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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometimes life is about letting go. Letting go of the way things were supposed to have been. Letting go of unmet dreams and incomplete plans. Letting go of the anger that consumes you as you struggle to make sense of an unfinished life. I’d spent the last year denying the inevitable, negotiating for a different ending, screaming to the heavens that it wasn’t supposed to happen this way, and finally struggling to accept an ending that should never have been.  
 
    Letting go, I realized somewhere along the way, was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do.  
 
    “It’s a beautiful day.” A woman with white hair walked up beside me as the spray from the rough sea misted my face. 
 
    “Yes.” I turned and smiled. The woman looked to be a few years older than my sixty-eight-year-old mother; unlike my mother, however, who simply could not or would not understand the grief that haunted my every waking moment, this woman looked at me with compassion and understanding. “It’s a little rougher than I like my ferry rides, but beautiful all the same. My name is Kelly. Kelly Green. I’m afraid I can’t immediately place you, but I feel like we’ve met.” 
 
    “We have met, although it has been a long time since we’ve seen each other. About twenty years, to be more specific.” 
 
    My brows shot upward. “Dottie Pemberton?” 
 
    The woman smiled and offered her hand.  
 
    “Wow.” I reached out and hugged the woman. “I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you. It’s just that…” 
 
    “It’s just that the fifty-two-year-old woman you remember looked a bit differently from the seventy-two-year-old woman standing before you today.” 
 
    “Yes.” I stepped back. “I mean, no. I mean, sure, your hair is different, and I guess we all have a few more laugh lines, but still…” I realized I was rambling, so I stopped and hugged the woman again. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m as well as can be expected. I was sorry to hear about Kayla.” 
 
    My smile faded just a bit. The death of my twin sister and best friend still hurt almost more than I could bear. I’d tried to do as others seemed to want and hide my pain, but no matter how hard I tried, the simplest thing—a song, a scent, a memory—would remind me just how much I’d lost, and the grief would return in a wave that would envelop me and then cast me into a sea of darkness once again. 
 
    “I guess it must have been extra hard with her in a coma for so long and not knowing how things would work out in the end,” Dottie added after a moment. 
 
    She had no idea. In reality, Kayla had died a year ago, when a distracted driver had slammed into the car she was driving, but while everyone assured me that her mind was gone, her body had lived on, and as long as she clung to life, I’d clung to hope. Then, two months ago, her distraught husband decided to pull the plug and let her go peacefully, and I knew that my life would never be the same. 
 
    “How’ve you been holding up?” Dottie asked. She looked concerned, which I supposed was understandable because I hadn’t said a word since the moment she’d brought up Kayla’s name. “I do understand how difficult something like this can be. I suppose it is even possible to lose ourselves in our grief.” 
 
    I cringed as I remembered the random acts of craziness that had been brought on by my overwhelming grief. “It has been hard,” I finally said. “But I’m hanging in there. Some days are harder than others. Some days it doesn’t seem real. But I guess you might understand that. I heard your Harold passed away as well.” 
 
    “Yes. Three years ago. He was the love of my life, and I miss him every day.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “I’m so very sorry. Sometimes I think Kayla’s death would have been easier to deal with if she’d lived a good, long life before passing. Forty-two is much too young. She had so many things yet to do. She had a husband and two daughters who needed her, and she had me, who probably needed her most of all. But then I stop and ask myself if her passing would have been easier if she’d been seventy or eighty or a hundred, and I can’t help but be faced with the truth—when you lose half of your heart, it is going to hurt no matter how long you’ve had together on this earth.” 
 
    “It is true that losing someone you love is never easy. How are her husband and daughters holding up?” 
 
    I thought about the husband and daughters left behind. “It’s been hard, but the girls are in college now and live busy lives. The accident did occur a year ago, so I guess you could say they’ve had time to adjust. Mark was a mess in the beginning, but he seems to have moved on. He’s even dating.” I exhaled slowly. “Truth be told, I’m really the only one who hasn’t been able to let go. Everyone says I should. Everyone says the time for grieving has passed. But losing Kayla feels like losing half my soul.” 
 
    Dottie smiled in understanding but didn’t respond. She turned to watch a pair of dolphins who’d decided to race the ferry, or at least it seemed as if that was what they were doing. I took a moment to rein in my emotions. They still felt so raw, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that a huge cosmic mix-up had occurred, and Kayla wasn’t meant to die. Not only was she much too young, as I’d pointed out to whatever celestial body might be listening, but in dying, she’d broken a promise, and Kayla was the sort to take any promise she made quite seriously. 
 
    A small black bird landed on the railing, not far from where I was still standing next to Dottie. I closed my eyes as I let my mind transport me back in time. I felt the tension fade just a bit as the years fell away, and I conjured up a happier time. I thought about the two little girls who’d looked just the same. Two little girls who were not only sisters but best friends and soulmates as well. I remembered the promise made by those little girls, and I grieved for the hope that had been shattered when that promise was ultimately broken. 
 
    When Kayla and I were kids, I guess around six or seven, a friend of ours lost both her parents in an airplane accident. The tragedy was too great for either of us to understand, and I remember that we’d both had nightmares for weeks. The content of our dreams was somewhat different, but the subtext was much the same. We both dreamed of a dramatic event that would rip us from the life we loved, only to be thrust into an empty space, where we’d find ourselves lost and alone.  
 
    One night, long after we were supposed to be asleep, Kayla came into my room and climbed into my bed. She was shaking and crying, so I held her close while she shared the depths of the terror she’d been feeling since our friend had been orphaned. I’d been feeling it as well, but I wanted to comfort my sister, so I reminded her that no matter what happened, even if our parents died and we were left alone in the world, we’d always have each other. That reminder seemed to help both of us, so we’d made a pact that we’d always be there for each other, no matter what. We’d even promised to die on the same day, so neither of us would ever have to be alone. As absurd as that might sound, I think there might be a tiny part of me that was angry with Kayla for not upholding her part of the promise. 
 
    “So, what brings you to Shipwreck Island after all these years?” Dottie asked after a while.  
 
    I tucked a lock of long blond hair that had blown across my face behind my ear before answering. “Carrie Davidson invited me. I guess she had the idea of getting the whole gang together for a long-overdue reunion.” 
 
    “So Quinn and Nora are coming as well?” 
 
    I nodded. “They are. Carrie rented the summerhouse my family used to own for five weeks.” 
 
    “Five weeks. That’s quite the vacation.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll stay for the entire period, but I did promise to show up and see how it went. Honestly, I may not have made the effort at all, but this year is the twenty-fifth anniversary of the summer Peggy went missing, and Carrie wanted to do something to commemorate the role she played in our lives.” I turned slightly as a seagull landed on the railing beside me, chasing away the small black bird that had occupied the space. “It’s not that I don’t want to remember her; it’s more that I’m afraid my already raw emotions aren’t going to be able to endure yet another reminder of what has been lost.” 
 
    “I remember you were close.” 
 
    “The closest. She was like a sister to us, and we never really had the chance to say goodbye. Given the fact that she simply disappeared and no one ever knew what had happened, her family never did hold a funeral. I guess they never gave up hope that she’d find her way back to them.” 
 
    Dottie didn’t respond, but I could tell that I had her full attention.  
 
    “Carrie thought it would be nice to have a small ceremony,” I continued. “Nothing formal. I think it will be just the four of us.”  
 
    “I guess it’s been quite a while since the four of you have been on the island at the same time.” 
 
    I nodded. “I was here for Carrie and Carl’s fifteenth anniversary party almost five years ago, but Kayla was on a cruise with her husband, so she didn’t make it, and Quinn was overseas doing a story, so she didn’t make it either. Kayla and I came for our birthday when we turned thirty, but Nora was in Europe, and Quinn was in Africa, so I think the last time we were all on the island together was for Carl and Carrie’s wedding. Wow, I had no idea it had been almost twenty years since we’d all been together.” Where had the time gone? “Of course, now that Kayla is gone, I guess we can never all be together again.”  
 
    My heart tightened as I thought of the six little girls who lived different lives but reunited each and every year when our families returned to their summer homes. Carrie’s family lived on the island year round, but Quinn, Nora, Peggy, and Kayla and I lived elsewhere during the school year. I remembered how much I’d looked forward to summering on the island. Those summers were some of the best times of my life.  
 
    “I ran into Carrie at the market a few months ago. She’s lost a lot of weight,” Dottie informed me, changing the subject, which was very much appreciated given my fragile emotional state. “I’d wondered if she might be ill, but her mother told me that Carl had filed for divorce, and Carrie wasn’t dealing with things all that well. I guess I don’t blame her. I can’t imagine having the man you loved and planned to spend your life with decide that he preferred to spend his life with someone else.” 
 
    “It has been difficult for her,” I agreed. “I’ve chatted with her on the phone on a regular basis since Carl left, and she just seems so lost. I suppose it’s even worse when Jessica is away at college, and poor Carrie is living in that big, old house all alone. I suggested to her that she should sell the house and buy something smaller, but I think there has been a part of her that’s held on to the hope that Carl would come to his senses and return one day. Of course, now that the divorce is finalized, I guess she doesn’t even have that to hang on to.” 
 
    “I don’t know Carl well, but based on what I do know, I think Carrie might be better off without him. I’d noticed him noticing other women for years.” 
 
    I hated to admit it, but I’d noticed the same thing almost since the day the two married. “I couldn’t agree more,” I voiced. “Carrie really is better off without Carl, although I would never say that to her. I think she is still at the point where she is totally focused on what she’s lost and is not of the mind to consider what she may have gained with Carl’s departure.” 
 
    Dottie shielded her eyes from the sun as the ferry turned toward the island. “I ran into Ryder just last week, and he said pretty much the same thing. Based on what I’ve heard from others on the island, he’s been her rock through this whole ordeal.” 
 
    I smiled at the memory of Carrie’s little brother. “Ryder always did have his sister’s back, even though he was younger. Carrie told me he’s the mayor now.”  
 
    “Yes, and a darn good one he is. Much better than Mayor Hadley, may he rest in peace.” 
 
    I crossed my arms on the railing and looked out to sea. “I’m having a hard time picturing Ryder as mayor. When we were kids, he was such a pest and always in trouble. In fact, I think he was voted most likely to end up in prison by his senior class.” 
 
    Dottie chuckled. “He does have a colorful past, and he still tools around town on that Harley of his, but in my opinion, he has done more to bring growth and prosperity to the island than any of his predecessors. The boy might wear his hair a bit too long, and I’m not overly fond of the leather jacket he seems so attached to, but Ryder has vision, and he’s a hard worker. He has a promising future ahead of him.” 
 
    “Has he kept his veterinary practice open?” 
 
    “He has. Being mayor in a small town like Hidden Harbor is more of an honorary title than a source of income, so all our mayors have had day jobs. Ryder is still very committed to the animals he cares for, but now he is committed to the people of the island as well.” 
 
    I shook my head as I tried to picture Ryder West all grown up. I hadn’t run into him during my last two visits to the island, but I had seen him briefly at Carl and Carrie’s wedding almost twenty years before. Even then, he’d showed up in a leather vest and leather pants rather than the tux Carrie had picked out for him. Of course, he’d only been seventeen at the time, which meant he must be thirty-seven by now. I had to admit that most people matured quite a bit in the years between seventeen and thirty-seven. 
 
    “I guess you heard that Sheriff Renshaw retired after serving the community for forty years,” Dottie continued. 
 
    “No, I hadn’t heard,” I said, raising a brow. “I guess I should have expected as much. He must be well into his sixties now.” 
 
    “Sixty-nine. He first started working in law enforcement when he was just twenty-five, and he retired two years ago. He was a good man and a good cop who has been missed, although Sam Stone has done an excellent job as well since he took over the role.” 
 
    “Sam Stone is the sheriff?” I had to admit I was even more surprised to hear that than I had been to hear that Ryder West was now the mayor. I seemed to remember that Sam was two years older than I was, so I supposed he must be around forty-four by now. As a teen and young adult, he was very much a wild child, but as I’d already told myself once in the past five minutes, people did tend to change. “I think the last time I saw him was at Carl and Carrie’s wedding as well. I remember that he’d been traveling with a rock and roll band and was getting ready to head out on tour.” 
 
    “He did leave the island for almost a decade, but then he came back about ten years ago and joined the force as a deputy. He is a hard worker who is well-liked and highly regarded on the island, so when Renshaw decided to retire, he recommended Sam as his replacement. In my opinion, the lad has done an excellent job filling the very big shoes Renshaw left when he decided to move to Oklahoma.” 
 
    “Sheriff Renshaw moved to Oklahoma?” 
 
    She nodded. “I guess he has kin there.” 
 
    I looped my arm through Dottie’s. “You know, when I boarded this ferry, I had very mixed emotions about returning to Shipwreck Island and Hidden Harbor, but after chatting with you about the people I left behind, I find that I am very much looking forward to becoming reacquainted with the men and women who were such a huge part of my life as a child.” I paused to remember the fun Kayla and I’d had every summer when we were children. The friends we’d made, the trips we’d taken, and the little skip we’d used to learn to sail. “Does Old Man Brewster still run the marina?” 
 
    Dottie chuckled. “The old geezer is still policing the fishing boats, the same as he always has.” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m surprised he is even still alive. I seem to remember him being about a hundred when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Brew has lived his life in the sun, so he looked weathered and aged even when he wasn’t all that old. I think he is about eighty-five now. But he is a young eighty-five. Not only does he have the energy of a man half his age, but he is just as ornery as he ever was.” 
 
    I grabbed onto the railing as the ferry made a sharp turn. I could see the island in the distance and suspected we’d be docking within the next twenty minutes. “One of the things I really love about Shipwreck Island is the fact that, while many leave within a few years of moving there, those who stay tend to stay for the duration.” 
 
    “That’s true. We do have our share of old-timers. Of course, with the bump in tourism that we’ve seen in the last decade, the number of young families moving to the island has grown significantly as well. I guess you must have noticed all the new housing when you were here five summers ago.” 
 
    “Actually, my trip five years ago was a quick one. I came over on the ferry on Friday afternoon, attended the anniversary party Saturday, and then went home on Sunday. I didn’t have the time or opportunity to really look around.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll need to take the time during this visit. I think you will be surprised at the changes to both sides of the island in the last ten years.” 
 
    A voice came over the loudspeaker announcing that the ferry was preparing to dock. 
 
    “It’s been really good catching up with you, but it sounds like we should head down to the car deck. Let’s do lunch while I’m on the island,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    “Do you have a cell? I can text you my number.” 
 
    Dottie nodded. “I do have a cell, but I left it in the glove box of my car. If you text me your number, I’ll text you back, and we can arrange something.” 
 
    She recited her number, and I added her to my contacts and texted my number to her right then and there. I knew from prior experience that if I didn’t do it now, I’d most likely forget all about it. We both decided to head down to the car deck, so we chatted as we climbed down the steep stairway to the lower level.  
 
    Once the ferry docked, I got in line and followed the cars onto Shipwreck Island. The island was surrounded by deep water that allowed even the largest ships to pull right up to the docks that had been built in key locations over the years. Prior to the island being inhabited, the area had seen more than its share of shipwrecks. Based on what I remembered of local history, there had been more than one cargo ship heading up the coast that had failed to see the landmass in the fog and plowed right into it. Of course, now every ship had sonar, GPS, and various other warning systems. Additionally, the island currently boasted six lighthouses, so it had been at least a century since the island had claimed any new victims.  
 
    There were two main towns on the island, which was conveniently located off the coast of Central California. Sea Haven was on the east side of the island and closest to the ferry terminal, while Hidden Harbor was on the west side and accessible only by sea or a narrow road that climbed up over the mountain at its center. Due to the small size of the island, the mountain acted as a natural barrier that tended to keep the two communities separate.  
 
    The drive up and over the mountain was gorgeous. The meadows were green and dotted with wildflowers, and the rivers ran full after the steady spring rain. When Kayla and I were children, our family lived in San Francisco, where our father worked as a business banker, and our mother ran a charitable foundation. Both our parents worked a lot of hours, but every June, as soon as school let out, our parents would close up the house in Pacific Heights, and we’d all pile into the van to make the trip to Shipwreck Island for the summer. Mom had a busy social life on the island, and Dad continued to work remotely, but the time we spent in the summerhouse as a family was priceless in my mind.  
 
    As I arrived at the summit of Sunset Mountain, I could see the town of Hidden Harbor tucked into the harbor for which it was named. Hidden Harbor was settled by rich families from the city, so although the area was remote, the town and the homes surrounding it reflected the opulent lifestyle of its upper-class residents. As I wound my way down the narrow mountain road, I found my anxiety level increasing with each passing mile. 
 
    I really was excited about seeing my friends, but the idea of staying in the same house where I’d spent summers with Kayla left me feeling agitated in a way I couldn’t quite explain. When Carrie had first invited me to the island, I assumed she was inviting me to stay with her in her large home, but after I accepted the invite, she’d sprung it on me that she needed to get away from the walls she felt were closing in on her and had rented the same beachside home my family used to own. While she admitted to feeling better about the choice of location for our reunion, the thought of spending time in the home where I’d once been so happy almost caused me to hyperventilate.  
 
    I would admit, however, that the summer home my father designed was pretty awesome. Set on one of the nicest beaches on the island, the views were amazing from every window. When I’d lived there as a child, the home featured four bedrooms and five baths, but the investor who’d purchased the house from my mother after my father’s death had converted the huge suite on the third floor into two, still large but smaller suites. 
 
    The second floor of the home featured three bedrooms, all with private balconies overlooking the sea, while the first floor housed a huge kitchen, formal dining and living areas, family and game rooms, two bathrooms, an office, and laundry facilities.  
 
    The town of Hidden Harbor, often referred to as the village, was elegant but compact. The village was located behind the harbor, which I supposed made sense because rich men and women who docked their yachts in the harbor for a few days could simply walk into the small commercial area that featured upscale shopping, elegant restaurants, and eclectic bars.  
 
    I slowed as I approached the outskirts of the town. I knew I’d need to watch for a fork in the road. The village was to the left, while the summerhouse of my youth was to the right. I wasn’t entirely certain when Carrie planned to arrive, but it was a beautiful, sunny day, so I supposed that if I got to the house first, I’d take a walk along the beach while I waited for her. 
 
    “It looks just the same,” I whispered to Kayla as I turned onto the coast road and headed north. “The white sand beach, the sapphire blue sea, the rolling waves, and the endless sky. All of it exactly as we remembered.” 
 
    My mother hated it when I talked to Kayla, insisting that I really did need to find a way to let her go, but I knew in my soul that I would never let go of this relationship with the sister who shared my heart.  
 
    “I’m excited to see the gang, but I’m also terrified that I won’t be able to handle the memories created by staying in the same house where we lived as children. God, I wish you were here. I wish you could see what I see and feel what I feel. I wish we could sit and chat late into the night the way we used to.”  
 
    I wiped a tear from my cheek and forcefully steered my thoughts toward something a bit less emotional. As I drove farther toward the north shore of the island, the empty space between the homes increased, giving the area a desolate feel. Many residents moving to the island wanted to be closer to town, which meant the farther from town you traveled, the more sparsely populated the beachfront property became. The house my family used to own was the last one on the coast road. I didn’t know if anyone had built on either side of it since I’d last visited, but when I was a child, the house stood alone along the northernmost point of the white sand beach. 
 
    After arriving at my destination, I stopped to consider the house. It had been a pale yellow when we’d lived there. Now it was sky blue. I liked it. The shutters had been painted a dark gray that contrasted nicely with the white trim, and there was a white screened-in porch. It looked as if someone had installed a new roof as well. The silver Mercedes in the drive informed me that Carrie had arrived. I wasn’t sure if I was happy or sad about that, but it was what it was, so I opened the door of my Porsche and stepped out into the drive. 
 
    “Kelly!” Carrie yelled as she ran out of the house and onto the drive. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it either.” I hugged her back. 
 
    She pulled away just a bit. “Let me look at you. It’s been so long, but you look just the same.” 
 
    I smiled. “I don’t know about that, but I will admit that I haven’t updated my look in ages.” I dug my fingernails into my hand to stop the tears pooling in the corners of my eyes. “You look fabulous and so different. I guess you went the opposite route and changed everything.” 
 
    She laughed. “Divorce will do that to you. After Carl left, I looked in the mirror and decided I wanted to change everything about myself. I lost thirty pounds, bleached my brown hair blond, cut it short, and even got blue contacts. Now, when I look in the mirror, I no longer see the frumpy, outdated woman Carl couldn’t wait to replace, but a new woman he most definitely would have looked twice at had we not already been married.” 
 
    I supposed I understood why Carrie might want an entirely new look after her husband of twenty years dumped her for a younger woman, but when I looked in the mirror, I saw not only my old, familiar image but Kayla as well. I knew that I would cling to that for as long as I could and wouldn’t change a single thing about my look, no matter how outdated my long hair and simple style became.  
 
    “Grab your stuff, and we can choose rooms,” Carrie said. “Personally, I think the two of us should settle into the two larger suites on the third floor. Initially, I felt greedy claiming one of the larger suites as my own, but then I remembered that I was the one who did all the planning for this event, so I deserved one of the larger suites.” 
 
    “I agree. You do deserve one of the larger suites.” I thought about my old bedroom on the second floor, and the Jack and Jill bathroom that connected my room to Kayla’s. Part of me wanted to stay in my old room, but another realized that taking a room on the newly remodeled third floor would be a lot easier on my emotions. “And I’ll take the second of the two third-floor suites, as you suggested. I always wished my bedroom, rather than my parents, was up there when I was a kid.” 
 
    After we stowed my luggage in the suite, we headed out onto the back deck that overlooked the sea. Carrie poured us each a glass of wine, which I welcomed after the emotional day I’d had to this point. It would be good to relax with old friends. Maybe by visiting the past, I could begin to heal in the present. 
 
    “I’ve been struggling with what to say or not say about Kayla,” Carrie said once we’d settled in with our wine. “I’m sure you must be hurting, and part of me feels like it might be easiest for you if everyone just avoids bringing up her name, but Kayla was a huge part of all our lives, and it feels unnatural not to bring her into the conversation.” 
 
    I reached over and grabbed Carrie’s hand. “It’s okay to talk about her. I can’t promise I won’t get teary when someone does, but she was part of the Summer Six in the past, and she will continue to be part of the Summer Six into the future.” 
 
    “Even if the Summer Six is now only four?” she asked about the six girls who had formed a club of sorts.  
 
    “Even if. We didn’t stop talking about Peggy even after she…”  
 
    After she what? I asked myself. After she ran away, after she was kidnapped, after she died? The not knowing was the worst part.  
 
    “After she was no longer a part of our lives,” Carrie supplied. “And yes, you are correct, we didn’t stop talking about her. In fact, in the beginning, we talked about her more than we ever had before. It’s just that…” 
 
    “It’s just that you are being sensitive of my feelings,” I provided. “And I appreciate that. But Kayla is gone, and that’s something I need to learn to live with. Maybe if I talk about her enough, eventually, it won’t hurt quite so much to do so.” Even as I said that, I knew it wasn’t true, but one could hope. “When are Nora and Quinn getting here?” 
 
    “Quinn is flying in from Paris and wasn’t sure about all the connections, so she didn’t have an ETA, though she said she’d be getting into San Francisco tomorrow, or possibly even the following day. I guess she’ll make arrangements for the ferry over to the island once she arrives.”  
 
    “So she probably won’t be here until Monday at least.” 
 
    “That would be my guess. You know how busy she is. I’m just grateful she agreed to take any time off at all.” 
 
    Diana “Quinn” Quinby was a foreign correspondent for United Press International and traveled extensively. Although I hadn’t seen her in years, I did chat with her on the phone every couple of months, and it seemed she lived an interesting life.  
 
    “And Nora?” 
 
    “Nora had to postpone her arrival and won’t make it to the island until next week as well,” Carrie continued. “I’m guessing Thursday or even Friday.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?” Nora was married, with four grown children. She’d married her one true love, Matt Hargrove, right out of high school. Of all the couples I knew, they, it seemed, were the most perfectly suited. 
 
