that sacrificed her time off—and her flight to Florida left in less than twelve hours. All hopes for a relaxing week of vacation vanished the moment she told Ted yes. Yes, she’d go to Destin and plan their wedding.

Back to her past to plan her future.

God knew she didn’t go backward. Life was all about moving on to the next thing in front of her. No looking back. Because what was the use of that? It seemed as if by saying yes to Ted’s “Will you marry me?” her life had spun out of control.

The first thing she needed to do was laundry. She needed clean uniforms waiting for her when she got back to Denver and had to go to work. Then she needed to pack for her six a.m. flight. And she should probably toss a little water on the philodendron. Pray it survived until she got back. Even if she asked Ted to water it while she was gone, he wouldn’t remember.

The hours to sleep between now and her departure were getting fewer.

Vanessa could have skipped going to see the Ackermans. But then she would have worried about them all week. Wondered if Anna had any money to buy groceries or if her husband had spent his paycheck on beer and cigarettes and lottery tickets and who knew what else. And if they didn’t have groceries, then the baby wouldn’t have diapers. And with no family living nearby, who was going to help them?

Of course, some might say the Ackermans weren’t her concern. Yes, Vanessa had been working a year ago when Anna called 911 because her then-thirteen-month-old son was in respiratory distress from a croup attack, but that didn’t mean Vanessa had to worry about them now.

But she did.

Something about the woman reminded Vanessa of herself. Maybe it was because Anna was new in town. No family. No friends.

She wasn’t Anna’s friend. Not exactly. She was only checking in.

Besides, while she shopped for groceries earlier tonight and then sat in Anna’s small apartment with its few pieces of rented furniture, she didn’t think about arriving in Florida . . . crossing the Mid-Bay Bridge . . . seeing Destin again, much less fine-tuning the details of her destination wedding. All of that had taken a backseat while she made a little boy laugh.

But now she had to make up for lost time. Vanessa sidestepped the laundry hamper in her walk-in closet. If she wasn’t careful, she’d trip. Break an ankle. And miss her flight. No, she was not going to inflict bodily harm on herself to avoid this trip. But how had she let Ted convince her to take her week’s vacation—her chance to do nothing—and fly to Florida to meet with a wedding coordinator? Florists. Caterers.

And the ghost of a wedding past.

No matter how many times she assured Ted that all the particulars could be managed long-distance, he vetoed her idea.

“You said it yourself, Vanessa. You want a beautiful, elegant wedding. And I want you to have all that—and more.” He gave her one of his reserved kisses—the kind that created a slight warmth in her heart without demanding she lower the barrier she’d erected there years ago. “And while you’re gone, I’ll have your ring resized. It’ll be waiting for you when you get back home.”

Backed into a corner by her own proclamation—and a caring, considerate fiancé.

She found her glass of Coke chased with a liberal squeeze of lemon sitting on the top shelf in her closet, diluted by melted ice. What was this, her third or fourth jolt of caffeine?

Just what she needed to spike both her stress and sugar levels. Between the soda overload and the lack of sleep, she’d be a jittery wreck when she went through security. The TSA agents would pull her out of line so fast . . .

But just in case she did make it all the way to Florida, she needed to pack. Vanessa rubbed her hands along the bottom of her I’M A PARAMEDIC. WHAT’S YOUR SUPERPOWER? T-shirt. At least she didn’t have to pack any uniforms. Vacations were times to wear “real” clothes.

Boots first.

She’d need two—no, three—pairs. Her well-worn low-cut blue pair with a dusting of gold, and then her old reliable brown burnished-leather boots with harness-ring accents, and another pair of tan low boots with lacy accents.

Time to turn her back on the rest of her boot collection or she’d be hauling an entire suitcase full of her addiction.

Within thirty minutes she’d scrounged together two pairs of boot-cut jeans, a red-striped pullover, a coral sleeveless tank, her brown eyelet dress, and her Pemberley-style blouse, along with the needed underwear and socks and her comfortable pair of red Merrell tennis shoes.

She stared at the pile of clothes on the floor of her closet. She needed a suitcase . . . a Windbreaker . . . and at least one pair of shorts. Her Teva sandals. She was going to the beach, right? Yes, she was. It was still warm in Destin in early October. And even if she had to walk along the shore from dawn to dusk, she would put her past to rest so she could embrace everything waiting for her.