    “Shelby has been having some sort of issue with her college admissions packet, and Nora decided to make the trip out to Massachusetts to get it worked out in person. You know Nora; when it comes to those children of hers, a phone call won’t do.” 
 
    “I heard Shelby had been accepted to Harvard. That is really something. Nora must be over the moon with pride and happiness.” 
 
    Carrie gently nibbled on her lower lip in what seemed to be a nervous habit. “You would think that Nora would be ecstatic that not only has Shelby actually achieved her dream of going to Harvard but, now that she will be going off to college, Matt and Nora would finally have the house to themselves. But when I spoke to her, she didn’t seem happy. She seemed frantic and nervous and sort of sad.” 
 
    “Sad?” 
 
    “I get the empty nest thing,” Carrie shared. “I began to have all sorts of stress-related issues the moment Jessica started applying to colleges, and then, when she actually left the house where we’d raised her for the last time, I broke down and wept, despite the fact that I knew she’d be back for Christmas break. But I sensed something more than empty nest syndrome from Nora. Shelby is her youngest, and she has said goodbye to three other children. Still, I suppose the last one to leave home is the hardest.” 
 
    “I guess we can talk to her to see what’s on her mind when she gets here,” I suggested. 
 
    “Yes, we can. I can’t wait until we are all together again.” 
 
    “I’m excited to see everyone, but sitting here relaxing with you is nice, too,” I said. “I’d forgotten how blue the sea is along this stretch of beach.” 
 
    “It is something special,” she agreed. “I always did think this was the prettiest stretch of coastline on the island. I’ve even thought of buying one of the little cottages down the road after I sell my house.” 
 
    “You’re selling your house? That’s great. When I spoke to you last, you sounded like you weren’t ready to make the break.” 
 
    She nodded. “I used to love that house, but part of my new life, new me plan includes a new living space. I still want to be on the water, but I want something small that I can maintain with minimal effort. I haven’t definitely decided to move to this end of the island because there are advantages to being close to the village, but I have definitely decided to sell the house. Carl is having a fit about that, but to be perfectly honest, I don’t care. I got the house in the divorce settlement, so it is mine to do with as I please.” 
 
    I held up my glass in a toast. “Good for you. I love your new life, new you mantra. I think it is exactly the attitude you need to move past this and get on with whatever the future holds.” 
 
    Carrie clicked her glass with mine. “I was a total wreck for a long time, but I really do feel better with each day that passes. I actually feel excited to see what comes next for me.” Her phone buzzed. She looked at the caller ID. “It’s a text from Jessica, letting me know that she made it to France.” 
 
    “Jessica is in France?” 
 
    Carrie nodded. “I’d hoped she’d spend the summer here on the island, but she insisted that she’d made plans with a friend to tour Europe. I know it’s been hard on her since Carl and I split up, so I didn’t really blame her for not wanting to hang out in the war zone, but I sure do miss her. Now that Carl is no longer in my life, I feel sort of empty.” 
 
    “I’m sure that will get better with time.”  
 
    “I’m sure it will.” She smiled. “In fact, it already has. Since it is just the two of us tonight, should we head into the village to see if we can break some hearts?” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t know about the breaking hearts part, but I’d love to have dinner in the village. Is Danello’s still there?” 
 
    “It is, and they still have the best Italian food you are going to get anywhere.” 
 
    “It’s been forever since I allowed myself that many carbs, but I’m game if you are.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m game.” Carrie stood up. “Just let me change, and we’ll go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Boho Bar and Grill was a fun addition to the night scene since the last time I’d visited the island. It not only had a beachy feel, with the thatched roof over the bar, which had been made entirely of surfboards, but it was a loud and casual sort of place where everyone seemed happy, and no one seemed to mind the sand, which apparently hadn’t been swept from the floor in a decade. 
 
    “Danello’s was excellent, as always, but maybe we should just have eaten here,” I shouted over the sound of Jimmy Buffet in the background. “The menu looks fun.” 
 
    “The menu is fun, but honestly, the food is just okay. I do, however, love to come in for a drink or two.” Carrie pulled a menu out of a rack. “The specialty drinks alone make up four pages. The beer on draft is the good stuff, the wine from local vintners, and they have over a hundred kinds of tequila.” 
 
    I opened the plastic menu. “Wow. There is a lot to choose from. Any recommendations?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m thinking I’m going to stick with whiskey. I don’t want to get too filled up on juice and mixes before I have a chance to get a buzz.” 
 
    Get a buzz? Did my somewhat conservative and totally responsible friend just tell me she was worried about whether or not she would be able to drink enough to get a buzz? Carl really must have done a number on her. 
 
    “I think I’ll just have a glass of wine,” I said. “We had wine with dinner, and unlike you, my goal for the night is not to overdo it. But if you want whiskey, have whiskey. I’ll drive back home at the end of the evening.” 
 
    “Awesome. Grab that table, and I’ll go get our drinks.” 
 
    With that, she faded into the crowd. I kept my eyes firmly on the table she’d pointed out as I made my way through the room. The odds of arriving at the table before someone else did were probably slim, but at least I had to try. Just when I thought I was actually going to be able to secure the darn thing, someone else slipped onto one of the four stools. 
 
    “Ryder?”  
 
    “Kelly?” He seemed as surprised as I was.  
 
    I nodded. “It’s me. In the flesh.” 
 
    He got up from the stool and wrapped me in a hug. “How’ve you been? I haven’t seen you for ages.” 
 
    “I’ve been better, to be perfectly honest. I guess you heard about Kayla?” 
 
    He nodded. “I did. I’m so very sorry. I know how close the two of you were.” 
 
    “The past year has definitely been the worst of my life, but I’m hoping to use my time on the island to work through things. Carrie told me that you are the mayor of this fine island now.” 
 
    “As crazy as it may seem, I am the current mayor.” He held out a hand. “Have a seat. Are you here alone?” 
 
    “I’m with Carrie. She is at the bar, getting us drinks.” 
 
    He frowned.  
 
    “Are you here with anyone?” I asked. 
 
    “Sam Stone. You remember him?” 
 
    “Sure. He was a bad boy, like you. I heard he’s sheriff now.” 
 
    “He is at that. Still the same old Sammy, but he does tend to walk the line a bit straighter than he used to. The two of us work together quite often on community projects. We just came from a meeting with MTV about a music festival they want to film this summer on Whale Beach.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun. And Whale Beach would be a good place to hold it. Lots of room.” 
 
    “That’s what we figured.” 
 
    I looked around the bar as the conversation stalled. I couldn’t see Carrie heading back in my direction, and I wondered where Sam was. I supposed he might have gone to the bar as well. “This place is really great,” I eventually said. “I didn’t have a chance to visit when I was here for Carrie and Carl’s anniversary party five years ago.” 
 
    “Carrie told me you’d made it for the party. I was at a veterinary conference at UC Davis, so I missed the event. I was sorry I missed you. It would have been nice to catch up.” 
 
    “I was barely here. I arrived on Friday evening and left on Sunday morning, so I doubt we would have had much of a chance to hang out anyway, but if I’d known how much the village had changed, I might have extended my stay a couple days to check it out.” 
 
    “You can spend some time exploring the island during this trip. The culture of Hidden Harbor, in general, has migrated toward a more relaxed atmosphere in the past few years. I think you’ll find a lot fewer high-end establishments and a lot more places like this bar that are geared to the masses.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to check everything out.” 
 
    “Are you staying long?” he asked. 
 
    “A few weeks at least.” I wasn’t quite ready to commit to five. “Carrie invited Quinn, Nora, and me to the island as sort of a memorial for Peggy. I can’t believe she will have been gone twenty-five years this week. The whole thing is so unreal to me still.” 
 
    “It was a tragedy, that’s for certain. Are you staying out at Carrie’s place?” 
 
    “Actually, she rented the house my family used to own. I guess it’s a vacation rental now.” 
 
    “Yes,” he shouted over the noise. “The man your mother sold it to has used it that way since he bought it. Is it weird being back?” 
 
    “Being back at the house, yes, it feels very weird. As for the island in general, I’ve been back a couple of times since we last saw each other, but I will admit that this time feels different. It is strange being here on the island without Kayla, and staying out at the old house without her is really hard. If I’m perfectly honest, when I found out that Carrie had rented the house where Kayla and I spent the majority of our childhood summers, I almost canceled.” 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come.” He smiled.  
 
    He always did have the best smile.  
 
    “Yeah, me too.” I smiled in return. 
 
    “I’ve wondered how you fared over the years. I knew you stayed in touch with Carrie, but she never really talks about the old gang much anymore.” He glanced toward the bar. 
 
    “You look worried.” 
 
    He looked back in my direction. “Maybe a little. What do you think of Carrie’s new life, new me thing?” 
 
    “I think she has found a way to deal with a horrible situation, and I suppose I admire her for that, although I’m not sure about the hair and the short, short skirt she wore tonight. Don’t say anything to her. I want to be supportive, but it does seem like she might be trying a bit too hard to look young and hip.” 
 
    Ryder waved at a group that walked in before replying. “Carl broke Carrie’s heart. He made her feel old and frumpy, and he completely stripped her of any confidence she ever had. I’ll never forgive him for that, and I do understand why she is looking for a change, but I worry that she has thrown out all the best parts of herself with the parts that maybe could have benefited from some updating.” 
 
    “She is different, but she seems okay to me,” I countered. 
 
    “I hope she is okay, but she’s been drinking a lot, and I mean a lot,” he emphasized. “She dresses like a teenager, and the last time Jessica was in town, she was so embarrassed by her mother’s skimpy attire that the two of them ended up getting into a huge fight. If you want my opinion, I think the reason Jess decided to summer in Europe rather than coming home to the island was because she didn’t want to deal with her mother’s mental breakdown. I love my sister, and I hate that she is hurting, but I’m really afraid that in the end, she is just going to make things worse.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “I get what you are saying. She wanted to drink shots so she would be sure to get a buzz. Don’t worry, though.” I held up the car keys. “I’ll make sure she gets back to the house okay.” 
 
    “If she even goes back to the house.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that between you and me, Carrie has been rather cavalier in her approach to dating since Carl left her.” 
 
    “Her approach to dating?” As far as I knew, Carl was the only man Carrie had ever seriously dated. They’d gotten together so young and then married not all that long after.  
 
    “To put it bluntly, she has been sleeping with anyone who will have her.” 
 
    Both of my brows shot into the air. “Come again?” 
 
    “Maybe that is a slight exaggeration, but she has been making quite the effort to make up for lost time. She told me during one of her drunker moments that Carl was the only man she’d ever been with, and she’d apparently read somewhere that by the age of forty, the average woman has had eleven sexual partners. Carrie made it quite clear that it was her intention to make up for lost time.” 
 
    Yikes. Poor Carrie. It sounded like things were worse than I’d thought. 
 
    “Maybe you can talk to her while you’re on the island,” he suggested. “I’ve tried talking to her, but I’m her baby brother. So far, I haven’t had the sense that she’s heard a thing I’ve said.” 
 
    I hesitated, not wanting to do anything that might make it seem as if Ryder and I were ganging up on her. 
 
    “Please. I’m really worried about her.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll find the right time and see what I can do.” I placed my hand over Ryder’s. “I think it’s nice the way you look out for your sister, but I really do think she’ll pull through this. Just give her time to process what she needs to.” 
 
    “Yeah. I keep telling myself that same thing, but sometimes the things you do from a place of anger and grief can’t be undone.” 
 
    Boy, did I know that to be true.  
 
    I looked up as Sam headed toward the table and slipped onto a stool across from me. “Is that Kelly Green?” he asked as he slid Ryder’s beer to him. 
 
    “In the flesh.” I grinned. “How’ve you been? I heard you managed to find your way around to the right side of the bars.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, I mostly stay out of trouble these days. It doesn’t look good when I break the law, being the sheriff and all. What have you been up to?” 
 
    “I work as an analyst for a tech firm, or at least I did until a year ago. After Kayla had her accident, I quit my job so I could be with her twenty-four hours a day if need be.” 
 
    “I heard about Kayla. I’m so sorry. I’m sure her death has been devastating for you.” 
 
    I smiled a tired little half-smile. “It really has been pretty bad. I feel like I spent a year in limbo with her while she was in the coma. I didn’t know how to get back to my old life or move on to a new one until things were resolved one way or the other. My mother tells me that I should be relieved that part is over, but I’m not. All I really am is empty.”  
 
    Sam looked at me with an expression of compassion.  
 
    “Wow.” I quickly jumped back in. “Where did that come from? Talk about Kelly the downer. I didn’t mean to lay all that on you. I’m here to have a good time.”  
 
    “I’m sorry you are hurting, and I want you to know you can lay anything you want on me anytime,” Sam said. 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate that.”  
 
    “Was that Rowena O’Malley I saw you chatting with at the bar?” Ryder asked Sam. 
 
    He nodded. “Chloe is still missing, and the family is frantic.” Sam looked at me. “Chloe O’Malley is an eighteen-year-old islander who hasn’t been seen in almost a week.” 
 
    “Eighteen is considered to be an adult,” I pointed out. “Maybe she met a guy.” 
 
    “Yes, but her family is certain that she has fallen victim to foul play. On the one hand, I don’t know Chloe or the family well, but I have looked into things a bit, and it does seem that everyone who knows Chloe agrees that she wouldn’t just take off. On the other hand, I have found zero evidence of foul play. It’s almost like she simply disappeared.” 
 
    “Like Peggy,” I said. 
 
    He tightened his lips and nodded. “Like Peggy.” 
 
    “Did you speak to Daniel again?” Ryder asked. He looked at me. “Daniel is Chloe’s brother. The two are really close, so it seems likely if she just took off, she would have confided in him at least.” 
 
    “I did speak to him, as well as every member of her immediate family, multiple times. No one has a clue as to what might have happened. Both her parents swear they were getting along just fine, although I have heard from friends that Chloe met a new guy twice her age, and her insistence on dating this man did cause friction at home. Chloe might be eighteen, but she’d only been that old for a couple of weeks when she disappeared. I don’t think her parents are quite ready for her to fly solo and do her own thing.” 
 
    “I heard about the older boyfriend. It sounded like a bad idea to me. I’ll keep asking around,” Ryder said. “Someone has to know something. If I had to guess, the brother is the key to finding the rebellious sister.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Sam frowned.  
 
    Ryder looked back toward the bar. “Speaking of rebellious sisters, mine should have been here with those drinks by now. I think I’m going to go find her. Save my seat.” 
 
    I nodded. He got up and made his way through the crowd. I glanced back toward Sam. “So…” I forced a smile I was sure didn’t reach my eyes. “How’ve you been?” 
 
    “I’ve been fine. I’d ask you the same thing, but I think I already know. As I said, I’m very sorry about Kayla. I’m sure her passing must have been really hard on you. If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here for you, and I want you to know that you don’t have to pretend to be okay if you aren’t. I can handle whatever real emotions you might need to express.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate that.” Sam always had been the sensitive sort, despite his bad boy reputation when we were kids. “There are certain people in my life who need me to be okay so that they can be okay, and I will admit that at times I find myself pretending that life is a bowl of cherries when it clearly is not.” 
 
    He laid his hand over mine. “I’m sure that must be exhausting.” 
 
    “So exhausting,” I agreed.   
 
    “So, how long are you going to be on the island?” he asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “A few weeks. I haven’t settled on the exact duration of my stay yet. Carrie invited Quinn, Nora, and me to come to the island for a memorial for Peggy.” 
 
    “So, Quinn will be here?” His eyes lit up. 
 
    Sam had always had a thing for Quinn even though she’d only had eyes on the career she’d decided on when she was five years old. 
 
    I nodded. “Can you believe it has been twenty-five years since Peggy went missing? It seems like just yesterday, the six of us were hanging out at the beach, and now Peggy is gone, and Kayla is dead. Sometimes the whole thing seems unreal. Like this is all just some nightmare I’ll wake up from at any minute.” I paused as a thought occurred to me. “You’re the sheriff now. I don’t suppose you’ve dug up any new information about Peggy’s disappearance. I keep thinking that someday someone will find a clue that will lead to the truth of what happened.” 
 
    Sam drew his brows together and leaned in close. “Actually, I have been looking into things. At first, I wasn’t looking into Peggy’s case per se, but when I took over from Sheriff Renshaw, I found several boxes of old files that I took the time to look through before filing them away.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And one of them was the missing persons file for Peggy Amundson.” 
 
    “So, are you taking the long way around to tell me that you found something?” I asked impatiently. 
 
    “Perhaps. I don’t want to get into it right now because this is neither the time nor place, but I think I may have noticed something important relating to Peggy’s disappearance. I wish I could say I’ve cracked the case wide open, but I can’t. What I will say is that I may have stumbled upon some interesting facts that don’t appear to have been looked at closely at the time of her disappearance. If you are really interested, maybe we can set up a time to chat in private.” 
 
    “I’d like that very much. How about tomorrow? I’m not sure what Carrie has planned or how the day will go, but I’ll text you. Maybe we can set up a time to meet later in the day tomorrow, or even the following day if that doesn’t work out.” 
 
    “That would be fine.” He held out his hand. “Give me your phone, and I’ll add my personal cell to your contacts.” 
 
    I did as he asked as Carrie stumbled across the room with Ryder. 
 
    “Hellwoh, everyone,” Carrie slurred as Ryder pushed her onto a stool.  
 
    “It looks like you started without me,” I teased.  
 
    She giggled. “I guess I did.” 
 
    I could see why Ryder was concerned, but it wasn’t going to do any good to try to talk to Carrie about her drinking tonight. What I needed to do was get her back to the house and put her to bed. “You know, this place is great, just like you said, but I’m beat. How about we have an early night?” I suggested. 
 
    “But Barney is going to show me his motel room. He said it has a view.” 
 
    “Our place has a view,” I countered, deciding not to ask who Barney was. “And I really am tired, so how about it? Please.” 
 
    She started to stand up but must have gotten dizzy because the next thing I knew, she was leaning against her brother.  
 
    “I’ll carry her out to the car,” Ryder offered. “In fact, I’ll drive her home so I can carry her up to bed. Considering her current status, I doubt she’ll wake up before tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you back.” I glanced at Sam. “I’m sorry we’re deserting you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I should have an early night anyway.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll see you again at some point, maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    “Text me tomorrow, and we’ll set up a time to chat about my project.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll be sure to do that.”  
 
    Ryder paid the bill, and the four of us left the bar. He slipped his sister into his car, and I followed him to the north shore while Sam headed in the other direction. It was good seeing both of the island’s teenage bad boys, but I was worried about Carrie. Her behavior since I’d arrived had been nothing like that of the girl I’d grown up with, or the woman she’d become. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke to the sound of waves crashing onto the beach outside my window. The first light of the new day had barely arrived, leaving the sky a soft mauve as the night slowly turned to day. Sitting up in my bed, I looked out at the waking sea. There was no way Carrie would be up anytime soon, which meant that I would have some time to myself before the intense emotional challenge of appearing to be okay when I clearly wasn’t would begin. Rolling out of bed, I slipped into a pair of shorts, a sports bra, tank top, and a soft blue sweatshirt. Grabbing a pair of socks and my running shoes, I pulled my long hair into a ponytail and headed downstairs. My body was telling me to head for the kitchen and coffee, but my soul demanded an hour of solitude on the deserted beach, so I slipped on my socks and shoes and headed into the cool morning air. 
 
    I ran almost every day even when I was home in the city. There was something about focusing on the rhythm of my own feet hitting the ground that centered and grounded me. I preferred an easy and steady pace to sprints or timed runs, and when I ran on the beach, I preferred the total peace and quiet you could usually only find in the early mornings. I’d just started into my second thirty minutes when a black-and-white dog ran up to greet me. I stopped and bent down, so we were at eye level. “Well, hello. What are you doing out here by yourself?”  
 
    He barked once, and I looked up to see a tan man with wavy brown hair running toward me.  
 
    “Ryder. What are you doing all the way out here?” I had to admit he looked a lot better than he should, given the early hour. 
 
    “I didn’t mention it last night, but I live down the beach. Remember that deserted boathouse we used to party in when we were in high school?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered. “I remember.” I was pretty sure the boathouse he spoke of was about half a mile down the beach. 
 
    He turned and looked over his shoulder. “I bought it and converted it into a home for Baja and me. It’s small—barely a thousand square feet—but it suits us. I like the quiet. Baja does as well.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “You like the quiet? The man I remember drove a loud Harley and blared rock and roll twenty-four-seven. I was sure you’d live in the village, where the nightlife is plentiful.” 
 
    He shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve changed. Not that I don’t still consider my Harley to be the love of my life—other than Baja, of course—but I prefer jazz to rock more often than not these days.” 
 
    “I have to admit I’m impressed. Is your clinic in the village?” 
 
    He bent down and roughed Baja behind the ears. “It is. Living on the north beach isn’t quite as convenient as it was when I lived in the village, but I manage. I employ a pair of brothers who actually live in the house I originally built for myself at the clinic. They keep an eye on things when I’m not there. It was an adjustment, but it has been nice to have regular hours, and if there is a real emergency, I’m always happy to head into town no matter what the hour.” 
 
    “I can see how it would be nice to have some separation between work and home.” 
 
    “You’ll have to come by to see the place. I tried to combine the natural feel of the old boathouse with modern comforts. I’m really happy with the way it turned out.” 
 
    I glanced down the beach. “I’ll do that. I’d follow you back now, but I should get back to check on Carrie.”  
 
    He wiped his brow and ran a hand through his collar-length hair. “How’s she doing this morning?” 
 
    “She was still sleeping when I left to take my run. I did take a peek in at her to confirm that she was okay and was resting comfortably. I have a feeling she is going to have one heck of a headache when she wakes up.” 
 
    His lips tightened. “I keep hoping those morning headaches will eventually convince her to give her liver a rest, but so far, I haven’t been able to convince her that she even has a problem. I’m really worried about her.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll talk to her when the time is right.” I turned and looked down the beach in the direction from which I’d come. “I really should get back. I’ll get your cell number from Carrie and text you so we can set up a time for me to see your boathouse conversion. I have to admit I’m intrigued.” 
 
    Ryder agreed to my plan, turned, and jogged off in the direction from which he’d come. I have to confess that as he retreated, I lingered a bit longer than I should have. When had Carrie’s pesky little brother gotten so good-looking? I mean, sure, he was always a babe. He had thick, wavy brown hair he tended to wear longer than most men did these days, bright blue eyes, and a golden tan from the hours and hours he spent surfing. Carrie’d shared that when he wasn’t surfing, he was riding the old Harley he’d restored with his own hands, and when he wasn’t busy doing either of those two things, he was breaking hearts all over the island. Ryder had always been a rebel. A bad boy. The boy no mother had wanted her daughter to bring home. Yet somewhere between the last time I’d seen him at Carrie’s wedding and now, he’d gotten his degree in veterinary medicine, opened his own practice, remodeled a boathouse, been elected to the position of mayor, and taken on the role of unofficial guardian to his sister.  
 
    I picked up the pace a bit as I jogged back toward the house. I was sorry Quinn and Nora wouldn’t be arriving until next week, but if I was perfectly honest, I was both excited and nervous about seeing the women for the first time after Kayla’s death. Kayla’s husband had decided not to have a funeral or memorial service, which in some ways was easier because it wouldn’t have been an event I’d have looked forward to, but not having a formal goodbye was harder as well because I didn’t feel like I’d had the closure I needed. When we last spoke, he mentioned a small gathering to scatter her ashes at some future date, which may or may not occur based on the fact that, after such a long period of limbo, I think both he and his daughters were ready to move on. 
 
    When I arrived back at the house, Carrie was actually sitting on the deck, sipping a cup of coffee. I was surprised by that. I’d figured she’d be in bed well into the morning, given the amount of alcohol she’d consumed the previous evening. I greeted her with a smile, informed her that I was going to head in for my own mug, and then I’d join her. She forced a smile, but I could see the pain in her eyes and the tension in her forehead. Yup, she had one heck of a headache that would last until the aspirin I was sure she’d already taken kicked in. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about last night,” she said the minute I sat down beside her after returning with my coffee. “I really don’t know what I was thinking. Actually, I do know what I was thinking, but it was your first night in town, and I should have forced thoughts of Carl with the skank he is living with out of my mind rather than putting you into such an awkward position. Was it awkward?” 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee. “It was fine. Ryder got you into the car and up to bed.” 
 
    She groaned. “Ryder was there?” 
 
    I glanced in her direction. “You don’t remember?” 
 
    She slowly moved her head from side to side. “I really don’t. I remember pounding down two shots while I waited for your wine. I met a guy—I can’t remember his name—and he bought me two more. Or maybe it was three. I lost count after a while. Oh God, I didn’t go home with him, did I?” 
 
    “No, you didn’t go home with him. You were going to; you even announced to the table that you planned to go home with someone named Barney, but then you passed out, and Ryder and Sam helped get you into the car.” 
 
    “Sam was there as well?” She put her head down onto the railing in front of her. “I feel like such an idiot. I’m surprised Sam didn’t lock me up in the drunk tank.” 
 
    “No one wants to lock you up, and no one wants to punish you, but we are all worried about you. What if I hadn’t been there? What if you’d gotten behind the wheel of your car? You could have killed yourself, or even worse, you could have killed someone else.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her legs and cried into her uplifted knees. “I know. And again, I’m sorry. I’ve just been so angry since Carl left me for a woman half my age. I’ve had all these feelings I can’t figure out what to do with. I just want the pain to stop. Most of the time, I feel like I can’t even breathe. When I drink, at least I get a short break from the rage in my gut. Even the morning-after headaches are a welcome reprieve from the unbearable emotion.” 
 
    I got up from my chair and knelt down in front of Carrie. I wrapped my arms around her and held her as she sobbed. I’d thought my own pain was unmanageable, but compared to hers, I realized I’d gotten off easy. Okay, maybe not easy. I still felt like someone was ripping out my insides from the outside every time I breathed, but at least I only had sorrow to deal with, while Carrie had both the sorrow of loss and the rage of betrayal to try to make peace with. 
 
    “I do understand the need to dull the pain,” I said in a gentle voice. “And I get the crazy behavior that can come from a place of grief. During those first weeks after Kayla’s accident, when I finally realized she might never wake up, I guess I went a little crazy myself. I’d drink to dull the pain, and then I’d sleep for days on end. When I wasn’t doing that, I was harassing her doctors and arguing with her husband about what should be done. I was a mess, and I know I put everyone around me through a lot of worry I really shouldn’t have. At the time, I didn’t care. In some ways, I still don’t care. I did what I needed to do to get through the days, but I also know that it wasn’t until I settled in with the pain rather than trying to numb it that I began to deal with the reality of the situation.” 
 
    “So, are you better now? Are you past the pain? Have you been able to put your grief aside?” Carrie sobbed. 
 
    “Honestly?” I hugged her tighter. “No.” 
 
    She sobbed harder, and I hugged her harder. I’m not sure how long I knelt there while she cried out her pain. It might have been minutes; it might have been longer. I do know that by the time her sobs began to retreat, I felt drained, yet somehow hopeful. Perhaps I’d listened to my own advice as I’d whispered words of encouragement to one of my oldest friends in the world. The emotional hell that had been left in the wake of what had been done to her is not something that anyone who entered a marriage with an open and giving heart should have to deal with.  
 
    “Better?” I asked as I used my thumbs to wipe away her tears. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Thank you. I guess I’ve been holding that all inside.” 
 
    “I understand. Like I said before, I’ve had a war going on in my mind ever since the accident that put Kayla in a coma and eventually killed her. Some minutes I feel like I’m dealing with things just fine, and the next, I am a total mess. They say time heals all wounds. I don’t necessarily believe that, but I do know that it helps to talk. And isn’t that why we are all gathering here? To talk and support one another?” 
 
    “It is. And, of course, to remember Peggy.” 
 
    “Of course.” I took a deep breath and returned to my chair. The memories I’d been holding at bay suddenly threatened to consume me. “It seems so long ago, and yet in some ways, it feels like just yesterday that the six of us were all right here on this very deck to ring in the New Year.” I felt my throat tighten. “Remember how cold it was?” 
 
    “It was particularly chilly that year,” Carrie agreed. “We’d been to the beach that day. I really can’t remember why given the cold spell we’d been having. I remember that we built a fire and bundled up with blankets to ward off the chill as the wind picked up and the fog rolled in. I think it was Quinn who suggested it might be fun to tell ghost stories about the evil spirits who lived in the fog. Naturally, we scared ourselves silly and headed home.” 
 
    “When we got to our house, Kayla asked our parents if you all could spend the night. I was sure Mom was going to say no, but somehow Kayla convinced her.” I smiled at the memory. “Kayla could always convince Mom to do anything. I was never quite as lucky.” 
 
    Carrie picked up the thread of the story. “After we all got permission to stay, your dad built a fire in the pit, and your mother made sure we each had our own warm sleeping bag. We settled into those comfy loungers you used to have and watched the moon rise because somewhere along the way, the fog had receded. When the clock hit midnight, we each voiced our wish for the coming year.” 
 
    “I simply cannot believe that just thirty years later, two of the six are gone.” 
 
    Carrie reached over and wove her fingers through mine. She squeezed my hand tightly as we sat quietly, both lost in our own thoughts. How innocent we’d been. Our lives had been full of hope and unmet potential on that long-ago New Year’s Eve. And now? Now the eager determination I’d once felt had been trampled by the reality of life until at times I wondered if I’d ever truly be able to look at the world through the eyes of hope and possibility. How wonderful it would be to be able to believe in the power of wishes, the magic of starry nights, and the perfection of unblemished dreams once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After our talk, Carrie decided to head back to bed to wait for the painkillers she’d taken to kick in. I suspected she’d sleep most of the day, so I had some time on my hands. I was tempted to call Ryder to arrange to go by to see his boathouse, but after the tingling feeling our encounter on the beach had created that morning, I decided that connecting with Sam regarding Peggy’s disappearance was the safer choice by far. 
 
    I called him, and he suggested that I come to his office in the village. That sounded fine, so I left a note for Carrie should she wake before I returned and then headed in that direction. The local sheriff’s office was tiny. Sam was one of only two men who worked in the Hidden Harbor office. There were three men assigned to the Sea Haven office, but given the small geographic area in need of policing, it seemed things must work out even with limited staffing.  
 
    When I arrived, Sam showed me into his office. He indicated that I should take the seat across the desk from him while he resumed his chair. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you are the local sheriff.” I chuckled. “Talk about the boy least likely to take on that particular role.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure how I ended up here myself. I took some time to myself after graduation. I joined a band and traveled around for a few years, which is what I was doing when I last saw you at Carrie’s wedding. The band broke up when a difference of opinion between our drummer and lead singer became unmanageable, so I took off and rode my Harley from coast to coast. Eventually, I headed south into Mexico and Central America. If there were waves, I chased them. I lived in Guatemala for a year. But I eventually found my way back to Shipwreck Island and realized I was home. I knew I needed a job, but I also knew that a desk gig or something with regular hours wouldn’t work for me, so I decided on law enforcement. As strange as it may seem, I feel like I found a good fit.” 
 
    “Well, good for you. I bet you are an excellent cop.” 
 
    “I like to think so.” 
 
    I decided to get to the point of this meeting immediately. “So, you said you had news connected to Peggy’s missing persons case.”  
 
    “I might.” He shuffled some papers on his desk. “As I mentioned last night, after Renshaw retired and I took over as sheriff, I decided to look through all the cold cases he’d left behind before filing them away. I wasn’t searching for anything specific, but it did occur to me that I should familiarize myself with the contents of these unsolved cases in case things circled back around again. You never know when a new clue in an old case might pop up, and I wanted to be prepared.”  
 
    “And you found something?” 
 
    “Maybe. But before I tell you what that is, I’d like you to tell me what you remember about the twenty-four-hour period before Peggy went missing.” 
 
    Okay. I wasn’t expecting that, but okay. I took a deep breath and tried to remember back. Certain aspects of that day were fuzzy, while other aspects were so clear, they might have occurred yesterday. 
 
    “That summer, Kayla and Carrie had gotten jobs as lifeguards at the community pool,” I started in. “I remember that the two of them worked that day. Nora was busy with her mom—I think they’d gone shopping—Quinn and I had entered a surfing competition, so we were at the beach, and Peggy had said she had errands to run, so she would meet up with us later. I’m not entirely sure what it was she’d been doing, but she’d met this boy named Dusty, who she was totally in to, so, at the time, I figured she was with him.” 
 
    “Dusty Roberts?” Sam clarified. 
 
    I nodded. “I think he was an artist from LA. He was around twenty-five, much too old for sixteen-year-old Peggy, but she was enamored, so even though her parents forbade her to see him, she snuck away every chance she got.” I glanced out the window as I struggled with my emotions. Talking about this was hard even after all these years. 
 
    “Okay, so you said you arranged to meet up later after everyone was done with their tasks for the day,” Sam encouraged me. 
 
    I nodded. “There was a party on Topsail Beach.” Topsail Beach was best-known for being the best viewing spot for the sailboat races held every Sunday during the summer. “The six of us arranged to meet there around six. I’d actually won the surfing competition and had stayed afterward to talk to a man who was interested in sponsoring me, so Quinn, who had driven me to the competition, went on home, and I called my dad for a ride. By the time I got home from the beach, showered, and changed, I was late to the party.” 
 
    “How’d you get there?” 
 
    “My dad drove me to the beach and dropped me off. When I arrived, Carrie was already there with Carl, who she’d just recently met and started dating, Quinn had picked up Kayla because I was going to be late, and the two of them were grilling meat, and Nora had come with her brother, Donovan. I’m pretty sure Matt was out of town for some reason because he wasn’t around that I recall, but I do seem to remember Nora and Donovan playing beach volleyball.” 
 
    “And Peggy?”  
 
    “Peggy wasn’t around. I remember asking everyone where she was, and Quinn told me that she’d been dropped off by her older brother, but as soon as he pulled away, she took off down the beach. She was never seen again.” 
 
    “So, she walked down the beach alone?” Sam asked. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s what I was told by Quinn. Again, I never actually saw her at all the whole day.” 
 
    “According to the police report, those attending the party suspected that Peggy had arranged to meet up with Dusty Roberts, but Sheriff Renshaw was able to determine that Dusty had been with some of his friends from LA and had not seen Peggy at all that day.” 
 
    I frowned. “So Peggy hadn’t been with him during the day, as we suspected?” 
 
    “Not if Sheriff Renshaw was correct in his assertion that Dusty had a solid alibi for the entire day.” 
 
    I frowned. “That’s so odd. I wonder where she was all day. I guess when she told us she had errands to run, we should have realized that was a vague explanation and demanded more information, but of course, at the time she’d told us her plans, she hadn’t yet gone missing, so none of us had any reason to ask questions.” I narrowed my gaze. “Are you sure Dusty wasn’t lying about being with Peggy? I was sure she’d snuck off to see him.” 
 
    “As I’ve already said, according to the report Sheriff Renshaw filed, Dusty claimed to have been hanging out with friends from LA over the whole twenty-four hours preceding Peggy’s disappearance and his friends backed him up on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but using friends as an alibi is sketchy at best.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” Sam said. “But Renshaw seemed convinced. Maybe he knew more than what he outlined in his report.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I sat back in my chair. “So, what else do we know? More importantly, what more have you found out?” 
 
    “Let’s start with Renshaw’s report and the inconsistencies found within.” Sam crossed his arms and leaned forward on the desk. “First off, according to the report, Peggy’s mother told Sheriff Renshaw that Peggy had gone to the beach to watch the surfing competition earlier in the day. You just told me that was where you were. Are you sure you didn’t see her there at any point?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sure. Renshaw asked me about that over and over again. It was a local competition, though still well attended, so I suppose it’s possible she was there, and I didn’t see her, but I really thought she was with Dusty, so it wasn’t like I was looking for her. I know Quinn was interviewed on the day Peggy disappeared too, so you can ask her about it when she gets here, but the two of us talked afterward, and she didn’t mention anything to me about seeing Peggy at the beach. I suppose Peggy might have told her mom about the surfing competition to give herself a cover for whatever she was really doing.” 
 
    “That is the conclusion Renshaw came to. I’m not even sure that Peggy’s activities prior to her taking off alone down the beach are relevant because we know her whereabouts immediately before she disappeared, though it seems like whatever she was really doing earlier that day could explain what came later.” 
 
    “I agree. I think that figuring that out has to be an important piece of information.” 
 
    Sam steepled his fingers, resting his elbows on his desk. “Did Peggy say anything at all to you that might provide a clue to what she was up to that day? I mean specifically. I know you just said she told you she was running errands.” 
 
    I slowly shook my head. “No. I’m sorry. Peggy was one of the gang. She was from the beginning. We were close. All of us. But after she met Dusty, she began to pull away from us. Dusty really was too old to be hanging around with a bunch of teenagers, and I think we all felt there was something off about her total obsession with him. Prior to her meeting him, I never knew Peggy to lie. At least not to us. You could say we all lied to our parents at one point or another. I don’t know for certain, but I suspect she and Dusty were sleeping together, and I’m certain that if they were, he was her first. I guess that might account for the secrecy. Peggy knew we all thought he was too old for her, and it seemed as if she wanted to keep her relationship with him to herself.” 
 
    Sam leaned back in his chair before sitting forward again, picking up a pen, and tapping it on the top of the desk. He appeared to be thinking things through. Sheriff Renshaw had interviewed everyone even remotely connected to Peggy at the time she went missing but had come up empty. Her family had no idea why she’d taken off down the beach that evening; she never even spoke to the people at the party, and her older brother, Evan, the one who’d dropped her off, had simply told the sheriff that Peggy had been in a funny mood that night and he wasn’t at all surprised that she’d taken off to sulk. 
 
    “How well did you know Evan?” Sam eventually asked. 
 
    I paused before answering. “Evan was five years older than Peggy, so it’s not like he hung out with us, but I guess I knew him as well as I knew any of my friends’ siblings. When the family first started coming to the island, he came with them, although he had totally different friends from Peggy. After he went to college, he stopped coming around during the summers.” I frowned. “To be honest, I don’t specifically remember him being on the island when Peggy went missing, but during my interview with Renshaw, he told me that Quinn had seen him drop Peggy off at the beach. I asked Quinn about it later, and she confirmed that it was Evan who dropped her off, so he must have come for a visit.” 
 
    “According to Renshaw’s report, Evan arrived just that day. He told Renshaw that about an hour after he arrived at the house where his family summered, Peggy came home from wherever she’d been. He commented that she was in one of her moods from the get-go, so when she asked for a ride to the beach, he decided to take her, thinking that it would be better to get her out of the house than to have her get into it with their mother, who apparently had been ill. He said he pulled into the parking lot where the party was being held, dropped her off, and then continued into the village, where he had plans to meet up with his friends at one of the local bars.” 
 
    “So, it sounds like she was upset after going wherever it was she went that day.” I narrowed my gaze. “I remember Renshaw telling me that he couldn’t find a single person who knew for certain what she had been doing between the time she left home that morning and when she got back that afternoon.” 
 
    “The report states that Peggy’s father wasn’t on the island on the day she disappeared. Apparently, he’d gone back to the city to take care of some work-related items. Her mother had been suffering from a bout of the flu and had stayed in bed all day, and Evan didn’t show up until the afternoon ferry. Their mother said that Peggy called out that she was going to the beach to watch the surfing competition just prior to leaving the house, but she spoke to her through the bedroom door, so she didn’t see her.” 
 
    “Peggy didn’t drive, so if that was true and she did go to the surfing competition, someone must have picked her up. If Dusty didn’t do it, then who?” 
 
    “Of the five of you, who were the closest to Peggy who had their drivers’ licenses?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Kayla and I had just turned sixteen, but we didn’t have our licenses yet. Quinn is older by several months and had a license and a car. She picked me up for the surfing competition. Carrie was driving as well and took Kayla to the pool. Nora is a year older than the rest of us, but for some reason, she had just gotten her license, and she didn’t have a car yet. And Peggy didn’t have a license. I have no idea who might have picked Peggy up, but it wasn’t any of us.” 
 
    Sam opened a file and took out a piece of paper. “Sheriff Renshaw interviewed a lot of people at the time, but he never really settled on anyone as a suspect. I’m sure you and the others talked about what might have happened extensively. Do you remember what sort of opinions or theories you might have discussed and agreed to?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “We all thought that maybe Dusty was involved. Like I said before, the fact that he wanted to hang around with a teenager nine years his junior seemed creepy to us.” 
 
    “According to Dusty’s statement to Renshaw, he was friends with Peggy, but nothing more. He swore to the sheriff that he had never entered into a sexual relationship with her, nor had he done anything to lead her on. He had friends his own age on the island, and he claimed he had a girl his own age he’d been seeing.” 
 
    “I see.” I paused to consider that. “I guess, if I’m going to be perfectly honest and look at the situation through the eyes of the adult I am now, I can see where Peggy might have been in to Dusty a lot more than he was in to her. He was nice to her, and at the time, I suspected he was sleeping with her, but she was totally obsessed with him.” 
 
    “Did Peggy ever say that she was sleeping with Dusty?” Sam asked. 
 
    “No. We assumed it based on the secrecy and the way she was acting.”  
 
    “Did you ever witness the two of them sharing intimacy in any form? Kissing? Hand-holding?” 
 
    Again, I paused to think about it. “No. I guess not. As I told you, he was nice to her. She was interested in his art, and he took the time to show it to her. When we were in town, she always wanted to stop by the burger joint where he worked. They’d talk, and he always had a joke for her. Peggy talked about him all the time, about how much she loved him and how much she missed him when they were apart. And then she started making excuses not to hang out with us. I guess we drew our own conclusions.” 
 
    “And after Peggy went missing? What did Dusty do then, as far as you knew?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I guess he just went on with his life.” 
 
    “So, he stayed on the island?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. At least for the rest of the summer. I didn’t see him again after that, so I don’t think he ever came back the next summer, or after that.” 
 
    Sam leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “You said you came up with new information,” I reminded him. “So far, all you’ve done is ask me to verify what everyone already knows.” 
 
    Sam took out a piece of paper that looked like it had a timeline on it. “As I was sorting through and reading all the old, unsolved cases, I noticed something interesting. A pattern. As you know, Peggy disappeared on July 18, 1995. She was never seen or heard from again. In isolation, it appears she was probably killed, and her body disposed of, either by someone she knew or a random killer visiting the island. I found a cold case relating to another sixteen-year-old girl who disappeared in the summer of 2000. Her name was Gina Baldwin, and she was never seen again after storming out of the house after having a fight with her parents. It was assumed she ran away, and that was the way the case was treated, rather than as a missing person. I did some checking, and as far as I can tell, Gina Baldwin never did turn up.” 
 
    “Do you think the same person killed both Peggy and Gina?” I asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t what I thought at first. I just thought the fact that two girls of the same age went missing almost exactly five years apart was interesting. But then I found a file for another sixteen-year-old girl named Hillary Denton. She was reported missing by her family in 2005.” 
 
    “Oh God. Were there more?” 
 
    “Hannah Walters. She was a visitor to the island, had, in fact, come here with a church group in 2010. She disappeared from a BBQ and bonfire on the beach. After an exhaustive search, her body was eventually found floating in the sea. In August 2015, sixteen-year-old Veronica Smith was reported as a runaway. She had been fighting with her parents and stormed off, but while they thought she’d cool off and come home when she was ready, she never did.” 
 
    “So, you found reports about sixteen-year-old girls in 1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2015?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “That’s a missing girl every five years.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sam said. “Two of the missing girls were reported as runaways, one was eventually found dead, and Peggy and Hillary were reported as missing persons and never found. I really feel there must be something here.”  
 
    “If you’re right and there is some sort of a pattern, the next girl would go missing in 2020. This year! Could Chloe O’Malley be that missing girl?” 
 
    He paused. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s possible, but all the other girls were sixteen and Chloe just turned eighteen. I am treating her disappearance as a separate event, at least for now. If the person responsible for these missing girls did decide to change things up and take an older girl this year, I guess that fact will float to the surface at some point.” 
 
    “Were there other similarities? A profile of sorts?” 
 
    Sam swiped a hand through his longish blond hair, pushing it back away from his eyes. “All the girls, with the exception of Hannah Walters, had long, blond hair and dark blue eyes. All, except for Hannah, were petite, and all, except for Hannah, had recently been in some sort of altercation with an authority figure. Right now, it is my opinion that whoever took the girls used the fact that they were in conflict with an adult in their life to get them to come with him when he took them wherever it is he, or I suppose she, took them.” 
 
    “And Hannah Walters? She seems to be the exception to the profile you’ve developed.”  
 
    “Hannah is the exception. She had brown hair and brown eyes. She was tall, not petite, and she was on the island with a church group, not her family. As far as I can tell, based on the information I’ve been able to dig up, she got along just fine with the adults she was with.” 
 
    “So, she really doesn’t fit the profile in any way.” 
 
    He shook his head once again. “She doesn’t. In fact, given the fact that her body was found in the water, the only thing that fits is the time of her death. I’ve been working on locating the files for other girls who might have gone missing from the island that summer. Girls who fit the profile better than Hannah did. None were reported as missing or runaways, but I suppose it is possible that a girl went missing who was never reported.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t a disappearance have been reported?” 
 
    “All the girls seemed to have been exhibiting major acts of rebellion around the time they disappeared. I suppose it is possible that someone turned up missing, and the parents assumed she’d run away. They may have made a choice not to get the cops involved for one reason or another.”  
 
    I supposed it could have happened that way. Peggy’s disappearance had been labeled as a missing persons case, but from her behavior in the weeks preceding her disappearance, it would have been just as easy to file her case as a runaway teen. For the first time, I had to wonder if her personality change was in any way related to the fact that she seemed to have simply disappeared.  
 
    “So, if Chloe’s disappearance ends up not being related to the others, that means a sixteen-year-old girl might still go missing this summer.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that possibility.” 
 
    “If there is some sort of serial killer out there, we have to find him before another girl is taken.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that as well. When I started looking into this, my hope was to find something Renshaw missed that would lead me to a resolution in the Peggy Amundson case. But now… now I think I’ve stumbled onto something more.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, held it, and slowly blew it out. “Okay, so what do we do now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure we do anything. It is my job to figure out what has been going on and keep it from happening again.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted. “But I did spend a decade working for the FBI as an analyst before I took a job with a tech firm in the private sector. I realize I wasn’t an agent, but I did learn a few things along the way, and I think I can help. Plus, I have connections, and I have access via them to databases you might not know about. You can use my help if you are going to figure this out before another girl is taken.” 
 
    This time it was him who blew out the breath. “Okay. I guess you have a point. Your background and connections might be invaluable. But I want to keep this quiet for now. If someone living on the island is behind these disappearances, I don’t want to tip him or her off that we are on to them. If not for the fact that two of the missing girls were reported as runaways, I’m sure that Sheriff Renshaw would have noticed this pattern a long time ago.” 
 
    Suddenly, my need to figure out what had happened to Peggy was replaced with an urgency to figure out who this year’s victim might be before it was too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I returned to the house, Carrie was up, showered, and dressed. I was sure she still must have a thundering headache, but perhaps she’d slept most of it off because she seemed fine when I sat down at the outdoor table next to her.  
 
    “You look better,” I said. 
 
    “I feel better. In fact, I feel almost as good as new.”  
 
    I was happy she was feeling better, but the fact that she had been so drunk and hadn’t seemed to have suffered any lasting effects made me suspicious as well. “Do you have plans for tonight?” 
 
    “I thought we’d just grill some steaks and make a salad. It’s still several hours until dinner. Would you like a sandwich to tide you over?” 
 
    “I noticed you had a bunch of fresh veggies in the crisper. I think I’ll make myself a salad. Can I make one for you as well?” I asked. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m not really hungry. There is fresh ahi in the sealed container in the seafood drawer if you want to add it to your salad. I find it goes best with the sesame seed dressing you will find on the refrigerator door.” 
 
    An ahi salad did sound good. I grabbed a bottle of water to go with my salad once I’d assembled it and returned to the deck. “What a perfect day.” I sighed in appreciation of the blue water, gently rolling waves, and sunny sky. 
 