When she pulled her rolling suitcase from the top shelf of her closet it hit the floor with a thud, barely missing her bare toes.

“Okay, I don’t really want to go back to the hospital anytime soon . . .”

Now, where were her Tevas? Probably in the hall closet with her Windbreaker.

She grabbed her glass of watery Coke. She could refresh her drink and pass by the hall closet on the way back to her room. If she kept up this level of efficiency, she’d be packed before midnight.

Vanessa dumped the liquid down the sink, stretching and twisting as she walked to the fridge. Aha! Her iPhone lay on the kitchen counter—probably forgotten after she’d texted Ted while getting more ice and soda. Had he replied?

No text—but there were three missed calls from her mother.

Why would her mother call her multiple times in one night?

As she hit redial, Vanessa popped open a can of soda, the cool liquid easing her dry throat.

“Vanessa?” Her mother’s voice came across the phone like a zing of electricity.

“Hey, Mom. Sorry I missed your phone calls—”

“Vanessa, where were you? I’ve tried and tried to call you!”

“I’m sorry.” Vanessa’s fingers tightened around the soda can. “I was in my closet—my bedroom—packing for a trip. What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

“Your father . . . he had a heart attack . . .”

Vanessa closed her eyes, the words rooting her bare feet to the floor. She needed to stay calm. Assess the situation. Ask the most important question. “What’s his condition now? Is he—”

“He’s alive. He’s in the cardiac-care unit at Benefis Hospital.”

She leaned back against the kitchen counter, easing her grip on the can. “What happened?”

“We went out to dinner—your father wanted steak and a baked potato—”

“Mom, I don’t want a rundown on what Dad ate.”

“I’m sorry.” A shaky inhale interrupted her mother’s words. “He started having some indigestion—he’s complained of heartburn a lot lately. I gave him some antacids. It didn’t help, so we were going to head home. But then he said this was worse than any heartburn he had before. And his left arm started hurting. So I told him I’d take him to the hospital.”

“Mother! Why didn’t you call nine-one-one?”

“I didn’t think your father was actually having a heart attack, Vanessa! He’s had heartburn for years.” Now her mother sounded like her normal self. “But as soon as we got to the ER, they took him right back—so I guess they were concerned.”

Of course they were.

“After that . . . well, I can’t even remember everything that happened. The cardiologist showed up within thirty minutes, and they wheeled your father away on a stretcher—to have a heart catheterization done.”

“Okay, Mom.” Vanessa closed her eyes, pressing the cold metal of the Coke can against her forehead. “What’s going on right now?”

“I’m outside your father’s room in the cardiac-care unit. He’s sleeping—it’s not surprising, since they sedated him. The doctor said they were able to open the artery back up and get blood flow back to the heart muscle. But apparently that causes other problems—I didn’t understand everything . . .”

“Sometimes reperfusing the heart—I mean, restoring blood flow to the heart muscle—can cause it to have more irregular heartbeats.”

“The cardiologist is going to come talk with me more in the morning. I’m going to stay tonight—there’s a recliner I can sleep in.”

“Have you talked to Rylan?”

“No, not yet. It’s the middle of the night in Germany.”

“That doesn’t matter. He’s going to want to know about Dad. I’ll call him.” Vanessa paced the kitchen. “Okay. Let me think. I have a flight out of DIA tomorrow to Destin. I’ll work on getting that switched—”

“Destin? Why are you flying to Destin?”

Even in the midst of a medical crisis, her mother didn’t miss a thing.

“I, uh, I had some vacation time. I’m going to see Mindy—you remember her, right? We were friends in high school and college.”

There. She hadn’t lied to her mother. She was going to see Mindy—she just needed to call Mindy and say, Surprise! I’m coming to town. Announce she was getting married. And then ask Mindy to be her matron of honor.

That was going to be an easy conversation.

“Mom, it’s not important what I was doing—I’ll change my flight and get to Montana as soon as I can.”

“Vanessa, why don’t we wait? Let me call you after I talk to the cardiologist in the morning.”

“No, Mom. This is not the time to wait.” Vanessa headed for her bedroom. She’d need to add a few more clothes to her suitcase. “You go get some rest. I’ll call Rylan. Then I’ll work on changing my flight. I’ll see you tomorrow—as soon as I can get there.”

•  •  •

If she didn’t keep walking, she’d collapse on her parents’ couch right there in the immaculate living room and sleep for the next twenty-four hours.

The cuckoo clock, the one her father took hours selecting one Saturday afternoon in Germany, sounded the half hour. The notes of “It’s a Small World” were familiar. Comforting. If Vanessa closed her eyes, she could imagine the little figure of a man chopping wood . . . the cuckoo bird that would appear at the top of every hour . . .

Had she dozed off standing up?

“All things considered, a good day, Mom.” Vanessa opened her eyes and realized she stood at the foot of the stairs leading to the upstairs bedrooms. “The nurses I talked to say Dad’s cardiologist is one of the best. Very knowledgeable and compassionate.”

“I like him.” Her mother hung her navy blue coat up in the hall closet.

“I wouldn’t say that’s all that matters, but it’s nice to know the other medical staff respect him, too.” Vanessa pulled her suitcase behind her, causing it to bump against her heels as she ascended each carpeted step. “First bedroom on the right at the top of the stairs, correct?”

“Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to change the sheets.” Her mother followed behind her.

“Not important.” She probably wouldn’t even pull the bedspread back. Just fall across the mattress, still fully clothed. And sleep.

But the gallery of family photos lining the wall on her right caused her to stop on the landing. The Hollister family, caught in dozens of photographic freeze frames. School photos where she and Rylan smiled for the unknown man behind the camera, growing up year-after-picture-perfect-year. Her father’s air force promotion photos—another reason to assemble the family in their best clothes and best smiles. Family vacation montages interspersed with artwork from around the world, compliments of Uncle Sam’s decision to move them every two to three years.

“Do you need anything?”

Vanessa startled at the sound of her mother’s voice right behind her. “No. Once I manage to get up these stairs I’m going to drag myself to bed.”

“I’ll get you some towels—”

“It’s okay, Mom. It can wait until tomorrow.”

But in typical she’d-do-what-needed-to-be-done-no-matter-what fashion, her mother bustled past her. She headed straight to the linen closet, which was organized with baskets and plastic bins, leaving behind the faint scent of her rich floral perfume. White Diamonds. Her father bought her a bottle every Christmas.

Thank you, God, that he’ll be here to carry on the tradition this year, too.

The guest bedroom was painted a soft Wedgwood blue, the queen bed covered in a Mariner’s Compass quilt in rich blues and white. How did her mother have the patience to craft such stunning hand-stitched works of art? The bed in each of the four bedrooms boasted a handmade quilt—and who knew how many her mother had given as wedding gifts? Most likely her mother had started working on one the minute she found out Vanessa and Ted were engaged.

Vanessa set her suitcase just inside the door beside the antique white dresser cluttered with . . . two medium-sized packing boxes?

Why were the cardboard boxes in here, reflecting in the oval mirror? Her mother didn’t do disorder, and brown boxes were hardly part of the room’s décor.

“Here you go.” Her mother bustled into the room like the hostess at a bed-and-breakfast. “Fresh towels—and I brought you a spare robe, just in case you didn’t pack one.”

“Thanks.” Vanessa motioned to the boxes. “Um, do you want me to move these?”

“Hmmm?” Her mother stopped pulling back the quilt. “Move what? Oh, no. Those are yours.”

“The boxes are mine?” Vanessa ran her hand over the surface of one of the boxes, the packing tape rough beneath her fingers. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. Your father and I were going through things stored in the basement, and we found those. They have your name on them. Since you’re here, I thought I’d ask you what you want me to do with them.”

Since she was here—because her father had a heart attack. Turning the box around, Vanessa read VANESSA HOLLISTER, 2004 scrawled in black marker across the side.

How had she forgotten about these?

“You’re not going to open those now, are you?” Her mother was plumping the pillows. “It’s late, and you have to go pick Rylan up at the airport at nine tomorrow—”

Did she want to play the part of some modern-day Pandora, opening not one, but two boxes best left alone? Vanessa closed her eyes, imagining the contents, realizing that knowing what was inside them wouldn’t diminish the pain when—if—she looked at the contents.

“No. No, I won’t open the boxes tonight. You’re right. We both need to get some sleep.”