    “The waves along this beach have been pretty tame as of late, but if you want to do some surfing, Kite Beach on the east shore has been having some amazing waves. I’m not up for a day in the sun today, but if you’re up for it, maybe tomorrow,” Carrie suggested. 
 
    “I’d like that. It’s been forever since I’ve been on a board. Too long.” 
 
    “Figured as much with everything that has been going on.” 
 
    I took a sip of my water. The lines around Carrie’s eyes made her appear tired. I supposed in a way, she probably was the worst kind of tired. “So, how has Jessica been doing in college?” I asked in an attempt to settle onto a happy topic for my battle-worn friend. “If I remember correctly, she’s just finished her sophomore year at USC?” 
 
    Carrie smiled. “Yes, my Jessica is going to be a junior next year, and she is doing very well. Nothing but straight As for my baby.” 
 
    “Is she still thinking of going to law school?” 
 
    Carrie’s smile faded a bit. “No. I think she is rethinking that. The last time I spoke to her, she was thinking about changing her major to graphic design. Personally, I’d like to see her follow through with the law thing, but it’s her decision to make. Nora’s oldest recently got an entry-level job at a law firm in San Francisco. She may have mentioned it, but I’m not sure how often the two of you talk.” 
 
    “Actually, I had heard about Denver’s new job, but to be honest, I don’t chat with Nora nearly as often as I speak to you. I’m not sure why. I guess I’m not usually the one to initiate the call, but you make a point of calling me, so we chat.” 
 
    “I do like to keep up with everyone. Nora and I have the most in common because we both married and had children at around the same time, so I guess I speak to her most often. Quinn is always running around the world, so I usually never even know where to find her. Sure, I can email, and I do, but unless I really have something to say, I usually don’t bother. I guess I should make more of an effort.” 
 
    “I think the effort you make with all of us is amazing and so very much appreciated. You’ve really been there for me since Kayla’s accident.” 
 
    “I wish I could do more. The whole thing has been so overwhelming, even for me. I can’t imagine how it has been for you.” 
 
    Unbearable, I thought but didn’t say so. 
 
    “When she arrives, I’m going to put Quinn in your old room,” Carrie said, changing the subject. “I think I’ll put Nora in the room on the other end of the hallway because the room in the middle has a shared bath. I never did get around to making up the beds on the second floor. I should do that before I forget.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said, standing up, having finished my lunch. “You’ve already done so much to arrange everything. Just sit here and rest. Let the rhythm of the sea renew you. I’m sure I can find all the linens I’ll need.” 
 
    Carrie smiled and then leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The poor thing appeared to be a shell of the woman she once was. I’d never been a huge fan of Carl, but after what he’d done to her, I was seriously on the verge of hunting him down and inflicting bodily harm. 
 
    I dropped off my dishes in the kitchen and then paused to straighten up a bit. Once the kitchen was tidy, I headed toward the stairs. When we were kids, my room had been at the end of the hallway, and I shared the Jack and Jill bathroom with Kayla, who had the middle room. The room closest to the stairs had its own bath and was used as a guest room. As I reached the landing at the top of the stairs, I was tempted to enter the room that had been Kayla’s, but I chickened out and decided to start by making up the bed in my old room. The days I’d spent in this room as a child had been some of the best times of my life.  
 
    “Hello, old room,” I said as I walked through the door. My parents had sold the house furnished, so the dresser, desk, and chairs were the same as they’d been when I’d spent summers here, though my canopy bed had been replaced with a king and the wood flooring had been replaced with tile.  
 
    I exited the room and headed to the closet, where I suspected the linens would still be kept. I grabbed sheets and a blanket for the king-size bed, and then went back to the room. Leaving the linens on the dresser, I crossed the room and opened the window, then took in a deep breath of the salty air as I leaned out to witness the sea lapping up onto the rocks below. During times of high tide, high wind, or excessive rain, those waves would crash so hard that they sent a spray into the air, but today the sea was lazy and the air still, so it was a gentle lulling that calmed my damaged soul. 
 
    I took several deep breaths, remembering those years as a child. The tree swing my dad had tied into the large tree in the center of the yard one summer, and the fun Kayla and I’d had trying to best each other in terms of height. The patio looked much the same as it was when I was a child. Someone had added built-in benches to the fire pit my dad had built, and the bird feeders my mom had hung everywhere were long gone. I thought about the trellis that had once supported roses that ran all the way down the wall. I hadn’t realized until just now how much I’d missed this place.  
 
    Turning back toward the room, I headed toward the bed. I placed the mattress pad on the bottom, followed by the fitted sheet. I could still remember doing this as a child. Each summer, after the family first arrived at the house Kayla and I loved so much, we’d open the windows and the adjoining doors, and laugh and make plans, as we’d each make up our own beds.  
 
    After I laid the top sheet over the fitted, I sat down on the corner of the bed. I allowed a single tear to trail my cheek before angrily wiping it away. I was so tired of being sad. So tired of feeling deflated. I wanted to feel joyful anticipation, as I once had with Kayla. I wanted to be happy with my whole being. Would I ever be able to find what I was sure I’d lost when Kayla died? My mind said no, but my heart prayed I would. 
 
    “I can feel you here in this house,” I said aloud. I had no idea if Kayla could hear me. I guess it gave me comfort to think she did. “I remember the excitement we felt at the beginning of each summer season. I remember late nights out on the lawn, looking at the stars. I remember starfish and lazy picnics on the beach. I remember being happy.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened. I did that often. I guess part of me hoped that one of these days, she’d answer me, but of course, she never had. After a few minutes, I opened my eyes and looked around the room. While it was familiar, it was also different. Someone had painted the walls, and with the new floor and bed, it had a different personality. But the dresser was the same one in which I’d stored my clothes, and the desk the same one I’d used to write letters home to all my “regular” friends. 
 
    Opening the top drawer of the desk, I looked inside. I could almost see my jumbo box of crayons, my yellow pencils with the pink eraser, and the colorful markers I’d saved up my allowance to buy when I was seven. I’d tucked the princess certification I’d gotten during a trip to Disneyland into the back left corner, along with the box of rubber bands I’d saved from the daily newspaper. I wondered if the island even had a daily newspaper any longer. I’d have to find out. 
 
    After I searched every drawer, every nook and cranny, I forced myself to head through the bathroom and go through it into the room that had been Kayla’s. As in my room, someone had painted the walls and changed out the flooring. And the bed was different too, while the desk and dresser were the same. My heart squeezed at the memory of Kayla and me begging our mom to buy us the white desks we’d found in a little antique shop while visiting the Oregon Coast. We’d assured her that we had important business to see to, and each of us needed our own desk to work from, so she’d purchased both and had them shipped to the island. Looking back, I still wasn’t sure how we’d talked Mom into going to so much trouble. Kayla was probably responsible for Mom saying yes. She always had been the more persuasive, and for some reason, Mom gave in to her when she never would have to me. Of course, Kayla had a unique ability to come up with unarguable statements that inevitably sealed the deal.  
 
    God, I missed her. 
 
    We’d been a team since conception. I really didn’t know how to do this thing called life on my own.  
 
    As I had with my desk, I opened her top drawer. I wondered how many people had opened it over the years. Somehow, the idea that others had lived in these rooms we considered to be ours felt invasive. Of course, I was willing to bet that none of the renters who had opened the desk drawers knew about the secret compartment underneath the center drawer, which Kayla and I had found in both desks quite by accident one stormy summer evening. I’d almost forgotten about them myself. I got down on the floor and felt for the latch. The small compartment sprang open. I reached inside and pulled out an envelope filled with photos. Kayla loved to take pictures. When we were children, she’d had big dreams of one day becoming a world-class photographer. I usually could be found penning a story, and at one time, I’d dreamed of making a living as a reclusive author. Together, Kayla and I planned to rule the publishing world. But then we’d grown up, and real-life goals took over, and somehow the dreams we’d held as little girls were forgotten. 
 
    I closed the compartment and then went back into my old room to check my secret drawer. I didn’t remember leaving anything there, but maybe I had. I hadn’t been involved in packing up the house when we left it for good. As I had with Kayla’s desk, I got down on the floor and felt around for the latch. When my compartment sprang open, I found an envelope filled with journals. The journals I’d kept every summer between the ages of seven and eighteen, all the years I spent on the island with my family. 
 
    Taking the envelope, I headed to the sofa and sat down. I supposed I should have realized that anything left in the secret drawers would still be there. After my father died, my mother sold the house, furniture and all. She had hired someone to pack up our personal belongings. Kayla and I were both adults by that point and busy with our own lives, and I certainly never stopped to wonder what had happened to any items I’d left in my room here. I imagined everything that had been taken from this house must be stored in the basement of Mom’s home in San Francisco. But she hadn’t known about the secret compartments. No one had, other than Kayla and me. 
 
    After my conversation with Sam this morning, Peggy was very much on my mind, so I sorted through the journals until I found the one containing memories from the summer of 1995. I thumbed through it until I found the entry dated July 18. 
 
    OMG, I cannot believe I won the surfing competition today!!! This is huge. Really huge. I might even end up with an endorsement if the guy I spoke with from Perfect Tan decides to take a chance on me. Of course, Perfect Tan is looking for someone who is really committed to surfing and not just a weekend surfer three months out of the year, so if I do get an offer, somehow I’m going to have to convince Mom to let me commit more of my time to chasing the waves. However it works out, I can’t wait to tell everyone. Kayla is going to be so happy for me. 
 
    And she was, I remembered. Quinn, Nora, and Carrie were also happy for me, but Peggy had taken off before I’d had a chance to share my news with her. Not that it had gone anywhere. My mom put the kibosh on my dream of becoming a professional surfer before the idea even got out of the gate. 
 
    I turned the page to read the entry for July 19. 
 
    Everyone is all up in arms because Peggy didn’t go home last night, but I’m sure she’s fine. In fact, I’m sure she’s just sleeping in with her new man friend, even though he is way too old for her. I guess I get why Peggy likes him. He is cute and does seem attentive, but the guy is OLD. Seriously, the girl needs to have her hormones checked. Actually, before she does that, she might want to check in with her mom before she has kittens. 
 
    Has kittens? Now that was something I hadn’t used for a while. When we were teens, whenever someone was upset or about to be upset, we made a comment about them having kittens. I have no idea where it came from. It really was a silly expression.  
 
    “Kelly, are you still up there?” Carrie called up the stairs. 
 
    “Yeah. But I’m coming down.” I gathered the journals and put them back in the envelope. Then I put that envelope and the other one, with the photos inside, in the desk drawer. I wanted to look through both at my leisure. When I’d first arrived, I hadn’t been sure I wanted to even go inside my old room, but after spending time in it, I realized it wouldn’t feel right if anyone else stayed in the room.  
 
    “I think I’m going to move down to my old room,” I informed Carrie after jogging down the stairs. “I never unpacked, so all I’ll need to do is move my suitcases. I’ll change the bedding, so it is fresh for whoever you decide to put in the third-floor suite.” 
 
    “Was it easier being in your old room than you thought it would be?” she asked. 
 
    “It was both harder and easier, but it felt right. It wouldn’t have seemed right to be staying in the house and have someone else staying in the room. And because you didn’t plan to put anyone in Kayla’s room, I will still have my own bath.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay. That sounds like a plan. The reason I called you down here is because my Realtor phoned and wants me to look over an offer he received on my house. He hoped I could come to his office, so I wanted to let you know I’ll be gone for a few hours.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We’ll grill our steaks when you get back. In the meantime, I am going to move my bags and settle into my old room. I might even walk down the beach to see Ryder’s boathouse conversion if he’s home.” 
 
    “He’s probably at the marina, working on that old sailboat of his. You should call him. Do you have his number?” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t. Can you text it to me?” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    After Carrie left, I moved my luggage and unpacked, placing folded items in my old dresser and hanging others in my closet. I remade the bed I’d slept in the first night with clean sheets, and then called Ryder, who confirmed that he was indeed at the marina. He told me how to find his slip, and I got into my car and headed south along the coast road. As it had been since I’d arrived, it was a picture-perfect day. Blue sky, blue sea, yellow sun, and white daisies growing wild along the roadway. 
 
    The marina where Ryder kept his boat was only about a quarter of a mile south of the boathouse where he lived. The boathouse had a dock, but the water in the area was only deep enough to accommodate a flat-bottomed boat, not a sailboat. I assumed that the boat he was working on was the latter and not a speed boat, but I’d find out when I arrived. 
 
    Ryder had said to park in the lot, take the first dock past the little marina office, then walk to the end and look for slip forty-two. The boat moored there was a sleek Catalina that appeared to be in pretty good shape already. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard,” I called out when I stopped at the slip. 
 
    Ryder poked his head out from the living compartment and grinned. “Permission granted.”  
 
    I carefully stepped down onto the deck from the dock. “This is a nice boat you have here. Carrie said you’d be working on it, but it doesn’t appear to need much more.” 
 
    “She’s come a long way since I bought her. At this point, I’m just getting her ready for the regatta on the second.” 
 
    I ran a hand over the perfectly polished railing. “The Topsail Regatta?” The Topsail Regatta was an annual race that had been taking place on the island since I’d been coming here. 
 
    He nodded. “First Sunday in August, just like always. I’ve taken second the last two years. This year, I’m going all-out for the title.” He glanced behind him. “Would you like the grand tour?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    The boat was built for racing and not living on, so the compartment was small, making the tour pretty short. Once he’d shown me the highlights, he offered me a beer, which I accepted. 
 
    “Are they still doing four-man crews?” I asked. 
 
    “They are. This year, my team includes myself, Sam Stone, Cliff Brown, and Nina Collins.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “A woman on the team? I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Nina was one of only two females in the race last year, but she knows her stuff. Honestly, if I had to choose just one team member, she’d be the one. Do you still sail?” 
 
    “Not really. I used to love to sail. I’m not sure if you remember, but my dad bought Kayla and me that little Daysailer when we summered here. We learned to sail on that boat, and when we got older, we crewed for him on his much-larger boat.” I frowned. “I really enjoy being on the water, but once I went off to college, I was too busy, and then my dad died, and my mom sold the boat. It’s been at least a decade since I’ve even been out on the water.” 
 
    “If you want to go out, I can take you while you’re here. The sea is pretty mellow at this time of the year, so it shouldn’t be too bumpy.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” I took a long sip of my beer. “Do you participate in the practice races on Sundays?” 
 
    “Most weeks. I plan to take her out tomorrow if you want to come along for the ride.” 
 
    “Are you sure I won’t be in the way?” 
 
    “I’m sure. And it is only a practice race, so it’s not like we are looking to go all-out. In fact, we plan to hold back so we won’t give away the fact that we have an advantage this year. If you want to join us, be here at the marina at two o’clock. After the race, we’ll have a bonfire and cookout on the beach.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun. Count me in. Quinn and Nora won’t be here until next week, but I feel like I should invite Carrie to the beach party at least. We both know she is not a fan of sailing.” 
 
    “Definitely invite her. I’ve been trying to keep her busy so she won’t have time to obsess about things she has no control over. Is she doing okay today?” 
 
    “She seems to be. She had a terrible headache when she first woke up, but she seems better now. It seems she got an offer on the house. She’s in town right now, meeting with the Realtor.” 
 
    Ryder grinned. “That’s great. I hope it is a good one she might actually consider. I feel like she needs to get out of that house where everything reminds her of her life with Carl.” 
 
    “I agree. She said that Carl is not happy about her decision to sell the house.” 
 
    “He’s not,” Ryder agreed. “She got the house in the divorce settlement, and Carl didn’t fight it at the time, but I think he expected she’d keep everything as it was, like she was a part of his past that he had frozen in time but could revisit whenever he wanted. He’s tried arguing that he hoped the house would one day be handed down to Jessica, but I reminded Carrie that if that’s what he has in mind, he could buy it from her for current market price, and he could be the one to bestow the gift.” 
 
    I laughed. “I bet he wasn’t happy about that.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t. The guy really seemed to think that the whole divorce would go his way and only his way. But I helped Carrie hire the best divorce attorney money could buy, and she ended up with the majority of their assets, which will allow her to buy pretty much any condo on the island. There is one I’ve been keeping an eye on near my boathouse. I like the idea of her being close by in the event she needs anything.” 
 
    I had to admit that Ryder, the devoted brother, was a role I was enjoying. “I’d still like to see the boathouse. When would be a good time to come by?” 
 
    He glanced at the sun. “How about now? I’m done here.” 
 
    “I need to text Carrie to let her know what I’m doing. I’m not sure how long she’ll be with the Realtor, but she mentioned grilling steaks for dinner.” 
 
    “Text her and tell her to come to the boathouse when she’s done in town. I’ll cook for all of us, and if she’s accepted the offer, we can celebrate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I was a kid, the boathouse, which had been built during the 1940s by a wealthy family from the Bay Area, was already abandoned. At one time, the tracks leading from the harbor to the waterfront building had been used to transport the family’s yacht from the sea to the dry dock for storage or repair. The summerhouse owned by the family had been burned to the ground in the late 1950s, with three family members inside. The ruins left by the tragedy were cleared, but the home was never rebuilt. To this day, the oceanfront property was vacant, with only the boathouse as a reminder of what had once been. 
 
    When I’d summered on the island during the eighties and nineties, the local teens had used the old building as a party house. It was idyllically located on an old pier that jetted into the calm water of North Harbor, and the structure was built sturdily enough so that despite the years it was left to deteriorate, it had remained intact.  
 
    When I’d lived here as a child, the building represented a fractured memory of a tragedy that occurred so long ago as to seem almost unreal. I could remember feeling bad about the family who’d once owned the property and had died in the fire, but any images of those suffering such a horrific fate existed in my mind as nothing more than a story. Still, the story of the tragedy seemed to be enough to deter others from wanting to purchase the property until Ryder came along and breathed new life into an old building. 
 
    “Wow,” I said when I first viewed the smallish structure perched right on the sand. “The place looks amazing.” The front of the building, which at one time featured large, garage-style doors that would open outward to allow boats access to the sea, had been replaced by siding and windows. Lots and lots of windows. “I bet whatever room is on the second story looking out to the sea has an amazing view.” 
 
    “That’s my bedroom. I redid the interior, creating a single large room that works as a living space as well as a small kitchen and dining area. I added a bathroom off the back to the original building. My bedroom is more of a loft. The whole place is tiny, but it is quiet and peaceful and perfect for Baja and me.” 
 
    “I see a chimney. Did you add a fireplace?” 
 
    He nodded. “A fireplace is essential, in my opinion, for stormy winter days.” 
 
    I could just imagine how cozy it would be to curl up in the small home perched right on the harbor and watch it rain. “Did you buy the entire property?” I realized the land owned by the family who originally built the boathouse must be extensive and, quite frankly, extremely valuable. 
 
    “No,” Ryder answered. “The family determined that the land should remain undeveloped. The boathouse was already there, so I petitioned the administrator of the family foundation for permission to convert the boathouse into living space. I don’t own the land the boathouse sits on, but I do hold a long-term lease for the boathouse, the dock, and the beach immediately surrounding it. I’ve been assured the land in the surrounding area will remain undeveloped, so I felt a remodel of the structure was a safe investment.” 
 
    “It really is spectacular.” 
 
    “Let’s take a look around inside, then we can open a bottle of wine and sit out on the deck while we wait for Carrie. I have fresh halibut steaks I can grill and fixings for a salad.” 
 
    “I love halibut. Do you still get them flash-frozen from a distributor up in Alaska the way your family did when I lived here?” 
 
    He nodded. “I get a shipment of fresh halibut and salmon once a month. Best you can get anywhere.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    The interior of the boathouse was as quaint and cozy as Ryder had described. With the exception of the bathroom, built onto the back of the building, the rest of the small home was open and built as a single room. Even the bedroom upstairs was open to the ground floor with just a half wall on one side. After he gave me the grand tour, which didn’t take long, he settled me onto the dock, which was literally over the water, with a glass of wine while he took a quick shower and changed out of the clothes he had worn to work on the boat. 
 
    Baja settled in with me to wait. I’d never had a dog or any animal for that matter, but this one was pretty darn adorable. He sat, staring at me like he was waiting for something, but I didn’t have any food, so I wasn’t sure what. Eventually, I reached out a hand and gave him a rub on the head. His eyes rolled back in delight, and I swore he actually smiled at me. 
 
    “I see that Baja has guilted you into a doggy rubdown,” Ryder said when he joined me on the dock.  
 
    I smiled. “I guess he did, but he sure is cute. And I like his name. Is there a story behind it?” 
 
    He nodded as he took a swig of his beer. “I spent a winter surfing in Baja before opening my veterinary practice and found this mangy puppy on the beach. It was obvious to me that he was homeless, so I took him in. When my stay came to an end, I realized I couldn’t just leave him, so I smuggled him into the States, and we’ve been together ever since.” 
 
    “When exactly did you open your practice?” 
 
    “Seven years ago. After high school, I took to the open road for a few years. Eventually, I realized it was time to settle down and do something with my life, so I went to college, majoring in premed. I intended to go to medical school and become a doctor, but somewhere along the way, I decided to switch into veterinary medicine. I did my internship in Dallas, and when that was done, I headed to Baja for the winter. From there, I came back to the island, opened the clinic, and the rest is history.” 
 
    “And the gig as mayor?” I asked. 
 
    “Just stumbled into it. I had some zoning issues when I first built the veterinary hospital, so I started going to island council meetings. I made it a point to get to know the men and women who seemed to run things, and was eventually encouraged to run for an open seat on the council. From there, I continued to be involved in the community, and when Mayor Hadley passed away, and a new mayor was needed, I was asked to step up. It’s an honorary position, doesn’t pay anything, but I love this community and wanted to be involved, and I generally have a flexible schedule, so it all works out. How about you? What have you been up to for the past twenty years? When we last spoke, at Carrie and Carl’s wedding, I seem to remember you were in college, majoring in math or a related field.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d gotten my degree in statistical analysis a month before the wedding. I was getting ready to go to graduate school when we last spoke. I got a master’s degree in theoretical mathematics, and then went on for a doctorate in predictive analytics. After that, I moved to the East Coast, where I worked for the FBI as an analyst. A few years ago, I was offered a job by a tech firm in California. I’d been wanting to move back to the West Coast, and the job seemed like a good opportunity, so I took it. I quit my job after Kayla’s accident, though, so I could be available twenty-four-seven.” 
 
    “And now? Any plans to go back to work?” he asked. 
 
    I rolled my lips. “I’m not sure. I suppose that at some point I’ll need to figure out what to do with the rest of my life, but to be perfectly honest, I’m still trying to figure out how to get through each day.” 
 
    “I understand that. Hopefully, being here on the island will provide the perspective you need to think things through.” 
 
    I hoped that was true. I was still trying to get used to being here without Kayla. “I know you never married because Carrie would have told me that. Other than Baja, here, any significant relationships since we last met?”  
 
    He nodded. “One. I seriously dated a girl named Meghan all through veterinary school. We even lived together for two years. I really thought she might be the one, but as it turned out, we couldn’t get on the same page geographically.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Geographically?” 
 
    “She was offered a job at a large veterinary hospital in Chicago, and I wanted to come back here to the island to open my own practice. I think she believed I loved her enough to follow her wherever she wanted to go, and I guess I believed she loved me enough to follow me. Seems we were both wrong.” 
 
    “So, you headed to Baja to heal your wounded heart, where you met the doggy of your dreams.” 
 
    He laughed. “I guess you could put it that way. How about you? Any serious relationships?” 
 
    “Not really. I’ve dated. A lot, actually. But I’m really picky, and for some reason, I seem to sabotage any relationship that even begins to look as if it might go the distance.” 
 
    “I get that. After my failed grad school relationship, Carrie told me that when I find ‘the one,’ I’d know it because there wouldn’t be any doubt in my mind about following her anywhere. Of course,” he took another swig of his beer, “Carrie thought Carl was ‘the one,’ and look where that got her. I think I’ll focus my energy on pursuits other than marriage and children.” 
 
    I understood that completely. By this point in my life, I figured I was too old for such things anyway. I supposed forty-two wasn’t really all that old, but it felt like much too old to just be starting a family. 
 
    “So, is Kite Beach still the one for surfing?” I asked, mostly just to change the subject to something less personal. 
 
    “It can be. I guess it depends on the time of year and the tides. Personally, I’ve been heading up to the beach just west of the blowhole. It’s not easy to get to because you have to hike in from the road, but the waves are awesome, and the area is never crowded because most tourists don’t know about it. If you’re interested, we can go next week. I have the sailing race tomorrow, and I do free shot clinics on Mondays, but maybe Tuesday or Wednesday.” 
 
    “I’d like that. I think Quinn might be arriving on Tuesday, but you never know with her. I’ll text you.” 
 
    The two of us continued to chat about surfing and sailing until Carrie pulled up in her Mercedes. 
 
    “So?” I asked, hoping everything had worked out for her. 
 
    She grinned. “The offer was a good one. I am officially in escrow. There is still a ways to go, but I’m hopeful. The offer is all cash, which will simplify things, and the family that’s interested in the house seems very motivated. I guess I’ll need to start seriously looking for a place to move into.” 
 
    “You can always rent until you find the perfect place,” I said. 
 
    “I can, but I’d hate to move twice.” 
 
    “The condo just down the beach from here is still available,” Ryder said persuasively. “We can go look at it again.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Let’s do that. Tomorrow. Right now, I want to share a bottle of wine with the two of the handful of people who mean the most to me in the world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Ryder called the real estate agent who’d listed the condo he was encouraging Carrie to consider, and they’d arranged to meet at the property at ten o’clock the next morning. I’d been invited to go along, but because I planned to meet Ryder and his crew at the marina at two for the race and could catch up with him then, I decided to go for a run instead. I loved spending time with my friends, but I also felt the need to spend some quiet time with Kayla. Time I could only spend with her when no one else was around to bring too much reality to the situation. 
 
    “It’s a gorgeous day,” I said aloud, hoping that Kayla could hear me. “Much like the many gorgeous days we enjoyed together as children summering on this island.” I took several deep breaths and picked up the pace a bit. “I’m staying in my old room at the summerhouse. It’s been both wonderful and painful, remembering the adventures we shared and the fun we had.” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath as I felt my chest tighten. “I miss you so much.” Everyone kept telling me that rather than suppress my pain, I needed to live it, and I was trying, but there were times when the whole thing was just too much to bear. 
 
    Trying to refocus my mind, I settled in on the events of the previous evening. After we’d returned to the house, Carrie announced that she was exhausted and headed up to bed. I’d made myself a glass of iced tea and settled onto the deck overlooking the beach with the journals I’d found in the hidden compartment of my old desk. It was crazy to think I might have noticed or realized something back then that might lead to a new clue to what had happened to Peggy, but that didn’t stop me from going through each page with the precision I’d learned to apply to documents over the years. 
 
    While most of the text consisted of me complaining about the fact that Peggy had been pushing us all away since meeting the boy who turned out to be a grown man, there were a few things that gave me pause. A few things that I realized I might want to take a second look at. I supposed my best move was to make notes of all the little tidbits from my rants that might end up providing clues and then sit down with Sam to go over the journal page by page. 
 
    I eased into a steady rhythm as the waves lapped at the sand beneath my feet. It was a warm, sunny day with just a hint of a breeze. I wondered if there would be enough wind for sailing, but I remembered that the movement of the air tended to pick up as the day progressed and the temperature rose. I’d had a wonderful time with Ryder and Carrie last night, and looked forward to getting together with him today. I was still trying to wrap my head around the idea that the pest I’d known as a child had become a loving brother who’d focused so much of his time on helping his big sister through a difficult situation. 
 
    Not only was he kinder and gentler than I remembered, but time had been more than kind to him in terms of appearance. In a nutshell, the guy was a babe. Rerouting my thoughts away from his muscular arms and shoulders, I focused on my breathing. Two quick breaths in, one slow breath out. As I sped up a bit to chase after a group of seagulls, I had to wonder why I hadn’t been back to the island for an extended stay long before this. My life before Kayla’s accident had been busy and meaningful, and I supposed that I’d simply been too busy and too consumed with my work to take the time off, but as I splashed along the shallow waterline, I realized that a life filled with tasks to complete was not necessarily one filled with substance and meaning. Thinking back to my conversation with Ryder last evening, I realized that at no point had I consciously made the choice not to marry and have a family; I’d just never gotten around to it, and now, at forty-two, it did seem as if the baby ship had sailed. Not that it was impossible to have a child at my age. I just couldn’t seem to imagine a baby fitting into my life. 
 
    Lesson for the day, I thought to myself as I headed toward a washed-up log: be aware of the decisions you make by default.  
 
    When I reached the log, I slowed down and turned back toward the house. I settled into a walk as I thought about my choices. If I had taken the time to have the children/no children chat with myself, would I have made the choice I’d ended up with? Kayla had adored her husband and children more than anything in her life. She’d always been a cheerful and happy person, but when she’d met Mark, it seemed she’d really come to life. And when she found out that she was pregnant with Olivia, she’d positively glowed. Anyone who knew her would realize that she was meant to be a wife and mother, but did the same hold true for her twin, who was so like her in every other way? Despite the fact that I did feel that it was too late to enter the baby game, I supposed an in-depth consideration of the question might still be worthwhile. Of course, a realization that a child should actually have been part of the plan all along could only lead to a longing that might never be fulfilled. Perhaps, it was best to leave well enough alone after all.  
 
    By the time I returned to the house, showered, and dressed for the sailing and beach party, Carrie had returned as well. “So?” I asked. 
 
    “The condo really is awesome. Right on the beach, and close to Ryder. It has three bedrooms and four baths, so Jessica can have her own room and bath when she visits, and I’ll still have a guest suite for my friends. There is a community pool, a clubhouse, a game room, and a theater at the complex. It really is perfect.” 
 
    “So, are you going to make an offer?” I asked as I made us a seafood salad. 
 
    She nodded. “I think I am. I wasn’t sure a condo was right for me at first, but it will be nice to have the lawn and exterior maintenance seen to. I will miss having a private pool and my gourmet kitchen, but I think the condo will work out just fine.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to hear that. I think a fresh start is exactly what you need.” 
 
    We decided to take our salads out onto the deck. I went back in for bottled water, and when I returned, Carrie was standing at the railing, looking out to sea.  
 
    “Tomorrow would have been our twentieth anniversary,” she said, a sound of longing in her voice. “I try not to think in terms of what should have been. I know that keeping my eyes steady on the future is the only real move for me now. But in those random moments when the movement of life pauses and I’m left with only my thoughts, I can’t help but wonder what our future might have been like had Carl not broken his vows and fallen out of love with me.” 
 
    I stepped up beside Carrie. I wove my fingers through hers and simply stood next to her. I understood what she meant by those random moments, and how the unexpected nature of a stray memory could upend even the strongest determination to move past unrealized dreams and unmet plans. 
 
    “I found some old journals I kept as a child,” I finally said after several minutes of shared silence. If anything could chase Carrie’s thoughts of Carl and the life they should have had away, it would be a discussion about Peggy. 
 
    “You did? Where were they?” 
 
    “The desks in both my room and Kayla’s have secret drawers. Mine was used to store the journals I kept each summer, and Kayla’s held the photos she took. When I went into the rooms to change the sheets the other night, I noticed the desks were still where we’d left them, so I checked to see if anything had been left behind.” 
 
    “I can’t believe your journals and Kayla’s photos have been there, undisturbed, all these years.” 
 
    “If no one knew about the secret drawers, no one would have cause to look for them.” 
 
    “Did you read the journals?” she asked. 
 
    “A few of them.” I turned and looked at the table and our untouched lunch. “I’ll tell you what I found while we eat.” 
 
    “Okay.” She nodded. 
 
    During the next twenty minutes, I told her about the entries I’d penned just before and after Peggy disappeared. I reminded her that we all thought that she’d simply taken off with Dusty and that she’d return home once she got over whatever melodrama she was currently performing in her mind fueled by teenage angst. Peggy tended to be the dramatic sort even when she was much younger. A small problem or inconvenience was the end of the world to her.  
 
    “She had been being secretive,” Carrie agreed. “Looking back, it all makes sense. She was totally consumed by her feelings for a boy who was really a man who was much too old for her. She had to have known it was wrong. She was probably ashamed, yet unwilling to stop whatever it was she was doing with him.” 
 
    “I spoke to Sam.” I speared a piece of shrimp. “He told me that according to the interview Renshaw did with Dusty, he claimed that he and Peggy were just friends and that nothing sexual was going on between them. Of course, even if there had been, it is unlikely he would say so, but the report Renshaw filed indicated that he’d all but cleared Dusty of any wrongdoing.” 
 
    Carrie took a sip of her water. “Renshaw was a good cop. I doubt he’d move on from Dusty as a suspect unless he had reason to. Still, I’m not buying the innocent friendship line. There was something there. Something more than just a guy in his twenties being nice to a girl in her teens.” 
 
    I had to agree with that. It did seem there was more to the story, but that didn’t mean he killed her. “Sam wants us to keep this fact quiet for now, but he found other missing girls. It appears there may be a pattern where a sixteen-year-old girl goes missing every five years.” 
 
    She frowned. “Huh? How can that be? Wouldn’t everyone know about it if that were true?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Peggy was a blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old who went missing in July of 1995. A missing persons report was filed. In July of 2000, Gina Baldwin, also a blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old, was reported as a runaway. As far as Sam knows, she never did turn up, but it appears foul play was never suspected.” 
 
    “So, he thinks Gina didn’t actually run away?” 
 
    “It’s a theory. In 2005, Hillary Denton, also a blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old, disappeared. She was reported as missing and, again, as far as Sam knows, she never did turn up.” 
 
    “Were there others?” Carrie asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Hannah Walters in 2010, although in this case, the pattern was altered. Hannah was on the island with a church group, and when the group leaders were unable to find her, she was reported missing. Her body was eventually found in the water. It appeared she drowned. She had brown hair and brown eyes.” 
 
    “So she may not have been part of the pattern,” Carrie concluded. 
 
    “Perhaps not. The other girls were all blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-olds who were having problems with their parents. Hannah was sixteen and did go missing in July, but that’s where the similarities ended.” 
 
    “And in 2015?” she asked. 
 
    “Veronica Smith. A blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old who was reported as a runaway. Like the others, with the exception of Hannah, she had been at war with her parents prior to disappearing.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying? Some wacko has been hanging around for the past twenty-five years nudging blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old girls into arguments with their parents, and then he, what, kidnaps them?” 
 
    “Basically, yes, that is what I’m saying.” 
 
    She scrunched up her face. “That is just so awful. Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Not at all. It is just a theory Sam presented, and I will admit it makes sense to me. What do you know about Chloe O’Malley?” 
 
    “You think she is the 2020 victim.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. She is eighteen and not sixteen, and she has red hair rather than blond. Still, Sam and I talked about the possibility that after twenty-five years, whoever is doing this has decided to branch out.” 
 
    Carrie paled visibly. I thought she might pass out, but she seemed to pull herself together. Eventually, she answered my question. “Chloe is a local. Her family owns a fishing charter. Unlike the summer families who migrate to the island every summer, Chloe doesn’t come from wealth. She has worked the past couple of years at the local pizza joint. Her brother, Daniel, works with his father on their fishing boat. Her mother works as a freelance seamstress. She’s very talented. Chloe is a nice girl. Or at least she has been nice in the past. In terms of the chip-on-her-shoulder thing, she fits the profile. I’m not sure what is going on exactly, but there has been a lot of tension between Chloe and her family for the past few months. When Jessica visited last, she told me that Chloe had been seeing a man who was almost twice her age. Her parents, of course, forbade the relationship, but that only resulted in her sneaking around. She went missing just a few days after her eighteenth birthday. I think everyone assumes she just took off.” 
 
    “Sam told me the family reported her missing.” 
 
    Carrie lifted a shoulder. “I guess they might suspect she met with foul play, and maybe she did, but I sort of doubt it.” 
 
    “Do you know who Rowena O’Malley is?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure. She’s Chloe’s cousin. I think she is about a year older than Chloe. She doesn’t live on the island, but she has summered here with Chloe and her family for the past few years. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I saw her talking to Sam. He told me that she was asking about the investigation. She at least is convinced that Chloe didn’t simply take off.” 
 
    “Chloe and Rowena are close. I suppose she might know something the rest of her family doesn’t.” Carrie sat back in her chair. “You know, if the pattern is real and not just an interesting coincidence, and Chloe isn’t the missing sixteen-year-old for 2020, there is still a girl out there in danger.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sam and I discussed that point. I know he is taking the situation very seriously. It’s hard to know how to protect someone when you don’t know who to protect, but he seems to be working long hours to figure this whole thing out. The first step might be to figure out what actually did happen to Chloe O’Malley.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Topsail Sundays had been a popular Shipwreck Island event since before I started coming there. The local yacht club sponsored the weekly races, which could be enjoyed from Topsail Beach or from a boat positioned out of the race boundaries. When I lived here as a child, my family would often watch from our own sailboat, cheering all the way for our favorite entrant, or, if the water was too rough for Mom’s taste, we’d bring a picnic and watch from the beach. Each year the race series culminated in a regatta, a hotly contested race that the same teams entered year after year. I wasn’t surprised to hear that Sam and Ryder had a team. The two of them had spent a lot of time on the water as teens, and if I remembered correctly, both were fairly competitive as well. 
 
    When I arrived at the marina, the four crew members were already there. I, of course, knew Sam, but Ryder introduced me to Cliff Brown and Nina Collins. Once I’d said my hellos, Ryder showed me to an out-of-the-way seat where I could be along for the ride without getting in the way. Carrie was not a fan of sailing, but she planned to meet us at the beach when the race was over.  
 
    “I see that Baja is a team member, as well.” I reached over to pet the dog, who had trotted over when he’d noticed me. 
 
    “Team captain,” Ryder replied. “He likes to bark out commands but rarely lifts a finger.” 
 
    I smiled. “Barks out commands. Very clever. I’d forgotten what a funny guy you are.” 
 
    Ryder winked. 
 
    “Is there anything you want me to do?” 
 
    “Not really,” he answered. “The four of us need to practice working as a team, so any additional help would be counterproductive. You should be out of the way where you are, so just enjoy the ride.” 
 
    “Okay.” I leaned back and stuck my legs out in front of me. As long as I was just along for the ride, I figured I might as well work on my nonexistent tan. 
 
    As Ryder had promised, the sea was calm that day, which made for a smooth and somewhat boring race. Not that I didn’t enjoy it. It had been years since I’d been on the water, but I tended to enjoy the challenge of an angry sea that threatened to swallow you whole if you made even the tiniest of mistakes. I supposed the world was made up of both fair-weather sailors and sailors who preferred a challenge. I was most definitely the latter. Besides the fact that the sea was as gentle as a sleeping baby today, not having a job to do added to the boredom. Maybe I’d talk to Ryder about coming out again when it was just the two of us. He utilized a four-man crew for the race, but the vessel could easily be piloted by two people if winning a race wasn’t the objective. 
 
    Ryder and his team fell into third place, seemingly with little effort. They appeared to be cruising along nicely, yet I could tell they were holding back. They sped up and slowed down as the pack as a whole maneuvered for position. They didn’t allow themselves to fall behind third place, but at no point that I could see, did they try to pull ahead either. 
 
    I remembered Ryder’s comment about not wanting to give too much away before the regatta. I could see how his strategy would be sound. If he had fallen too far back, that would be suspect due to his reputation and the reputation of his team, but if he gave it his all now, he would be giving his competitors time to reevaluate what it would take to win the race. 
 
    Ryder and his crew came in nose to nose with the second-place vessel. This time, they took second, but just barely. 
 
    “That was really fun,” I said to Ryder after we’d docked.  
 
    “We go out every Sunday and usually run it tough enough to take second to fourth place. You are welcome anytime.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll take you up on that. I’m anxious to see what this baby can do when you really open her up.” 
 
    “Perhaps a private demonstration sometime, then.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’d like that as well.” I glanced at the parking area behind us. “I guess I’ll head over to the beach. Carrie should be waiting. She was really excited about the condo, by the way. I think she is going to put in an offer.” 
 
    “I had a feeling she’d like it the moment I saw it. I really do think it will be perfect for her, but I was afraid it would sell before she got around to making an offer. It was a real piece of luck that her house sold so fast.” 
 
    Sam called for Ryder, waving him over to the main sail. “I should help the team button her up,” he said. “I’ll see you at the beach.” 
 
    I headed to my car for the short ride over. When I arrived at the beach, I found Carrie sitting under an umbrella on a beach chair, talking to someone I didn’t recognize. I walked in that direction and sat down next to her.  
 
    “So, how was it?” she asked as I joined her and the woman she’d been chatting with. 
 
    “It was great.” I leaned forward and offered the other woman my hand. “Kelly Green.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Carrie said. “Kelly, this is Amanda Brown. Amanda; Kelly.” 
 
    “Nice to finally meet you,” Amanda said. “Carrie talks about you all the time.” 
 
    “Amanda is Cliff’s wife,” Carrie informed me. “She, like me, isn’t one to really enjoy being on the water in a boat any smaller than a cruise ship, but we both support the team.” 
 
    “It was a beautiful day. And very calm. I think even the two of you would have enjoyed it,” I said. 
 
    “But I’m betting you were bored out of your mind.” Carrie laughed. She turned to Amanda. “Kelly is the sort of sailor who prefers a challenge. Huge swells and a rocky sea. Just thinking of that makes me turn green.” 
 
    “It was a little calm for my taste, but I had a wonderful time.” I turned my attention to Amanda. “So, do you and Cliff live on the island full-time?” 
 
    “We do now. Shipwreck Island had always been one of our favorite vacation spots, but two years ago, we both decided it was time to take a step back from our very demanding careers and think about having a family, so we sold our house in the Silicon Valley and made the move.” She placed her hand on her stomach. “Baby Jasmine will be born in November.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said.  
 
    “Cliff and Amanda bought that huge old house on the south shore and turned it into a bed-and-breakfast,” Carrie informed me. 
 
    I raised a brow. “You mean the Kauffman place?” 
 
    Amanda nodded. “It was pretty run-down, so it took us almost a full year to renovate it, but now we have ten very nice suites, each with a gorgeous view of the sea.” 
 
    “I’d love to come by to see it sometime now that you have it all fixed up.” 
 
    “Anytime,” Amanda offered. 
 
    I looked toward the parking area just as four cars pulled in and parked all in a line. “It looks like the crew is here. I’m going to go over to see if they need help carrying anything. Should we set up the firepit and BBQs here?” 
 
    “This is as good a place as any,” Carrie said. “The beach is still pretty busy, but now that the race is over, it should start to thin out. I have an ice chest in my trunk.” 
 
    I held out my hand. “Give me the keys. I’ll grab it. You and Amanda can show everyone where to set up when they make it over here.” 
 
    It took the five of us several trips to haul all the food, drinks, chairs, and wood for the fire from the cars and trucks to the beach, but I knew once the sun set and the area was lit only by the fire, all the carrying would be worth it. It had been forever since I’d dined by the light of a fire on the beach. I thought of the bonfires Kayla and I attended as teens and felt a tiny tear in my heart. How much more damage could it take before it gave out completely? I knew in my head that if I didn’t find a way to remember Kayla without the pain those memories brought, I’d end up with no heart left to break, but it seemed no matter how hard I tried to prevent my grief from getting the best of me, I was helpless to control it. 
 
    “Is that seat taken?” Nina asked. She was carrying a plate full of food, and I motioned for her to have a seat.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me tag along today,” I said. “I had a wonderful time.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s Ryder’s team. He calls the shots. Do you have much sailing experience?” 
 
    “A long time ago. My family owned a summer home here on the island when I was a kid. My dad taught my sister and me to sail at a young age, but once I grew up and stopped coming here, I gave up my sailing hobby as well. How about you? It seemed you really knew what you were doing.” 
 
    “Born and raised in San Diego. I just moved to the island six years ago. I met Ryder when my dog, Wooley, was hit by a car and broke his leg.” 
 
    “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. I hope Wooley is okay.” 
 
    “He is. The broken leg was a minor injury compared to what could have happened. Anyway, Ryder and I got to talking, and he told me about the sailboat he’d purchased and was fixing up. At the time, he was crewing for another team, but once his boat was ready, he decided to recruit his own team, and he asked me to round things out.” 
 
    “You all seem to work well together. I noticed that right off.” 
 
    “We’ve been together for three years now. I think we complement each other. Unfortunately, this will be my last summer with the crew.” 
 
    “Oh, why is that?” 
 
    “I’m getting married. Jered lives in Seattle, but he is moving to Florida. After we tie the knot in August, we’ll be moving to Miami.” 
 
    I looked toward the group of men standing around the fire, drinking beer. “Jered is the tall man with the green shirt and blond hair?” 
 
    She nodded. “He’s a marine biologist. He was picked out of thousands of applicants for what he describes as his dream job. As much as I love Shipwreck Island, I love Jered more. I’d move anywhere if it meant we could be together.” 
 
    I thought about Ryder’s comment about his one long-term relationship, and the fact that it was geography that broke them up. Ryder was right when he’d said if their love had been the real thing, geography wouldn’t have mattered. I supposed for a relationship to work, at least one participant had to be all-in. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll see you again before you leave, but in case I don’t have the chance to say so, good luck in your new life. I’m sure you’ll love Florida. Well, except for the hurricanes. But at least they don’t have earthquakes.” 
 
    She lifted her wineglass. “Here’s to the movement of the wind over the movement of the earth.” 
 
    As soon as Nina had finished eating, she went over to join the guys by the fire. I considered going over there too but decided to take a walk down to the water. The sky had grown dark except for the moon, which reflected off the gentle swells as they rolled into shore. I could hear the laughter of the group around the fire. Even Carrie had joined in on the fun, and I’d noticed that she’d limited herself to only one beer. At least so far. Maybe it was the promise of a new start with the sale of her house and the purchase of the condo, but she seemed a lot happier today than she had since I’d been here. 
 
    “I love it when the air is warm, and the sea is calm,” Ryder said as he walked up beside me. 
 
    “It is serene.” I closed my eyes and listened as the laughter and voices in the background melded with the gently crashing waves. “Do you remember that summer when a bunch of us from the high school group came out to this beach to party, and you and your friend Lewis decided to crash? I must have been seventeen, so you were probably twelve.” 
 
    Ryder laughed. “I remember. Carrie was so mad. She was here with Carl, and the two of them kept trying to sneak away, but I wanted to protect my sister, so wherever they went, I followed them, and once they settled in for a make-out session, I jumped in and started squirting them with my Super Soaker. I guess I was kind of a brat back then.” 
 
    I laughed. “At the time, yes, I did think you were a brat, but looking back, it was sort of sweet of you to want to protect your sister.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I also remember that she told my mom that she’d seen Lewis and me sneaking a beer from the ice chest the kids who were home from college had brought, and I was grounded for a month.”  
 
    “Did you sneak a beer?” 
 
    “Of course. I was a twelve-year-old boy with an insatiable curiosity. I tried to repay Carrie by telling my mom that she’d snuck a beer as well, but she denied it, and Mom chose to believe Saint Carrie because everyone was sure she never did anything wrong.” 
 
    “Had she snuck a beer?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he admitted. “Like I said before, I was a brat back then.” 
 
    I took a couple of steps forward, so the warm water washed over the top of my feet. “Well, it seems to me that you are making it up for it now. I think it is very sweet that you are taking care of your sister in her time of need.” 
 
    He shrugged. “She’s my sister. I love her. I’ve always had her back, even when it appeared my mission in life was to make her miserable.” 
 
    “I guess making their big sister’s life miserable is sort of the job of little brothers.” 
 
    “I don’t remember you and Kayla fighting the way Carrie and I did when we were kids.” 
 
    I curled my toes into the sand. “Kayla and I never fought. I guess in a way, being a twin is like having an extension of yourself that isn’t physically attached but is emotionally and mentally. Our relationship truly was one of those when-you-hurt-I-hurt things. I would never have been able to hurt her without hurting myself in the process.” 
 