But an hour later, Vanessa sat cross-legged on the bed. Wide awake. Both boxes set in front of her on top of the quilt like unwanted birthday gifts—socks, maybe, or hand-me-downs that you knew weren’t your size or style.

Vanessa braided her hair, threading her fingers in and out of the wet strands. She shouldn’t have indulged in a hot shower. Yes, it had rinsed away the tension of her flight and the few hours she’d spent at the hospital. Watching her father sleep. Evaluating his skin color. His heartbeat. His respiration. Talking to his cardiologist. But now she was awake, and the contents of the boxes demanded her attention like an open bag of potato chips.

Vanessa’s faint laugh slipped into the silence of the room as she pulled the larger box closer. It was nice to know she still had some sense of humor, because there was nothing funny about opening either of the cartons. Doing so would only unleash the power of her past . . .

And now she was being ridiculous.

Nothing . . . absolutely nothing . . . had that kind of hold on her. The past couldn’t hurt her anymore. And she’d prove that truth to herself by dealing with the boxes. Then she’d go to Florida two days from now and march up and down the shoreline of Destin until she made it so. And the next time she set foot on the white sands of the Emerald Coast she’d be walking toward Ted, prepared to say, “I do.”

Besides her name, one simple word identified the contents: FIGURINES.

“Logan . . .”

So many questions wrapped around his name, stained with tears and laughter. Years ago, she’d thought it best not to ask them. Or maybe she thought she knew all the answers. And then she’d abandoned everything. Walked away from both the questions left unanswered and the ones that were answered all wrong.

What had he been thinking, starting her a collection of delicate figurines? He knew she didn’t collect things. Too many moves had taught her it was better to stick to the essentials. Clothes. Shoes. Even books by her favorite authors could be checked out of the library and returned.

The worn packing tape tore easily, the top of the box lifting back to reveal a layer of crumpled white tissue paper. Vanessa pressed her fingers into the softness, probing for . . . there! Her fingers touched the sculpted outline of a figurine. But which one? Unwrapping several more layers of paper, she revealed a graceful lady with ginger curls in a green gown and black gloves, seeming to sway in a half-curtsy. A birthday gift from Logan. Next, she uncovered a woman dressed all in white, except for the red ribbons tying her bonnet. The very first Royal Doulton figurine Logan had given her—and which had once belonged to his grandmother.

Enough.

Vanessa rewrapped the two statuettes. Four more remained in the box, each just as delicate, as lovely. Each a gift from Logan.

She closed the box, moving it aside. Her mother could mail this box back to her, and Vanessa would pay her for shipping and insurance.

On to box number two.

The flaps weren’t even taped together, merely folded in on one another. What had she cared so little about that she hadn’t even sealed the box . . . ?

A shimmer of purple covered the top layer.

Her homecoming dress.

“I’ll get my dad’s car—no riding the motorcycle that night.”

Her fingertips grazed the simple bodice of the gown, Logan’s voice whispering through the room.

Underneath lay a white T-shirt emblazoned with the words CLASS OF 2004 and the still-vivid airbrushed image of a sunset over Pensacola Beach.

Spring break.

Her Niceville High School yearbook and maroon graduation cap, the gold tassel still in place.

A framed photo of her, sitting astride Logan’s silver and red motorcycle, a ridiculous grin on her face, her helmet tucked in the crook of her arm, taken the first day she’d mastered the controls and succeeded in driving around the school parking lot.

Oh, how her parents had lectured her about being all kinds of reckless when they’d found out about her motorcycle lessons.

What else?

Her journal.

She pressed the brown leather book to her heart. Had she really forgotten about that? How she used to scribble her thoughts . . . hopes . . . dreams? She hadn’t journaled a single word in years. No longer browsed the store aisles trying to find just the right notebook to use, examining covers and pages. Selecting the perfect pens.

Setting the journal aside, Vanessa found a small cherrywood box underneath everything else. She knew what she’d see once she released the latch. Two rings: Logan’s larger class ring—white gold with a ruby-colored stone—resting next to the plain white-gold band he’d bought for her a few days after they were married.

She held up the class ring, twisting it around in the light, noticing again how Logan’s initials—LH—were etched inside in basic block print.

The trill of her iPhone shattered the silence, causing her to jump and drop the box and rings onto the bed. She scrambled, reaching for her phone where it lay on the bedside table.

“Hello?”

“Hey, babe.” Ted matched her whisper. “Did I wake you?”

She collapsed against the pillows, her hand seeking and finding the rings. “No, no—I’m awake. Having a hard time unwinding.”

“That’s what I figured—so I thought I’d call. Check in on you. How’s your father?”

“Overall, doing well. He’s sleeping, so I convinced my mother to come home with me and rest in her bed tonight. Rylan flies in tomorrow. I’ll stay another day or two and then head to Destin. I won’t have a whole week to plan for the wedding.”

“Why not? You’ve got at least two months of untouched vacation. Talk to Gary. Ask him for more time off.”

“I don’t know—”

“Vanessa, you’re not the only paramedic in Denver. This is our wedding. Beautiful and elegant, remember?”

Was Ted going to make her regret speaking those words out loud?

“Fine.” She stared at the ceiling, shifting against the pillows. “I’ll talk to Gary tomorrow and see if I can extend my time off.”

“I miss you, babe.”

Vanessa unclenched her fist, allowing the rings to fall onto the quilt. “I miss you, too.”

“Listen, I know you’re exhausted. Try to get some sleep. When you get to Florida, take some time to lie out on the beach and relax—don’t make it all about the wedding, okay?”

“Ted, the whole reason I’m going down there is to plan our wedding—”

“You know what I mean. Have some fun. Go get a pedicure or something with Mindy—”

“Right.”

“Go out to eat. What’s that fish you mentioned—the one you can only get down there?”

“Amberjack?” Vanessa thought of asking Ted where he was in his apartment. Sitting on the couch, maybe? Or in bed?

No. She couldn’t imagine Ted in anything more—or less—than his scrubs and a white medical jacket. At work.

“That’s it. Go out to eat and order amberjack. Got it?”

Vanessa nodded. “Yessir.”

“And eat some hush puppies for me.”

She couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Absolutely.”

“Now get some sleep. I love you.”

“Love you, too. G’night.”

Vanessa scrolled through the camera roll on her iPhone, the various photos of Ted causing her lips to curve into a smile. He was a good man—a competent ER doc, an avid Broncos football fan like she was, a man who understood her introvert’s need for space.

Why was she sifting through this box from her past when so much good waited for her in the future—waited for her now?

Time to get some sleep.

But first . . .

Vanessa gathered up the homecoming dress, the T-shirt, the framed photo, and the graduation cap and tassel. A quick trip to her parents’ garage to toss them in the trash can and . . . done. She had no need for them. Why had she ever thought she would?

She wiped her hands on her flannel pajama top as she walked back upstairs and made a mental list.

She’d mail the figurines herself on the way to pick up her brother at the airport. Her mother had enough to do—and she’d avoid any questions. Not that she had to explain herself to her mother anymore.

The rest of it—the yearbook, the journal—were easy enough to toss into her carry-on bag. She might want to show her kids her high school yearbook one day. And she couldn’t convince herself to throw away her old journal, even if she never read it again. There was something wrong about throwing away handwritten memories.

But she couldn’t leave Logan’s class ring here, and she couldn’t ask her mother to deal with it. Throwing the ring away seemed wrong somehow. Even though Logan had never asked her to return it, the ring still belonged to him.

Vanessa reopened the box containing the figurines, slipping Logan’s class ring and her wedding band into the folds of the tissue paper. She’d figure out what to do with both of the rings later.



THREE
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True friendship is a plant of slow growth.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON (1732–1799), FIRST PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES

The Florida air mugged Vanessa in an unwelcome hug as she exited the Fort Walton Beach airport terminal and made her way to the waiting rental car. Even as the days eased into the first week of October and the temperature hovered in the low seventies, humidity refused to release its grip on the Panhandle.

Vanessa stowed her brilliant green, hard-sided suitcase in the trunk and placed her laptop satchel and teal leather purse in the front passenger seat. Then she settled behind the steering wheel, cranking up the air-conditioning and tuning the radio station but leaving the car in park.

Time to point her car east and head toward Destin.

Or . . . first she could call Ted and let him know she’d arrived. He was working, but he’d be checking his phone for a voice mail or text. She wasn’t truly stalling if she was calling her fiancé, right?