    He wove his fingers through mine. “I’m sorry, Kelly. I can’t imagine how hard Kayla’s death must have been for you. I can’t imagine how hard it still is.” 
 
    I swiped at a tear that had escaped with the hand he wasn’t holding. “I want to get past it, and I really am trying, but I don’t know how.” 
 
    “I don’t think grief is something you can control. It is something that just is. In some ways, it is like the ocean, with the changing tides and its ebbs and flows. There are times when the waves are calm, and the tide is low, and the pain you feel will retreat, if only for a moment. It is during those times you can see the light of hope. It is at those times your pain will dull and allow you to come up for air and take a breath. But just as quickly, and often unpredictably, the pain of what you’ve lost will return. It will wash over you until you feel you truly might suffocate, but then, just when you think you cannot survive, the waves will calm and the light of hope you know you cannot lose if you are ever to go on, will shine brightly once again.” 
 
    I turned and looked at him. “It sounds like you’ve had your own grief to deal with.” 
 
    His hand tightened on mine. “I guess at one time or another, we’ve all had to find a way to survive a stormy sea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time the following Thursday rolled around, Carrie’s offer on the condo had been accepted, and the preliminary paperwork on her house had been reviewed and accepted. Quinn still hadn’t shown up. We were expecting her on Monday or Tuesday, but her flight was delayed at the last minute, so she’d decided to take advantage of her long layover to cover a story that was breaking not all that far from where she was waiting for her flight back to the States. Of course, once she committed to that story, that set back her arrival a couple more days, and now we’d been told not to look for her until the Monday of next week at the earliest. 
 
    Nora had likewise been delayed. Personally, I thought that if Shelby was smart enough to be accepted by Harvard, she was smart enough to deal with whatever it was Nora was in Massachusetts dealing with, but then again, I’d never been a mother, so what did I know? 
 
    As for me, I’d settled into a calming and satisfying routine. I took a long run with Ryder and Baja every morning, after which I would return to the house, where I had coffee and bagels with Carrie, and he would return to his home to shower and get ready for work. Carrie had begun to pack up the house she’d lived in since marrying Carl. I could tell that having to sort through the mementos of her life and place them in boxes marked “keep,” “donate,” or “trash” was a lot harder on her than she wanted to admit, but she seemed determined to do what was necessary to get on with her life, so she pushed through her anger and grief and somehow did what she needed to do.  
 
    When I wasn’t helping Carrie with the sorting and packing, I was either devouring the journals I’d left behind or helping Sam go over old case files. I supposed he didn’t really need my help to do his job, but I had time on my hands, and I had been trained as an analyst by the FBI, so it wasn’t like I didn’t have anything to bring to the table. So far, we hadn’t found that single clue that would explain everything that had happened to Peggy or the other girls, but I was determined to keep trying. 
 
    “You certainly have a lot of photos,” I said to Carrie as I helped her box up dozens and dozens of photo albums as well as dozens and dozens of framed photos she’d hung on the walls of the home she’d lived in for the past twenty years. 
 
    “A lifetime of memories.” She picked up a framed photo and smiled sadly. “Some bad, but most good, even now.” 
 
    “Jessica was a cute baby,” I said, taking a better look at the photo she held.  
 
    “She really is the best thing I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “I know how much you love being a mother. I always wondered why you only had one child.” 
 
    Carrie sat back on her heels. “I’m not sure. After Jessica was born, Carl and I were so happy. She was such a cute and agreeable baby, and she really did seem to transform our lives. We never made a decision not to have another child. I guess the subject just never came up.” 
 
    “Are you sorry now that you didn’t?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sometimes I sort of wish I still had a child in the house. A lot of my friends who had three or four children still have kids at home, even if their older children have left the nest for college or married. But given what has happened with Carl and me, I am glad I don’t have children at home who would have had to suffer through the meltdown of our marriage. How about you? Are you ever sad that you never had children?” 
 
    I picked up another framed photo and began to wrap it in paper. “No. Not usually. Sometimes I do find myself wondering how my life might have turned out had I gone that route. And there were times in the past when I would see how happy and fulfilled Kayla was being a wife and mother, that it would cross my mind that perhaps I was missing out on something. But I’ve had a good life and a satisfying career. I don’t know that I’d do things differently if I were given a chance to do things over again.” 
 
    I felt my mood falter. This walk down memory lane was harder than I’d anticipated. If looking back at what had been made me feel this sad, I couldn’t imagine how hard this might be for Carrie. 
 
    “Oh, look,” she said, holding up a photo of me receiving my first-place ribbon at the Perfect Tan Surfing Competition.  
 
    I held out my hand and took the photo from her. “Quinn took this after I won. I wasn’t aware she gave a copy to you.” 
 
    Carrie nodded. “She gave her negative to Kayla, who had copies made for all of us. Your sister sure was proud that day. Of course, the fact that Peggy went missing immediately after the contest put a damper on the big celebration we’d planned to throw in your honor.” 
 
    I glanced up from the photo. “You were going to have a celebration?” 
 
    She nodded. “Kayla spoke to Quinn, Nora, and me about it when she arrived at the beach after the competition was over and you’d been declared the winner. We planned to do something the following day. Kayla wanted to frame the photo Quinn took at the award ceremony, so she asked her if she could take the negative to make a copy. We all wanted one as well, so she made copies for all of us. I’m sure she must have made one for you.” 
 
    “She did,” I confirmed. “I just didn’t know she gave one to everyone else.” 
 
    I looked at the photo again. “Sam told me that Mrs. Amundson told Renshaw that Peggy told her she was heading over to the competition when she left their house that day. I remember Renshaw asking me if I’d seen her that day, and I told him that I hadn’t. And to the best of my recollection, that was true.” I pointed to the crowd standing in the distance, watching the winners receive their medals. “But isn’t that her?” 
 
    Carrie took back the photo and looked at it. “I’m not sure. The person you pointed to is way in the back.” She narrowed her gaze. “It could be her. The girl has blond hair, but she is wearing a baseball cap. Doesn’t it look like one from the Oakland A’s? I don’t remember Peggy being in to baseball, and I certainly don’t remember her ever wearing a hat from any team.” 
 
    “Her dad and brother liked the A’s,” I said. “Maybe she borrowed it from one of them for some reason.” 
 
    “Why would a girl who never wore hats be wearing one on the day she went missing?” Carrie asked. 
 
    “Maybe she was trying to disguise herself,” I offered.  
 
    “And why would she do that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe she was in trouble of some sort. Maybe she had a reason to want to fade into the crowd.”  
 
    Carrie looked doubtful. 
 
    “Can I hang on to this?” I asked. “I want to show it to Sam the next time I see him. Maybe he can blow it up so we can get a better look at the face of whoever that is.”  
 
    “Sure. Okay. That’s fine.” 
 
    I got up and slipped the photo into my purse, and then returned to the pile of photos Carrie had set aside to wrap. I picked up the next one in the pile. This photo was of a much younger Ryder with a dog. A golden retriever. “I don’t remember you having a dog when we were growing up.” 
 
    “We didn’t,” Carrie said. “That photo is of Ryder with Buddy.” 
 
    “Buddy?” 
 
    “The dog who saved Ryder’s life.” 
 
    I let out a short breath. “Oh. I remember you telling me about that. It was shortly after you married Carl, right? I was in grad school back east, and you were busy building a life as a married woman, and we hadn’t spoken for a while. I remember that you called to let me know that Ryder had been in an automobile accident, but he was fine.” I looked at the photo. “If I remember correctly, Ryder was driving home alone late at night and swerved to avoid hitting one of the deer that run wild on the island. His car rolled down an embankment, and Ryder was knocked unconscious. A dog that seemed to come out of nowhere crawled in through a broken window, and woke Ryder up, which allowed him to crawl out of the car just moments before it caught fire.” 
 
    “Exactly. The dog really did save his life. Ryder tried to find the owner, but no one ever claimed that gorgeous dog, so Ryder kept him and named him Buddy. The two were inseparable from that day forward. Everyone knew that an invitation to Ryder for dinner meant an invitation to Buddy as well.” 
 
    “I remember you saying that he canceled his college housing request and found an apartment off-campus when he found out Buddy couldn’t live in the dorm.” 
 
    She nodded. “Buddy was such a great dog. Practically human. He was smart and charming and oh so very sweet. Ryder was heartbroken when he died unexpectedly.” 
 
    I suddenly remembered Ryder’s words about grief. Could he have been speaking of the dog? I couldn’t recall having been told about any other huge losses in his life. “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Ryder was in his senior year of college. By then, Buddy had charmed everyone into loving him, and many of Ryder’s professors allowed the dog to come to class with him. There were a few who didn’t allow dogs under any circumstances, though, and on the day Buddy died, Ryder had a class taught by a professor whose no-dogs policy extended even to Buddy. Buddy seemed fine that morning. Ryder walked and fed him, then went to class. When he came home three hours later, Buddy was lying on the floor and couldn’t get up. Ryder rushed him to a vet, who had no idea what was wrong with the poor thing. His organs were shutting down, and no matter how hard the vet tried, he couldn’t stop what was happening. Buddy’s heart stopped a few hours later. The veterinarian suspected he’d gotten into something toxic, but they did an autopsy after his death and didn’t find anything toxic in his stomach. Ryder was devastated. He mourned for that dog as deeply as if Buddy had been his human brother. When he finally fought his way through the worst of it, he decided to change his career trajectory and applied to veterinary school instead of attending the medical school he’d already been accepted to the following fall.” 
 
    “Wow. I had no idea. How did I not know that?” 
 
    She ran a hand through her short bob. “I don’t know. I may not have mentioned it. I was busy with Jessica, and you were busy with your life. When we did chat, we talked about ourselves. I’m not sure the subject of Ryder even came up.” 
 
    I supposed Carrie was right. I couldn’t remember discussing Carrie’s little brother at all during our long-distance conversations.  
 
    I wrapped the next photo and set it in the box. “Ryder and Baja seem to be really bonded.” 
 
    “They are,” Carrie said. “Not as much as Ryder and Buddy, but they are close.” 
 
    “I guess any dog who came after the one who saved your life wouldn’t be able to fill the giant void left behind.” 
 
    Carrie wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “Buddy really was a special dog. I used to comment to Carl that Buddy was like an extension of Ryder. I wish you could have met him. He was one of a kind.” 
 
    I picked up the next photo in the pile and began wrapping it. Okay, now I was depressed. I didn’t need one more thing in my life to mourn, so I changed the subject. “I’m starting to get hungry. What do you say we take a break and go into the village for lunch?” 
 
    Carrie lifted her arms over her head in a long stretch. “That sounds good to me. Let’s go to the Crab Shack. I could go for a crab sandwich.” 
 
    I stood up and pushed my hands into my lower back. “Is that place still there? The owner was ancient even when I summered here.” 
 
    “The original owner sold it, but it is still in the same location, and the menu is mostly unchanged. The food is good. The view is even better. The building itself is pretty run-down, but that only adds to the charm.” 
 
    “It sounds perfect. I’m going to wash up and then we can go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Crab Shack was right on the water. If you sat on the deck and your table was along the waterline, you actually risked getting wet if the sea was rough and angry that day. Of course, today the sea was perfectly calm, but the sun was high in the sky, and the temperatures had risen into the eighties, so Carrie suggested we grab one of the window seats inside the air-conditioned building.  
 
    “They still have the same booths and artwork on the walls,” I said, looking around. 
 
    “I told you it was mostly the same. The new owner did reupholster the booths. Remember, some of the seats were torn, and there were strips of tape over the torn sections?” 
 
    “I do remember that.” 
 
    “The red vinyl and the flooring are new, as is the glass in the windows, but the tables, artwork, and jukebox are the same. And the food is really close to what we enjoyed twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    “I’m glad the new owner didn’t get rid of the local artwork,” I said. “Peggy used to have a pencil sketch on the wall.” 
 
    “It’s still there.” Carrie set aside her menu and looked at the wall. “There,” she said, pointing to the far wall. 
 
    I got up and crossed the room. Sure enough, the pencil drawing of the old lighthouse on the west shore still hung in its frame where it had always been. “I remember when Peggy drew this. She’d entered the art contest that was held by the gallery in town that summer.” I ran a finger over the glass. “She must have drawn this just a month before she went missing. Maybe two months. I think the contest was held over Memorial Day weekend.” 
 
    Carrie got up, came across the room, and stood next to me. “She was so disappointed that she didn’t win, but then Mr. Barringer gave her fifty bucks for the drawing, and then he framed it and put it right here on the wall. She was so proud.” 
 
    I looked at the watercolor immediately to the left of Peggy’s pencil drawing. The subject was an old, abandoned fishing boat that still could be found on Whale Beach. Like Peggy’s drawing, it was quite good, but probably not good enough to win any contests. I continued down the wall, which featured large, medium, and small sketches and paintings. All the artwork was by local artists who’d chosen to draw or paint landscapes from around the island. I’d perused one wall and moved on to the next when I came across an oil painting of seagulls on a beach at low tide. The artist was identified as H. Denton. I frowned. “H. Denton,” I said aloud. “Do you think Hillary Denton painted this?” 
 
    Carrie frowned. “Who is Hillary Denton?” 
 
    “The girl who went missing in 2005.” 
 
    She narrowed her gaze, taking a closer look at the painting. “I guess if she was a local, she might have been the artist.” 
 
    “The date next to the signature is 05. That seems like too much of a coincidence not to look into it further.” 
 
    “You don’t think Mr. Barringer bought these pieces of art and then did something bad to the artists?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Not necessarily. Let’s see if the others are here.” 
 
    “Okay. You go to the left, and I’ll go to the right,” Carrie suggested. “What names are we looking for?” 
 
    “Gina Baldwin, Hannah Walters, and Veronica Smith.” 
 
    We looked at all the artwork in the place, but we couldn’t find any pieces with names matching the other missing girls. 
 
    “I still think we might have stumbled on a clue,” Carrie said. “We now know that two of the five missing girls were artists. Maybe that’s the link. Maybe all the girls were artists. Just because they don’t all have artwork displayed in this particular restaurant doesn’t mean they didn’t have something else in common.” 
 
    “Or someone else in common,” I added. 
 
    “Dusty Roberts?” 
 
    I nodded. “He was an artist who seemed overly interested in Peggy, given the difference in their ages.” 
 
    “Maybe he used art to get to know other blond sixteen-year-olds.” 
 
    “It’s an idea. And given what we suspected at the time Peggy went missing, a good one. Or if not Dusty, maybe someone like him, who would have a way of gaining the attention of these girls. Maybe another artist or a gallery owner.” 
 
    “We need to call Sam,” Carrie suggested. 
 
    “Already on it,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think?” I asked him when he arrived at the Crab Shack.  
 
    He pursed his lips. “I don’t know. I do think it’s possible that you might be on to something with the art link. I’ll do some research and find out if the other missing girls were in to drawing and painting. If they were, you might just have found the connection we need to make sense of what happened to all those girls.” 
 
    “Maybe if you are able to determine that all the missing girls were artists, you can interview family and friends and look for common names to come up,” Carrie suggested. “Artists or gallery owners.” 
 
    “I plan to do just that.” 
 
    “Peggy’s Dusty was an artist,” Carrie reminded him. “I know that it appears he was cleared; I’m just saying.” 
 
    He smiled. “Noted. 
 
    “And Carrie and I remembered that Peggy entered a contest at a local gallery a couple of months before she went missing,” I added. “In fact, it was the piece in the Crab Shack that she entered.” 
 
    “The gallery on Fifth Street,” Carrie said. “It’s still there. The owner died and passed it on to his son about five years ago, but it has been in the same family for as long as I can remember.” Carrie paused. “Landan. The owner’s name was George Landan. I think the son who owns it now is Brian.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll talk to Brian Landan as soon as I can confirm the link between art and all the missing girls.” 
 
    “Will you call me once you find out whether the other missing girls were interested in art?” I asked. “I really am curious to find out if we stumbled onto something.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll call you. I’m not sure how late I’ll be, but I’ll call you.”  
 
    After Sam left, Carrie and I returned to her house to finish packing up the photos. She’d lived in this huge house for twenty years. It seemed it was going to take her forever to get everything sorted and boxed up. 
 
    “What did Jessica say when you told her you’d sold the house?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, Carl called her and told her before I had the opportunity to talk to her myself. Of course, he made me out to be the evil, bad guy who didn’t care about her feelings at all. Nothing is further from the truth. I do care about Jessica’s feelings. Very much. But I also knew going into this that she wasn’t going to be happy that I was selling the house she’d lived in her entire life.” 
 
    “She’s in college now,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I know. And she didn’t even come home this summer. Still, I think in her mind, her room would always be there waiting anytime she wanted to come home.” 
 
    “Did you tell her that the new condo has a room that will be hers?” I asked. 
 
    “I did, but she is insisting that a bedroom in the condo won’t be the same as her old room. She really laid on the guilt by pointing out that by selling the house, I was selling her memories. She even made it sound as if I was somehow throwing away her childhood.” 
 
    “Sounds manipulative,” I said. “Are you sure that didn’t come from Carl?” 
 
    “It might have, but if it did, he did a good job convincing her it was true. She is really upset. So upset that I almost backed out of selling the house and moving, but then I remembered that I’m in this too. I’m the one who had my life ripped out from under me when I found out my husband was in love with another woman. I have the right to be happy. I have the right to live in a house, or in this case, a condo, where every room, every piece of furniture, doesn’t remind me of the life I once had but don’t anymore.” 
 
    “I agree that you don’t owe anyone anything. You certainly don’t owe Carl anything, and Jessica will most likely never live with you again, even if you kept the house. She is an adult, with her own life. It’s very unlikely she will even return to the island for anything more than short visits around the holidays.” 
 
    “Well, that’s depressing.” 
 
    “It is depressing, but it’s also true. I know you stayed on the island and skipped college to marry and build a life here, but many of us who did go away to school never really came home again. Maybe at first, but I know for me and many of my friends who got jobs in other states and established friendships in new places, we never really went home except to visit every now and then.” 
 
    She groaned. “I know that’s true. When Jessica was a freshman, she couldn’t wait to come home for Christmas and summer vacation, but this past year, she was only home for four days instead of the entire five-week break, and while she did come home for spring break, it was only to ask her dad for money and to break the news to me that she wasn’t coming home this summer.” 
 
    “She’s growing up and carving out her own life. That’s good. That’s what kids are supposed to do.” 
 
    “I know you’re right, but I still miss her.” Carrie stood up. “I think we’ve done enough for today. Let’s head back to the rental and open a bottle of wine. I need to refocus my mind on the possibilities of the future rather than mourning the loss of life I thought I would have forever. Sometimes I feel like I’m making progress, but then I get sucked back into the anger and helplessness again.” 
 
    I put my arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry. This, too, will pass. Once you put this house behind you and begin building a new life in your new condo, things will begin to look brighter.” 
 
    She hugged me. “I’m so glad you’re here. I wish you were here to stay, but even having you here for a few weeks is making all the difference.” 
 
      
 
    Sam called an hour after Carrie and I returned to my old house. He informed us that he’d been able to confirm that Veronica Smith, the girl who went missing in 2015, had enjoyed art, just as Peggy had twenty years earlier. He also confirmed that Veronica had entered a piece of artwork in the Memorial Day competition the Landan family still held at their gallery every year as a way of providing local artists a place to show off their work. He hadn’t been able to confirm whether Gina Baldwin, the girl who went missing in 2000, had been in to art, but he had spoken to the mother of Hannah Walters, the girl who drowned while on the island with her church group. She told him that Hannah had never shown any interest in art of any kind. 
 
    “So, it sounds like that might further confirm that if a pattern exists—and it seems to—Hannah Walters was not the girl to fit that pattern in 2010,” I said. 
 
    “It would seem that Hannah’s death was a coincidence,” Sam agreed. “If that’s true, that means there is an unidentified blond-haired sixteen-year-old out there who went missing the same year as Hannah died. I just need to figure out who that was.” 
 
    “I wasn’t here then, but Carrie was. Maybe if you jog her memory, she will remember something. If the missing girl was sixteen in 2010, she would have been born in 1994. Carrie’s daughter, Jessica, was born in 2000, so she would have been much younger than that missing girl, assuming there was one, but still, kids talk. She might have heard something at school, which she might have mentioned to her mother. It would be worth the effort to at least talk to Carrie about it.” 
 
    “Okay. Maybe I’ll stop by. I want to discuss Peggy’s situation a bit more as well.” 
 
    “We’re grilling swordfish for dinner. If you want to come by in an hour, I’m pretty sure we have an extra one we can toss on the grill.” 
 
    “That sounds really good. Can I bring anything?” 
 
    “No, we have plenty of food. I think Carrie invited Ryder too, so the four of us can brainstorm to see what we come up with.” 
 
    After I hung up with Sam, I headed to the kitchen, where Carrie was dicing vegetables to grill along with the fish.  
 
    “So, did he find a link?” she asked. 
 
    “He was able to confirm that Veronica Smith was in to art. And he spoke to Hannah Walters’s mother, who told him that her daughter was not in to art. We’ve suspected from the beginning that Hannah might not be the girl who fit the pattern in 2010. This seems to confirm that suspicion.” 
 
    “And Gina Baldwin? Wasn’t she the girl from 2000?” 
 
    “He isn’t sure yet. But in my mind, if we have linked three of the five to art, I think we really are on to something.” I crossed the room and opened the refrigerator. I took out another piece of fish. “I invited Sam to dinner. He’ll be here in an hour. He wanted to pick your brain about who might fit the profile of a missing sixteen-year-old in 2010, and he had additional questions about Peggy’s disappearance.” 
 
    “We have plenty of food,” She confirmed what I’d already told Sam. “Ryder and Baja should be here in about thirty minutes. We’ll all put our heads together to see what we come up with.” 
 
    “Maybe we should make some rice,” I said. “Halibut and veggies would fill me up, but I’m not sure about the guys.” 
 
    “That might be a good idea. I think I have everything I need to make my saffron rice recipe. I know Ryder loves it. If you want to take over with the veggies, I’ll get the ingredients together for the rice.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I crossed the room and began washing mushrooms. “Were you going to make veggie kabobs?” 
 
    “I thought I might. I have mushrooms, onions, pineapple, zucchini, corncobs, and carrots. I figured we’d grill the corn separately and make kabobs out of the rest.” 
 
    My mouth was watering already. There was nothing better than veggies grilled over an open flame until they were tender.  
 
    “Anyone here?” I heard Ryder call from the front of the house. 
 
    “Back here in the kitchen,” Carrie called back. 
 
    He strolled into the room, looking all adorable and windblown. It wasn’t windy outside, so I had to assume he’d ridden his Harley over.  
 
    “So, what are we having?” he asked. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Swordfish, grilled veggies, and saffron rice,” Carrie answered. “But Sam is coming by as well, so we’ll need to wait to start the grill until he gets here. I have fruit and cheese. I’ll make a tray.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” I offered.  
 
    “There is beer in the refrigerator. Wine as well. White is in the wine cooler, and red is on the rack.” 
 
    “A beer sounds good,” Ryder said, helping himself. “It looks like Quinn and Nora are still MIA.” 
 
    “Quinn called this morning,” Carrie said. “Her new expected date of arrival is Monday. I spoke to Nora yesterday. She is still on the East Coast. I’m not sure what sort of problems she could be having to keep her there for so long, but you know how she is when it comes to Shelby.” 
 
    Ryder took a swig of his beer. “If she doesn’t take a step back and give Shelby the room she needs to grow up, she is going to push her away.” 
 
    Carrie sighed. “I know you’re probably right, but Shelby is her baby. I’m sure the fact that she chose to go to college all the way across the country as opposed to going to USC as she hoped she would, has her feeling insecure.” 
 
    “Shelby is a smart girl,” Ryder insisted. “Smart enough to manage her own life.” 
 
    Carrie shot her brother a look of irritation. “You don’t understand what it’s like to be a mother or a parent for that matter. I feel bad for Nora. She is having a tough time, and I think we need to cut her some slack.” 
 
    Ryder held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to make you mad. I’m taking a step away from the conversation and minding my own business.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I grabbed the plate I’d just assembled, with cheese, grapes, and pear slices, and headed toward the sliding door to the deck. The last thing I wanted to do was to get in the middle of an argument between siblings, yet I had to admit I agreed with Ryder. It was true that I’d never had children either, so perhaps I couldn’t understand what Nora was going through, but I did know Shelby well enough to be aware that she was a very intelligent and mature eighteen-year-old who was capable of managing her own life. 
 
    Ryder came out behind me with a basket of crackers to go with the cheese, a bottle of sauvignon blanc, and four glasses. I noticed he no longer had the beer. He must have finished it off.  
 
    “So, how did the day go?” Ryder asked after pouring a glass of the chilled wine and handing it to me. Carrie must have told him we were heading to the house to begin packing. 
 
    “It was productive, but I think it was hard on Carrie. I’m sure we should expect a lot of emotions to come up as she closes one door in her life and walks through another.” 
 
    Ryder grabbled a cracker, a slice of cheese, and a slice of pear. He piled them up and then took a bite. “I know how hard this has been on her. It did occur to me when I suggested that she might want to move into a new place that packing up the house she lived in for most of her adult life was not going to be easy. Jessica grew up in that house. I’m sure the walls hold a lot of memories that will need to be experienced and then stored away.” 
 
    “We went through the framed photos that were hung all around the house while I was there today,” I informed him. “I could tell that reliving those precious moments was hard on her. Carl and Carrie bought that house just before Jessica was born. I can’t imagine how she must be feeling to say goodbye to a very meaningful part of her life.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here to help her through it. Saying goodbye is never easy, no matter what the circumstances.” 
 
    “She showed me a photo of you with Buddy. I hadn’t realized what went on between the two of you. He was a beautiful dog.” 
 
    Ryder smiled sadly. “He was. He was my best friend, and the reason I decided to become a veterinarian instead of an MD.” Baja trotted over and put a paw on Ryder’s knee. Ryder bent down and ruffed him behind the ears. “Yes, you’re my new best friend, and I love you dearly.” 
 
    “It’s sweet how he could feel your mood change.” 
 
    Ryder nodded. “Dogs are very sensitive to their owners’ moods. I think that’s why they make such good companions. They seem to know exactly when to comfort you, but also when you need to be left alone. It is a skill humans ought to learn from their canine companions.” 
 
    I thought Ryder was right about that. “I’ve enjoyed our morning runs. It’s nice that you have time in your schedule to get out every morning.” 
 
    “I need that time to ease into my day. My schedule has been crazy lately.” 
 
    “I’m sure that between being the only veterinarian on this side of the island and being mayor of Hidden Harbor, you are a busy guy. What exactly are your obligations as mayor anyway?” 
 
    “I attend all the town council meetings, show up at ribbon cuttings, work to market the island to tourists, who we depend on for our economic health, and sit in on a few conferences a year. Other than that, I mostly just try to help keep the peace if there is a problem in the community.” 
 
    “Does that happen often? The peacekeeping part?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. The island is home to an eclectic group. When you summered here, things were more seasonal. You had the wealthier families who owned large homes and just summered here, and you had the much less affluent locals who owned the businesses and provided the labor to keep the summer folks happy. The summers were crazy busy, and then, once Labor Day hit, the island emptied out until the following Memorial Day. It was all very predictable, and everyone seemed to have a role. In the past decade, however, the island has seen an influx of middle-class folks who’ve moved to the island to escape the problems they perceived to exist in larger cities like Los Angeles and San Francisco. These middle-class folks often telecommute, or the families live on the island full-time, and the working parents commute. This shift has caused the island to change in terms of access and affordability, and in many cases, the wealthy summer folks have moved on, and their large homes are now vacation rentals.” 
 
    “Like my family’s house?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly like your house. I don’t necessarily think that is a bad thing. The population and the economy are a lot more stable than the seasonal pattern when your family summered here, but there are a few old-timers who don’t welcome the change and seem to have made it their mission to make my life miserable.” 
 
    “So, you are saying the folks who enjoyed the seasonal nature of the island are not happy with the new paradigm.” 
 
    “Basically. I know change is hard, but it’s inevitable. I really do try to consider all points of view when casting my vote at the council meetings, but I’ve learned since taking on this role that no matter how hard I try, I’m not going to make everyone happy. All I can do is consider the options and then vote my conscience.” 
 
    “Seems reasonable.” 
 
    “What seems reasonable?” Carrie asked as she wandered out onto the deck to join us. 
 
    “Voting his conscience,” I answered. 
 
    “Ah. A conversation involving politics. No, thank you. Let’s talk about something else. Anything else.” 
 
    “So, you haven’t mentioned whether you’ve been out sailing this week during our morning runs,” I said to Ryder. 
 
    “I haven’t found the time. But the team is going out on Sunday, as we always do. You’re welcome to come along if you want to.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” I looked at Carrie.  
 
    “No, thanks. I’m not setting foot on that floating nightmare. But I will watch from the beach. Should we bring food to grill?” 
 
    “We should,” Ryder said. “I’ll check with the others to see who can stay.” 
 
    The three of us were spending a few minutes discussing the topic of burgers versus ribs when Sam showed up. Carrie grabbed him a beer, and Ryder started the grill. Sam wanted to discuss the Peggy Amundson case with us and the new information he’d uncovered today, but it seemed that Ryder was hungry and wanted to be sure we ate first. 
 
    Once the food was prepared and everyone had gathered around the table, I broached the subject. 
 
    “Three of the five missing girls were involved in art,” I said. 
 
    Sam nodded. “As I mentioned on the phone, I have confirmed that Peggy Amundson, Hillary Denton, and Veronica Smith each entered a piece in the contest the local gallery held the year they disappeared. None won the contest, but all would have had their entry on display during the contest. Hannah Walters was not an artist and wouldn’t have been on the island long enough to take part in the competition anyway, and I’m still waiting to hear whether Gina Baldwin entered a piece in the contest in 2000. At this point, I am working under the assumption that Hannah Walters was not the girl for 2010. Initially, I had her in the group because she was a missing person and was later found dead; otherwise, she doesn’t fit the profile.” 
 
    “So, in addition to figuring out what happened to these girls, you need to figure out who the victim was in 2010,” Ryder said. 
 
    “Yes. That is accurate,” Sam confirmed. 
 
    “And in 2020?” I added. “I know that Chloe O’Malley is missing, but she doesn’t fit the profile either.” 
 
    “I suspect she’ll turn up at some point,” Sam assured them. “At least I hope she will. In the meantime, I can’t assume that if a girl who will be taken this year, it has already happened.” 
 
    “How can you figure this out?” Carrie asked. “And what can you do to protect the island girls? Do you alert the parents of every sixteen-year-old girl with blond hair and a petite frame?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “That would be a near-impossible task because not all the girls were year-round residents. Peggy and Gina were summer-only residents, while Hillary and Veronica lived here year-round.” 
 
    “What about the contest?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to identify all the blond sixteen-year-olds who entered the gallery competition this past Memorial Day? I know you haven’t definitely proven this link, but it is looking pretty darn likely.” 
 
    “Actually,” Sam said, “I had that same thought. I am waiting for a call from Brian Landan. I’ve requested a list of all this year’s entrants, and he promised he’d have it to me by the end of the day.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think that many sixteen-year-olds enter the contest in any given year,” Carrie said. “I think anyone over fourteen is eligible, but the competition is pretty stiff, so it would seem that most of the entrants are a bit older.” 
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    Friday dawned bright and sunny, the same as every other morning since I’d been on the island. As I had every morning for the past week, I rolled out of bed, pulled on my running shorts and shoes, and headed out to meet Ryder for our run. After running together that first morning, Ryder and I had settled into a bit of a routine. We’d meet in the same place at the same time, we’d casually greet each other, and then we’d settle into a pace that was comfortable for both of us. After our run was over, we’d say our goodbyes and then head to our own homes. We never talked as we ran. Not more than a few words here and there. Sometimes he’d point out something he found interesting or beautiful and wanted to bring to my attention, and sometimes I would. We occasionally chatted for a moment after our run, but only for a moment. He had a job to get to, so he didn’t have time to linger.  
 
    I found that I enjoyed these shared runs more than I could ever have imagined. I’d known Ryder for a long time. I can’t say that I knew him well because he was a lot younger than Carrie, and I’d never seen him as anything more than her pesky little brother. But now… Now I saw the man he’d become, and despite my determination not to do so, I was pretty sure I was falling for the guy. Of course, my little infatuation had nowhere to go. I was only going to be on the island for a few more weeks, and then I needed to return to my life, such as it was. Ryder was bound to the island in a manner that screamed permanence. Not only did he have his own veterinary practice, but he was also the dang mayor, for Pete’s sake. I knew there could never be anything between us, yet I allowed my mind to wander just a bit as I focused my attention on his long, muscular legs as he ran slightly in front of me. 
 
    I guess I must have been starting to lag because he slowed his own pace and let me catch up.  
 
    “So, what are your plans for this gorgeous Friday?” I asked, breaking the silence that had become familiar to us. 
 
    “I have a meeting with a group who wants to organize a fall festival in town. After that, I have an Irish setter to check on and a rottweiler to neuter. After that, I suppose I’ll head over to the marina and work on the boat a bit. How about you? What are you up to?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I need to check with Carrie to see what she has in mind.” 
 
    “If you don’t end up with dinner plans, we could get some sub sandwiches and take the boat out to watch the sunset.” 
 
    I smiled. “That sounds like fun, actually.” 
 
    “Text me after you talk to Carrie. I wouldn’t want to interfere with any plans she might have. If she doesn’t have any and you want to go for a sail, you can meet me at the marina at about six.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Once we returned to our starting point, we said our goodbyes, and then each went our separate ways. I tried to suppress the butterflies in my stomach as I thought about sailing with Ryder, just the two of us, but no matter how many times I reminded myself that he was still Carrie’s little brother, I couldn’t quite get the image of his longish brown hair, his blue eyes, his enchanting smile, and his totally toned and fit body out of my mind.  
 
    I’d just entered the house through the front door when my cell rang.  
 
    “Hey, Sam. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to call so early, but I never got around to asking you and Carrie the questions I meant to last night. I guess by the time we polished off all that food and emptied the third bottle of wine, I was much too relaxed to think about the case I’m supposed to be investigating. Would it be okay if I came by this morning?” 
 
    “It’s fine with me. Let me ask Carrie. I just got home from my morning run, so I’m not even sure she’s up.” 
 
    A quick check found her on the back deck, sipping coffee. She had plans to head over to the condo later to take some measurements, but she was fine with Sam coming by this morning. I still needed to shower and change, so I arranged for him to be here in an hour. 
 
      
 
    “Gina Baldwin did not enter the gallery’s art contest when she was sixteen, but she was interested in art and, in fact, drew and painted quite often,” Sam informed us as Carrie poured us all cups of coffee. 
 
    “So maybe the link is art and not necessarily the art contest,” Carrie said. 
 
    “That is my current theory,” Sam said. “If you eliminate Hannah Walters from the mix, I have four blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-olds who all liked to draw and paint, and all went missing during the second half of July or early August. In order to really cement this theory, I needed to identify a blond-haired sixteen-year-old who went missing in 2010. At first, I couldn’t find one, but then I dug around a bit and found a girl named Stephanie Davis who came to the island that summer to live with her aunt while her parents were dealing with the death of Stephanie’s younger sister.” 
 
    “And she ended up missing?” I asked, wondering why Sam wouldn’t have known this before. 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    I raised a brow. 
 
    “Stephanie came to the island in May and stayed with her aunt until August when she was sent home. It was after she returned to her parents, who lived in Oakland, that she disappeared. Her parents knew she was upset about the death of her sister, as well as their decision to send her away from her home and friends during what had to have been a very painful period of her life. They assumed she ran away and reported her as such to the Oakland PD.” 
 
    “To the Oakland PD. So, the PD here on the island would never have known she was missing?” I asked. 
 
    “That is correct. While she was here on the island, Stephanie entered the contest sponsored by the art gallery, and while she didn’t win, her painting did end up on the wall of the Crab Shack. I spoke to a woman named Gwen, who worked at the Crab Shack in 2010, and she told me that she remembered Stephanie. She’d felt sorry for the girl who was grieving for her sister but had no one to share her grief with. The aunt she was sent to live with was a bit of a recluse and not really equipped to deal with the strong emotions and bursts of anger Stephanie was experiencing. She also told me that Stephanie didn’t make any friends that summer because she was so angry, which pushed everyone she came into contact with away, but she did meet someone she referred to as Moon, who shared her love of art. According to Gwen, Stephanie spent quite a bit of time with him.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “So, what are you saying? Do you think Moon is the kidnapper? Might he have followed Stephanie back to Oakland and kidnapped her from there?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Sam said. “Oakland is not all that far away, and it does seem possible that she might have continued to communicate with him after she was sent home. While I think that Moon as the kidnapper is a viable theory, I have no way at this point to check it out. I have to assume that Moon was not the man’s real name, but I have no idea who he was or what he looked like. If the same person kidnapped all the girls, he would have had to have been at least thirty by 2010. Probably older. While it is possible that a teenager was responsible for Peggy’s disappearance, it is much more likely the guy was at least twenty. And if he was twenty in 1995, he would have been thirty-five in 2010 and forty-five now. Do either of you remember Peggy mentioning someone named Moon?” 
 
    Carrie and I both shook our heads.  
 
    “Not off hand,” I said. “But I will think about it. It’s been a long time. Maybe something will come to me. I know you said Gina Baldwin didn’t enter the contest at the gallery, but the others did, so it still seems to me that the gallery might be connected to these girls in some way. Did you ask the current owner if he knows or knew someone named Moon?” 
 
    “I did, and he doesn’t. Or at least he said he didn’t. But I’m not sure he was telling the truth. I can’t say for sure that he was lying, though, and as far as I can tell, he would have no reason to lie, but there was something in his voice when he answered my question. I plan to continue to ask around. If this guy has been on this island all this time, whether he is a seasonal resident or he lives here year-round, someone must know who he is.” 
 
    “It does seem like this could be a real lead,” I said. 
 
    “Any word about Chloe?” Carrie asked. “I know you don’t think she is part of this string of missing girls, but no one knows where she is. I’ve been worried about her, and I know her family is frantic.” 
 
    “I’ve interviewed dozens of people, but so far, no one seems to know where she might be. The older man she’d been dating turned up in Santa Rosa, and I had the local PD have a chat with him. He swore to them that he had no idea where Chloe was. He said the two of them were dating, but he needed to go back home for work, which he claimed she knew about all along. But when he told her the time had come for him to go home, she had a total meltdown. She stormed off, and he never saw her again.” 
 
    “I feel so bad for her parents,” Carrie said. 
 
    “I know,” Sam agreed. “Me too. But she still might be fine. She is eighteen, and she had her own money. Her car hasn’t been found, so it is possible she hopped on the ferry before anyone knew she was even missing and took off to find a place to cool off. It sounds like she was angry with both her parents and the older guy she’d been dating. Maybe she just needed space.” 
 
    “Has she used her credit cards or withdrawn money from her bank account?” I asked. 
 
    “No, not since she disappeared, but she did take ten grand out of her account the day before she disappeared. She might be living off that. I know she very well could have met with foul play, but at this point, I’m really hoping that when the ten grand is gone, she’ll come home. Either that or at least she’ll let someone know she’s okay.” 
 
    “Did you need to ask us anything else about Peggy or her disappearance?” I asked, not wanting to get too far off track. “Other than to ask about Moon?” 
 
    “I wanted to ask about Peggy’s artwork. The drawing in the Crab Shack is a landscape. Do you remember her painting or drawing other subjects? People perhaps?” 
 
    “You think she may have known and drawn her kidnapper,” Carrie said. 
 
    “It was an idea I had.”  
 
    “She did draw people sometimes,” Carrie said. “She’d use a photo as the model. I specifically remember one of the six of us, back when there were six of us.” 
 
    “Kayla took that photo,” I offered. “She was the budding photographer when we were kids.” 
 
    “I remember her taking photos of everything,” Carrie said.  
 
    “Speaking of photos,” I said, thinking of the photo of the surfing competition I’d slipped into my purse, “you asked me if Peggy had been in attendance at the surfing competition Quinn and I entered the day she went missing. I didn’t remember seeing her there, but when we were at Carrie’s place packing up photos ahead of her move, I found a photo of the crowd. Hang on, I’ll get it. I think it is possible that a girl toward the back of it could be Peggy.” 
 
    I ran up to my bedroom and grabbed the photo, and then went back down to where Sam and Carrie were waiting. I handed it to Sam and pointed to the blonde wearing the A’s hat. “I don’t know for certain this is Peggy. It looks like it could be her. She didn’t normally like hats, but her dad and brother were big A’s fans, so maybe she borrowed a hat for some reason.” 
 
    Sam frowned as he studied the photo. “It really is hard to see her face, though the hair is the same.” 
 
    “We hoped you could enlarge and enhance the image,” I said. “Maybe you can pick up something that isn’t obvious to the naked eye.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll send it to the lab and see what they can do. Did Kayla take this photo as well?”  
 
    “No, Quinn did,” I answered. “Kayla had to work and didn’t make it to the competition.” 
 
    “Speaking of Quinn, have you heard when she plans to get here?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I think Monday,” Carrie answered. “But you know Quinn. She tends to keep her own schedule, which she is likely to change at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “She definitely has always been the one to go her own way,” Sam said.  
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    “Okay, hold the end of the tape measure against the far wall,” Carrie instructed.  
 
    I’d come with her to the condo she was buying to help her measure for drapes and furniture. The complex as a whole was gorgeous. Right on the beach, with a huge indoor/outdoor pool, a covered patio with plush lounge chairs, a recreation room with vending machines, and a lounge area that seemed to be geared toward card playing or possibly board games, and a very nice locker room with showers and a sauna.  
 
    “Are you sure you want drapes on this window?” I asked. “The view is breathtaking.” 
 
    Carrie stood back and looked at the large picture window that looked out over the sea. “It is, but I don’t want people looking in.” 
 
    “How about blinds? When they are open, you barely know they are there, and if you need privacy—say at night—you can put them down. They even have electric blinds that go up and down at the touch of a button these days.” 
 
    She put a finger on her chin. “I guess blinds would allow an uninterrupted view during the day. Do you think the windows will seem too plain without curtains or shutters at all?” 
 
    “I don’t,” I answered. “But if you are worried about that, maybe you can add a valance across the top.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, climbing up on the step stool she’d brought to stand on to measure the width across the top of the window.  
 
    “It’s going to be lovely sitting on your little patio,” I said as I studied the scenery out the window. “It’s great that these condos are town-house style, so each one has a ground-level floor.” 
 
    “One of the reasons I liked the unit so much was because it had the living space on the ground floor and the bedrooms upstairs. I think once I get the right furniture for the patio, and maybe a planter box or two for flowers, it is going to feel just like home.” She walked over to the patio door and looked out. “A firepit would be nice as well. I wonder if there are any ordinances forbidding them.” 
 
    “You can ask the complex manager.” 
 
    She nodded. “I think I’ll run over right now and have a chat with him. I noticed he was sitting on his front porch when we drove by. I’d like to know if I have any limitations before I start making plans.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ll just sit here on your patio and enjoy the beautiful day.” 
 
    Carrie had been lucky enough to get a unit on the end, which provided for a yard and patio area that was almost twice the size of some of the units. I knew that it would be important for Carrie to have a container garden because she’d always enjoyed gardening, and with the added space, she was sure to have room for it. 
 
    Carrie had been gone just a few minutes when her phone rang. She’d left it on the kitchen counter after taking it out to snap some photos. I glanced at the caller ID and saw that it was Quinn on the other end. I debated just a moment before picking it up and answering. 
 
    “Quinn, it’s Kelly.” 
 
    “Kelly? Did I call the wrong number?” 
 
    “No,” I assured her. “This is Carrie’s phone. We’re at the condo she is buying, and she stepped out but left her phone behind. When I saw it was you calling, I decided to answer.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did. I only have a minute before my flight takes off.” 
 
    “Are you here in the States?” 
 
    “Iran, actually.” 
 
    “Iran? The last I heard you were in France, and on your way home.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, you know how it is. Things come up. Listen, I’m not going to make it on Monday as I told Carrie. I feel bad, but I’m afraid this little side trip couldn’t be avoided.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll understand. Do you know when we should expect you?” 
 
    “Maybe Thursday. I was shooting for Tuesday or Wednesday, but it is looking less and less like that will happen.” 
 
    “I totally understand. Carrie will, as well. We are both looking forward to seeing you.” 
 
    “And I’m dying to see you too. I’ve missed you. All of you.” She took a deep breath. “I was sorry to hear about Kayla. I really hoped she’d find her way back to us.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “Me too.” 
 
    I could hear someone in the background calling Quinn’s name. 
 
    “Just give me one damn minute,” she called back.  
 
    “It sounds like you need to go,” I said. 
 
    “I really do. I’m sorry. I’d love to catch up for a minute. But Thursday for sure. I will definitely be there on Thursday.” 
 
    “We’ll be here waiting.” 
 
    Her voice softened. “I know. That means a lot. I can’t even begin to tell you how much I’m looking forward to this break.” 
 
    “You sound tired.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    With that, she was gone. I clicked off the phone and set it back on the counter. Of all the people I knew, Quinn had to be the most focused and the hardest working. She’d known what she wanted to do since she was a little girl, and in all the years I’d known her, she’d never wavered. Her job wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t easy. But it was important, and to Quinn, it was everything. Personally, the travel would have killed me years ago. Not that I didn’t like to travel, but Quinn’s life seemed to consist of her flying off from one hot spot to another, sleeping on planes and in seedy motels, risking her life to find the truth and bring her readers the story she felt they deserved to hear. I admired Quinn more than anyone I knew. I wouldn’t want to be her, but there was no denying that she was a woman with the undeniable drive and perseverance it took to chase after her passion.  
 
    “So, how’d it go?” I asked Carrie when she returned. 
 
    She held up a piece of paper. “I was able to get a list of rules and regulations. This will help. As for the firepit, I can have a portable unit but not a built-in one. I’m thinking one of those tables with the fire in the middle.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” I nodded toward her phone. “You left your phone. Quinn called while you were gone, so I answered.” 
 
    “Is she in San Francisco?” 
 
    “Iran.” 
 
    Carrie frowned. “Iran? What on God’s green earth is she doing in Iran?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask. She only had a minute. I could hear someone in the background calling for her to hurry up, so I didn’t ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    “Did she say when she’d be here?” 
 
    “Thursday.” 
 
    Carrie’s smile fell just a bit. “That’s too bad. I was really hoping we’d all be together for the whole five weeks.” She glanced at me, and her smile returned. “But I am enjoying spending time with you. It really had been such a long time.” 
 
    “I know. And I promise that from here on out, I’ll visit more often.” 
 
    “We should plan an annual get-together,” Carrie suggested. “I suppose that might be hard for Quinn. I do worry about that girl. The way she runs all over the globe, I’m afraid she is going to wear herself out.” 
 
    “She did sound tired,” I admitted.  
 
    “She seems to be going nonstop. I don’t see how she is even still upright. I know she loves what she does, and I know that she thinks it is important, and it is, but ever since I have known her, she has never taken a single opportunity to stop for a moment and catch her breath. I actually feel bad for her.” 
 
    “Feel bad for her?” I asked. It seemed to me that she was doing exactly what she wanted to do. 
 
    “She just seems so alone. She’s had guys along the way, but as far as I know, she’s never fallen in love. She never had children or a home to call her own. She seems sort of adrift in the world.” 
 
    “She has people,” I argued. “Colleagues.” 
 
    “That isn’t the same thing. I try to call her every Christmas, just to remind her that she has people who love her and would welcome her if she ever wanted to come for a visit. Most of the time she’ll make some sort of remark about forgetting all about the holiday. I do get that a lot of the countries she travels to don’t celebrate Christmas, but to live a life that is so busy that one of the most important holidays in the year is totally off her radar seems really empty to me.” 
 
    “Maybe. But you and Quinn aren’t the same people. Quinn’s family is gone, so it’s just her. Maybe it’s easier not to remember.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She looked around the room. “I guess I’m done here. At least for today. What do you say we grab some lunch?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” I picked up the measuring tape she’d been using. “This really is a great place.” 
 