When the phone rolled to his voice mail, as she expected, Vanessa adjusted the seat as she spoke. “Hi . . . Ted.” She rolled her eyes at herself in the rearview mirror. Why wasn’t she one of those women who did nicknames? She couldn’t imagine herself calling Ted “honey” or “sweetheart” or some other syrupy term of affection. Ted called her “babe,” which was . . . fine. But she just didn’t do pet names. “I’m in Florida. The flight was fine. Uneventful. I even got a full can of soda. So, yeah. I’ll call you later once I’m all settled at the hotel. Love you.”

And that had taken less than one minute.

It was too early to call her mother or brother to ask for an update on her father. She’d hugged Rylan goodbye less than four hours ago. Vanessa stared at the keypad of her cell phone, thinking of the folded sheet of yellow legal-sized paper in her laptop case labeled “Wedding To-Do List.” One item near the top was “CALL MINDY.”

“I can do that.”

Her casual assurance to Ted that she’d ask Mindy to be her matron of honor came back to mock her.

Ted was right, of course. He should ask his brother to be his best man. Which meant she needed a maid—or matron—of honor. But her “I can do that” statement implied she had a friend to ask, when all she really had were business colleagues. Church acquaintances.

And Mindy.

Mindy, the closest thing she had to a friend—if they both overlooked Vanessa’s abysmal ability to maintain a relationship. Yes, they were friends during their senior year of high school only because Mindy pursued her as a friend. And because they roomed together in college, because, well, that’s how it worked out. And because Mindy sent Christmas cards, ignoring the fact that Vanessa didn’t do Christmas cards. Or birthday cards. Or Facebook. Or phone calls.

Yes, Mindy was her friend. But Vanessa could never say she was Mindy’s friend without stumbling over the word.

Still, she was here to plan her destination wedding, and she needed help making that happen. Mindy had always been there for her. And, knowing Mindy, she’d be there for her again on the other side of the yawning chasm of silence that had become their relationship since college.

Please, God, let this wedding come together without too much drama. And please help me convince Mindy to be my matron of honor a lot faster than I’ve been able to convince myself to call her and ask her.

Maybe she and Mindy could manage a pedicure, too. Something normal girlfriends did together. Something relaxing.

All she had to do was make a phone call.

Mindy answered the phone before the second ring ended, as if she’d been expecting Vanessa’s call for the past eight years.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Mindy—it’s Vanessa. Vanessa Hollister.” Vanessa fisted her hand against the steering wheel, staring at the palm trees surrounding the parking lot that didn’t quite hide the view of construction along the road outside the airport.

“Vanessa? Oh, my gosh! I can’t believe you’re calling me! How are you?”

“Good. I mean . . . I’m good.” Vanessa cranked up the air-conditioning a bit more, adjusting the vents. “And surprise! I happen to be in Florida—at the airport in Fort Walton, to be exact.”

“You’re here?” Mindy’s voice pitched higher.

“Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner. I was supposed to be here last week.” Not that she’d have called Mindy before then, either. “But then my dad had a heart attack—”

“What? Vanessa—is he okay?”

“Yes. I mean, it was bad, but he’s recovering. He’s home now, and my brother is in Montana with my mom.”

“Isn’t Rylan stationed overseas?”

“Yes—Germany. How’d you know that?”

“Facebook is an amazing thing—that and Google Plus. And Rylan posts lots of photos on Instagram.”

Imagine that. She really ought to get online more often.

“Anyway, I had some vacation time and decided to come to Destin.” Vanessa stared straight ahead, watching a mother and father, loaded down with luggage, herd their three backpack-toting young children and make their way to a rental van. “I got a little delayed, but now that my dad’s doing better, my boss okayed another week off, so here I am. I thought maybe we could meet for lunch.”

“I would love to! How about you come to my house?”

“Oh, Mindy, I don’t want to put you out. I could treat you to lunch—”

“Absolutely not. This is so much easier. How about tomorrow? Is that too soon? Eleven o’clock?”

Vanessa considered her day. She was seeing the hotel wedding coordinator in the morning, so lunch should work. “That’s great. Remind me where you and—” Her mind went blank. She couldn’t remember Mindy’s husband’s name. Oh, this was awful!

“Jett.”

“Sorry. Jett. Tell me where you live, and I’ll be there at eleven.”

After confirming the information, she tossed her cell phone into her purse, sliding her seat belt into place.

Now to conquer the Mid-Bay Bridge. Pay a toll. Cross a bridge. Check into her hotel. And then decide if she wanted to go for a walk along the beach.

A purely optional activity.

Deep breath. She had one more chance to ease into the past with a slow drive through Niceville.

The town had changed. Of course it had. Nothing and no one stayed the same. She managed to keep her eyes on the road instead of looking left and right, noticing all the new restaurants that had appeared but how the Dairy Queen still anchored the center of town. How so many grocery stores and retail stores—even a Publix—had been built in the years since the Mid-Bay Bridge opened, and residents no longer had to take the circuitous, forty-five-minute drive to the Gulf beaches in Fort Walton.

The bridge.

Vanessa pressed two fingertips against her left temple. The traces of a dream she’d had the night before she flew to Montana fluttered at the edge of her mind like a tattered curtain in the window of an abandoned house.

What was it? She’d been . . . walking across the Mid-Bay Bridge. No cars traveling in either direction. It was dark . . . the middle of the night, maybe? . . . and the far end of the bridge was shrouded in fog.

And then what?

She’d been sitting on the edge of the bridge . . . looking down at the Choctawhatchee Bay, trying to see the water . . . someone yelled, “Jump, Vanessa!”

And then the bridge started to crumble beneath her . . .

She shook her head, scattering the memory. It was just a dream . . . just a dream.

She could do this. Brave the bridge again . . . cross over the expanse of sparkling waters. Park the car and leave her shoes near one of the dunes. Walk along the sand, just close enough for the waves to play tag with her toes.

Yes, this trip conjured up memories she’d tried her best to leave behind. Would an invisible companion walk alongside her, reminding her that this was his favorite place to be, wanting to discuss past choices, past mistakes? Well, she had a week to confront him and then leave him behind for good.

Vanessa blinked her eyes against the sunlight streaming into the car. How had she forgotten to put on her sunglasses? With one hand on the steering wheel, she used the other to dig around in her purse, finding them between her wallet and her change purse, slipping them on so that the world faded to a calmer hue.

This was how she needed to get through this week. Surrounded by a protective layer that prevented her heart from getting scorched. Focus on the wedding—her future—and keep the memories of the past from overwhelming her.

•  •  •

As dusk settled over the Emerald Coast of Florida, shadows stretched out across the white sand that formed into dunes topped by feathery sea oats, muting the vibrant colors of the water that transitioned from a pale blue to turquoise to deep green.

“You ever get tired of coming here?”

Brady’s question interrupted Logan’s musings—unwanted conversation when what he liked to do best was walk along the shore and not talk. Just because they’d been together since Logan had first brainstormed about forming a storm-chasing team didn’t mean Brady had to dog his heels when Logan walked the beach in search of some elusive serenity.

“I mean, you grew up here—”

“That doesn’t make me love it any less.” After graduating from college, he came back to Destin every October like a pilgrim on a journey to a seaside mecca. No better way to shake off months of storm chasing. “We all love what we do, but eating fast food and sleeping in motels while we wait on storms and try to gather data gets old.”

And the near-disaster that marred this past season on the run in Tornado Alley still scraped his emotions raw. The reality that they had all survived did nothing to appease the memories that woke him up too many nights—and kept him pacing his apartment until his alarm sounded on his cell phone.

Logan scraped the palm of his hand down his face. When he was awake, he knew Max was alive, rehabbing his way back to normal. When he fell asleep, too often his mind subjected him to instant replays. He hadn’t battled nightmares in years—not since high school—but now he found excuses to stay up late.

“Of course, I’m not complaining about sun and surf and all the seafood Max can eat.” Brady’s nudge sent Logan closer to the waves, the warmth of the water still bearing the hint of the summer just past.

“You got that right. And Julie’s managed to work on a tan, so she’s happy.”

“And then it’s back to Oklahoma—processing data, looking at grants for next season.”

If they still had grants for their work. Not that Brady needed to know about the emails and phone calls he’d been fending off for the last few months. Logan shoved his hands in the pockets of his cargo shorts. “Same old, same old.”

“You don’t sound excited, boss.”

Logan scanned the sky as it darkened to purple, the sun dipping along the horizon. Now was not the time to talk about the future—and what the future held for them in Oklahoma. That was a conversation for the whole team.
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