    A tear slipped down her cheek as she nodded. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m fine. This whole thing is just a lot harder than I thought it would be. I know it is the right thing to do, but there are just so many changes. Sometimes I feel like I’ve slipped into some sort of alternate universe, and the life I’ve landed in isn’t mine. I think about the plans Carl and I had made to travel and enjoy our retirement that will never come to fruition and wonder what in the heck happened.” 
 
    I took a step forward and wrapped her in a hug. “I know this is hard, but I’m here for you.” 
 
    She squeezed me tight. “And I am so very grateful for that. Really. You have no idea.” 
 
    I thought of the unfinished plans Kayla and I had had. The photo safari we planned to take now that her children were in college. The sisters’ weekend we’d planned to go on in Big Sur after the tourist season was over. Our promise to each other to always be there for the other, no matter who else might drift in and out of our lives. The future we’d planned as little old ladies sitting in rockers on the porch, cursing at the traffic as it sped by. With Kayla gone, what was to become of me? Who would I grow old with? How would I survive? I supposed it was odd that Kayla’s husband was never part of our long-term plan. For as long as I could remember, it was just her and me in those rockers, swaying gently and watching the sun set on our lives. 
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    Shortly after Carrie and I returned to the house, Ryder called to tell me that he had an emergency surgery and would have to postpone our plans. I was disappointed, of course, but obviously taking care of whichever animal was depending on him was more important than taking me sailing, so I wished him well with his surgery and promised we could talk about rescheduling when we met for our run the next morning. Shortly after I hung up the phone, Jessica called Carrie. When Carrie saw her daughter’s caller ID on her phone, her entire face lit up, but within thirty seconds of hearing whatever Jessica had to say, her smile turned to tears. 
 
    Carrie took her call out onto the patio, and I gave her the space she needed. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but based on the pacing and crying, I was willing to bet that Jessica had called for round two of the make-Mom-feel-bad-about-selling-the-house routine. Jessica wasn’t a mean or uncaring person. I was surprised she was taking the stance that she was. The only thing I could come up with was that Carl had been filling her head with nonsense in order to create a problem between mother and daughter so he could come out on top as the more caring parent. 
 
    Thirty minutes after Carrie had headed to the patio, she came back in red-nosed and puffy-eyed. She announced that she had a raging headache and was going to bed. I couldn’t help but notice that she’d grabbed a full bottle of whiskey before going up, but at least she was safe at home if she did give in to her emotions and dive fully into it. I hoped she’d have a shot or two and then maybe take a bath to help her sleep. She’d been doing so well after that first night, drinking only to be social and not drowning herself to dull the pain as Ryder had indicated she’d been doing for quite some time. 
 
    I wished there was something I could do to make this easier on Carrie, but short of tracking down Jessica and putting her over my knee for treating her mother the way she obviously had, there wasn’t a thing I could do.  
 
    “It looks like it’s just you and me this evening,” I said to Kayla. There were times I really could feel her presence when I spoke to her, while at others, even I knew I was just talking to myself. 
 
    Deciding to pour a glass of wine, make a sandwich, and head out to the deck with both, I went into the kitchen for the things I’d need. When the sandwich was made, and the wine poured, I clicked on the gas fireplace at the end of the deck and settled in to watch the sunset. Sunsets on Shipwreck Island were some of the best anywhere. The view of the horizon was unobstructed from this particular deck, making the experience close to the equal of what I would have enjoyed from Ryder’s boat. Of course, the boat would have had Ryder as well, which would have provided the superior experience. 
 
    A gentle breeze kicked up as the sun dipped toward the sea. I leaned back in my chair, sipped my wine, and willed myself to relax. I tried to focus on the sound of the sea, but I found my mind wandering to the missing girls and the fact that, if Sam was right about the pattern and Chloe wasn’t the girl who was to go missing this summer, there was an innocent young thing out there totally unaware that if history repeated itself, she most likely had only days to live. When I’d worked for the FBI, the victims had been numbers I would feed into my equations, but these girls were real to me. I found it nearly impossible to relax knowing a killer was out there despite the fact that there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Or was there? 
 
    I got up and headed into my bedroom. There, I grabbed my laptop, a notepad and pen, the photos that I’d found in Kayla’s desk, and the journals I’d found in mine. I really wasn’t expecting to find anything that would help us figure out what had happened to all those girls, but I figured I had nothing else to do, so I might as well try. I’d had the best time rereading my journal entries after all these years. I could have sworn Kayla and I never fought as children, but after rereading my thoughts, I realized we had fought. Quite a lot, actually. I guess it was after we’d become adults and didn’t see each other all that often that the petty quarrels we’d engaged in as children had all but dried up. 
 
    “Okay, sis, where do I look?” I said aloud as I looked through the stack of photos for at least the tenth time. There were only ten or so from the summer Peggy disappeared, so up to now, I’d been focusing my attention there. It was only after I decided to widen my search that I found a photo taken at the gallery that held the contest Peggy entered as a sixteen-year-old. Based on everyone’s hair length, I would say this was taken the summer Kayla and I were fifteen. Peggy was standing in front of a landscape with a man who I seemed to remember had painted it. She was grinning at the camera, but he seemed to be staring at her.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” I asked Kayla. “Creepy stare or simply friendly admiration?” 
 
    The voice in the back of my head said creepy stare, but the guy didn’t seem all that much older than Peggy, so maybe the reason for the intense gaze toward the girl standing next to him was nothing more than hormone-driven appreciation. Peggy had been physically mature for her age, developing breasts before the rest of us despite the fact that she was the youngest of all of us by a few months. By the time she was fifteen, she was sporting a C cup. No wonder the guy was staring. Still, given the setting, I decided that perhaps I’d bring the photo to Sam’s attention.  
 
    It wasn’t all that late, so I called him right away. When I told him what I’d found, he agreed to stop over to take a look. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” I asked after he’d spent some time with it. 
 
    “What do I think about what?”   
 
    “The guy staring at Peggy. Don’t you think the way he is looking at her is sort of creepy?” 
 
    Sam looked at the photo again. “If you are asking me if the male standing next to the female is picturing her naked, probably. Is that creepy? Maybe. Is it cause for alarm? No. I don’t think it is.” 
 
    “Do you know the perv in the photo?” I asked. “Might he have been the one to kidnap Peggy a year after this photo was snapped?” 
 
    Sam took a drink of the beer I’d given him when he arrived. “The man in the photo is currently a town council member. His name is Garrick Stanford. He’s married with two children, both boys. In addition to serving on the town council, he coaches both Little League and youth soccer, and he is vice president of the PTA. Do I think he kidnapped and killed five girls in the past twenty-five years? No.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, feeling a bit let down. “How old is this guy?” 
 
    “I think he is around forty, maybe a year or two older than that. He owns an auto repair shop in town, and I seem to remember a photo on the wall of the service department of the staff and customers celebrating his birthday when he turned forty. It looked like a fairly recent photo. Not more than two years old.” 
 
    “So, the creepy guy staring at Peggy was a creepy teen?” 
 
    “Seems that’s the case.” 
 
    I exhaled slowly. “I guess that isn’t quite as bad as if the guy was an adult, but still. The guy couldn’t be more obvious. I feel violated just looking at him.” 
 
    “I agree that the image captured on film is unfortunate, but I can assure you that Garrick is a good guy.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Anything else in those photos?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Not really. This one stood out to me because it was taken at the gallery where Peggy entered her artwork. The fact that both Peggy and Garrick are posed in front of a painting in there led me to believe that they knew each other. And that they were both connected to the gallery and the art world. I knew it was a longshot to go from there to serial killer, which I suspect is what we are dealing with, but I guess at this point I’m grasping at straws, which I know better than most is never a good idea.” I picked up the photo, looked at it again, and then set it aside. “You were going to check the entrants for this year’s art contest to see if there were any blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-olds. Did you find anyone fitting the profile?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. It seems that a couple of years after Brian took over from his father, he changed the minimum age to participate to eighteen, so there weren’t any sixteen-year-olds entered at all this year.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. I have this gut feeling that someone is going to go missing. Someone fitting the profile. I feel so helpless to stop what I sense is going to happen.” 
 
    “Right there with you.” 
 
    I paused and thought things over for a moment. “Maybe the profile you’ve come up with is actually hurting your ability to see the big picture.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Peggy was a blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old who went missing. During your examination of the files Sheriff Renshaw left behind, you found a second missing girl who also happened to be sixteen, with blond hair. That girl went missing five years almost to the day after Peggy, and that was when you began to form a theory. The theory only had two data points, so you knew you needed more, so in that moment, you decided to look for additional blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-olds who went missing from the island. You had the five-year time span in mind, so I am going to guess that you looked for girls who turned up missing during the years coordinating to that pattern.” 
 
    Sam bobbed his head. “Yes, I would say that is an accurate description of what occurred.” 
 
    “How hard did you look for other people who went missing that didn’t fit that specific profile? Men and women of all ages who turned up missing from any of the twenty-five years between the year Peggy went missing and now?” 
 
    “I guess I pretty much eliminated everyone who didn’t fit the pattern I’d decided on. I did settle on Hannah Walters as the 2010 missing girl even though she had dark hair, but that was only because I couldn’t find any missing blondes.” 
 
    “So as soon as you noticed the first similarity between Peggy and Gina Baldwin, you went looking for missing persons cases that fit a specific pattern. Is it possible that your predetermination of what you were looking for set you up to find exactly that? If you went through all the missing persons in the files who were never found or were found dead at some later point, isn’t it possible that you would find other patterns?”  
 
    He narrowed his gaze. “Maybe, but this is pretty specific.” 
 
    “I agree. I do think you are on to something, especially given the fact that this is a small island with a limited population. But I also think it might be worth your time to take a look at all the missing persons cases just in case there’s something that the current parameters aren’t showing you. If you throw Hannah out of the data set, you are going to end up with different results after an analysis of the data than if you left her in.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. Adding the art thing narrows the possible pool, but in narrowing it, am I in effect eliminating the real link if it turns out that art is not a factor?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll widen my search parameters a bit and see what I come up with.” 
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    Ryder was waiting for me when I arrived at the marina the next evening. He knew of an isolated cove on the west side of the island that would be a perfect place to anchor while we ate our sandwiches, drank our wine, and watched the sunset. It was such a picture-perfect day that I was up for anything, so I agreed to his plan, and then asked how I could help. 
 
    The slow ride over to the cove was serene and relaxing. A pair of dolphins swam along with us for a while, causing me to realize how much I really did miss this place. Spending the past few days helping Carrie get ready for a new phase in her life, and then helping Sam go through files earlier that day in the hope of finding a pattern that could affect a life-or-death outcome reminded me that my life was about as stagnant as it could be. I’d quit my job to be there for Kayla, but now that she was gone, all I really had was an empty condo I’d never completely moved in to and a dead fern that passed on a couple of weeks after Carrie sent it to me as a housewarming gift. I supposed I needed to face the truth: My life was a mess. If I had any hope of moving past the loss of my sister, I needed to get a grip on it and take control. 
 
    Once we arrived at the cove, Ryder dropped anchor while I opened the wine. We settled in on the upholstered bench along the back of the boat and waited for the sun to dip below the horizon. 
 
    “So, tell me what you’ve been doing since I last saw you,” Ryder said. 
 
    “If you’re referring to when you last saw me as yesterday, I helped Carrie take some measurements at the condo and then helped Sam go through some old files. If you mean when you last saw me before this visit to the island, you already know that.” 
 
    “I do know that you got a degree and went to work for the FBI as an analyst after we saw each other at Carrie’s wedding. And that helping Sam was the reason you missed our run this morning. Tell me about the job. What exactly does an analyst do?” 
 
    I took a sip of my wine. “In my case, I analyzed data to determine the probabilities of specific outcomes and occurrences.” 
 
    “Can you expand on that?” 
 
    I set down my glass and turned slightly, so we were facing each other. “Okay. Say that you have a man on the run, and you aren’t sure if he is going to head north or south. My job was to try to predict which based on the information I was given to analyze.” 
 
    He narrowed his gaze. “Such as?” 
 
    “Let’s say this person had seemingly good reasons to head in either direction. Maybe he was more familiar with the northern route, or maybe we had information that he’d spent time in the north and would likely have contacts there to help him out. But maybe the south had advantages as well. Maybe it was more populated, so he could hide among the masses, or less populated, so he could find a place to hang out until the heat passed. Maybe it was winter, and the northern route provided weather obstacles, while the southern route was forecast to have good weather. That sort of thing. Once I had those pieces of information, I would assign values to each. Maybe having contacts who could help him would have a higher value than good weather, or maybe having a familiar route to travel would hold more value than a sparse population. A lot of this was guesswork, but I worked with a team that included investigators, a profiler, and sometimes even a psychic.” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “Impressive. Okay, go on.” 
 
    “Once each variable was assigned a value, I would calculate the likelihood that the man would travel in one direction or the other based on those values. I know it sounds like a crapshoot, but when you factor in the input I received from my team in assigning those values, I had a fairly decent success rate.” 
 
    He turned slightly and tucked a leg up under his body. “What other sorts of things did you analyze? Besides the direction a fugitive might travel?” 
 
    “All kinds of things. If we were looking for someone pulling a string of bank jobs, I’d use a similar method to try to determine which bank would likely be hit next. Using mathematics and probability theory, I was able to predict all sorts of things. Of course, my predictions were only as good as the raw data provided to me, which is why the detectives, profiler, and other members of my team were so important. Bad data will yield a bad result.” 
 
    “It sounds fascinating.” 
 
    I smiled. “It was. It was fascinating and rewarding and frustrating, and at times soul-crushing. But I did love it.” 
 
    “So why did you leave?” He reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. I felt a tingle all the way down my spine. 
 
    “My job was on the East Coast, and Kayla and her daughters were on the West Coast, so there was always a part of me that was discontented despite how rewarding and challenging my job was. About ten years ago, I worked a case in which the wife of a tech millionaire was kidnapped. I was able to predict, with the help of my team, the most likely outcome of each of the three or four options the FBI was considering. It turned out that my suggestion of a course of action to take based on my analysis of the kidnapper and the desired outcome was spot-on. The wife was rescued, the kidnapper sent to prison, and all in all, I’d say we had a happy ending.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful.” 
 
    I lowered my head slightly. “It was. Not all my predictions ended up quite so well. I got a few things wrong over the course of my career that resulted in deaths that, if I’d chosen differently, might have been prevented.” 
 
    “You were part of a team. You can’t take all the responsibility on yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But it is hard to shrug and walk away when someone you hoped to save isn’t.” 
 
    He took my hand in his. “Yeah. I get that. So, how did rescuing this guy’s wife lead to you quitting the FBI? It sounds like, in that case, there was a good outcome.” 
 
    “There was. The guy was so pleased with my results that he offered me a job. Not only was the job less than ninety minutes from Kayla’s house, but the amount of money he offered was truly obscene. I did take a bit of time to think it over, but in the end, I decided that an opportunity to be close to Kayla was too good to pass up.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy this new job?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “It was okay. It certainly wasn’t as intense as the one with the FBI, but it had its moments, and there was a part of me that appreciated the steadiness of it, rather than the highs and lows of having a crisis one moment that required twenty-hour days and then having basically nothing to do the next. And I was very happy to be close to Kayla and her family.” 
 
    He held up the wine bottle. “Another glass?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So, you took this tech job ten years ago but quit after Kayla’s accident?” 
 
    “Yes. I felt I needed to be by her side every day, not just when it was convenient for my company to let me take a few days off. I’d been making an insane salary for years, and I lived very simply, plus I had money from my grandmother and investments. I didn’t need to work, and I felt Kayla needed me, so I did what I needed to do.” 
 
    “Any regrets?” 
 
    I shielded my eyes as the sun dipped down and shone brightly in the distance. “About my decision to quit my job and be with Kayla? No. Not a one. Do I have regrets in general? Don’t we all?” 
 
    He caressed the back of the hand he held with his thumb. “I suppose we do.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and let the warmth of the sun hit my face. The gentle bobbing of the boat on the small waves was downright hypnotizing. I could hear the call of the seagulls in the distance. I wasn’t sure if it was the sea, the wine, or the company, but in that moment, I felt more content than I had for a very long time. 
 
    “So, any idea what you might do now?” Ryder asked as he changed position again so that our thighs touched as we both faced the sun, which had begun its descent below the horizon. 
 
    “No. I really have no idea. After Kayla died, I was so broken. I basically drank until I could sleep, and then slept until my body demanded that I take care of a few basic needs. I know everyone was worried about me, but I simply didn’t have the will to pull myself out of it. Then Carrie called and suggested the reunion, and suddenly I felt I had a reason to get my tired old body out of bed. I won’t go so far as to say that I still don’t have moments when I feel completely desolate, but I guess I’m finally to the point where I can at least consider the question of what might come next.” I paused and then continued. “I will say that helping Sam today was very rewarding. Maybe I’ll go back into law enforcement.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll stay in California?” he asked as the sun continued its descent. 
 
    I laid my hand on his bare leg just above his knee and below the hem of his shorts. “I don’t know. I moved to California to be close to Kayla and her daughters. Kayla is gone, and the girls are in college. Mark, Kayla’s husband, has moved on and doesn’t need me hanging around. My mother still lives in San Francisco, but to be honest, she pretty much drives me crazy.” I turned and looked into his deep blue eyes. “I have enjoyed my time on the island, so that might be a reason to stay on the West Coast. And I do have you and Carrie and Sam, and that is another reason. I enjoyed my work with the FBI, but I don’t see myself ever going back to living full-time on the East Coast. I guess I have a lot to think about.” 
 
    “You could stay here on the island.” Ryder ran a finger down my cheek as the sun disappeared completely from sight. 
 
    “I could. I have no idea what I’d do with myself, but I don’t need to work to support myself, so I suppose I could figure something out.” I shivered slightly as the sky grew dark, and a slight breeze caressed my skin. Ryder grabbed a blanket from beneath the seat and wrapped it around my shoulders. “Thanks.” I smiled at him. 
 
    He leaned forward slightly and kissed me softly on the lips. I thought he might lean in for a deeper kiss, but instead, he suggested that we might want to head back. In that moment, I wanted to pull him into my arms and take that kiss to the next level. But while my body craved the intimacy he could provide, I knew that my soul still needed time to heal and my mind time to refocus. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, standing up. I looked up at the stars that were just beginning to appear. “This has been really nice. We should do it again.” 
 
    “We should absolutely do it again,” he agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As hard as it was to leave Ryder last night, I knew that I’d see him again today for the sailing races at Topsail Beach. His promise of another sunset for just the two of us probably wouldn’t happen tonight because Carrie had mentioned that the gang was gathering again for another cookout and bonfire, but the promise had been made, and I knew that one way or another, Ryder and I would find a time to pick up where we’d left off. 
 
    “I had a message from Nora,” Carrie said when I joined her on the deck with a cup of coffee.  
 
    “Oh. And how is the saga of Shelby’s admission paperwork going?” 
 
    “She said she has done all she can, and she is fairly certain that everything, including apartment housing, is ready for Shelby when she makes the move east in a few weeks.” 
 
    “That’s great. Maybe now she can join us without worrying about her kids.” 
 
    “She said she is flying home today and will make the trip out to the island tomorrow, so I suppose as long as a crisis of some sort doesn’t befall Denver or the twins, she should be here soon.” 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee. “Trying to stay on top of the lives of four children, all of whom are legal adults now, has to be hard on her. I keep hoping she’ll realize that she has done a great job with those kids, but now she should step back and let them deal with their own problems.” 
 
    Carrie laughed. “Only someone with zero kids would say that. I’m afraid that no matter how old your children get, or how capable they might be, you continue to worry about them, and hands-on mothers like Nora and me continue to want to fix things.” 
 
    “Sounds exhausting.” 
 
    Carrie’s smile faded. “It is, but the thing people without children don’t understand is that worrying about and taking care of your children is the best sort of exhausting.” 
 
    Maybe that was true. And maybe it was true that people like me, without children, couldn’t understand the need to mother their children long after they’d grown. Sometimes I was happy that I’d made the decisions I had. Other times, knowing that I would never hold my own baby in my arms made me sad. 
 
    “So, are you coming out to the beach to watch the sailing races today?” I asked, deciding that the best course of action was to change the subject. 
 
    “I am. Are you going to go on the boat again?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m really looking forward to it. I forgot how much I loved sailing.” 
 
    “How was your outing with Ryder last night? Did he make sure you had a good time?” 
 
    I lowered my face so she couldn’t see me blush. “He did. In fact, I had the best time. The sunset was gorgeous, and the deli sandwiches weren’t bad either.” 
 
    “He is always trying to get me to go out with him for the sunset, but you know how I hate boats. I can barely manage the ferry.” 
 
    I took a breath and raised my head, hoping the red that had rushed to my face had faded. “It is actually very calm in the evenings at this time of the year. Well, most of the time. I suppose there are exceptions. And watching the sun dip into the horizon from atop the water is really something that has to be experienced to be appreciated.” 
 
    “I can watch the sun set from the beach just fine. Romantic cruises are for dates, but I was happy he invited you. It sounds like you really enjoyed it.” 
 
    The fact that it sounded as if it had never occurred to Carrie that Ryder inviting me to go sailing had in fact been sort of a date irritated me to a degree, although, in all fairness, Ryder was five years younger than me and, up until this visit to the island, I had done nothing but express my irritation with his pranks and childish behavior. I supposed in Carrie’s eyes, Ryder was still the much younger brother, and it was natural that she would assume that none of her friends would ever be interested in him romantically. And that was the way I wanted to keep it for now. 
 
    “So, do we need to bring food to the beach?” I asked. 
 
    “I spoke to Ryder and offered to bring burgers and potato salad. He is bringing beer and wine, and I think Nina is bringing fruit and brownies.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Do we have everything we need?” 
 
    “I have everything except buns for the hamburgers. I’ll stop at the market on my way out to the beach. Can you think of anything else we need while I’m there?” 
 
    “Not really.” I stretched out my legs in front of me. It felt good to have the warm morning sun on them. I’d checked the weather report, and the high was supposed to climb into the low nineties today. “Let’s remember to bring plenty of sunscreen and that umbrella you brought last time. I think it is supposed to be a hot one today.” 
 
      
 
    Carrie and I downed the entire pot of coffee before we both headed inside to shower and dress. I chose shorts, a sleeveless top, and tennis shoes for the sailing trip, and tossed a sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants in a bag for later that evening, as well as a bathing suit and a pair of flip-flops. After grabbing a beach towel, sunscreen, and a hat, I went downstairs to help Carrie gather the rest of the things we’d need. 
 
    “My Realtor just called,” she said as she stood at the counter, slicing tomato and onions. “Given the fact that the condo is empty and I am paying cash, he said the owners are fine with my moving my stuff over beginning next week.” 
 
    “Wow. That was fast.” 
 
    “I figured that it was going to take a lot of going back and forth between the condo and the house to get everything settled, so I asked for the extra time. I didn’t want to have to put my stuff from the house in storage while I waited for the condo to close, so I agreed to rent the condo on a week-to-week basis until it closes escrow. I will, of course, continue to stay here at the house with you and the others, but in those little breaks when we aren’t doing anything, I can work on emptying out the house.” 
 
    “Will Jessica be upset when she gets home and finds that all her stuff has been moved?” I asked. It really was too bad she was in Europe. I had a feeling she was going to regret not having the chance to say goodbye. 
 
    “She has already made it abundantly clear that she is upset and that I am the worst mother on earth for selling her childhood out from under her. At this point, I want to get the move done as quickly as possible, so I can put this behind me. Jessica knows the house is sold, and she knows the estimated closing date. Apparently, while she is upset enough to put me through the wringer, she isn’t upset enough to cut her trip short and come home to pack up her own room, so I’m just going to do what I need to do. I rented a storage room for the stuff in her room. I texted her this morning to tell her that she could either come home and help me pack up the house, or I could store her stuff, and she could go through it when she got back.” 
 
    “I guess she chose the latter?” 
 
    Carrie stopped slicing the tomato she’d been working on. “No, she called me when she got the text and picked up where she left off the other night with the screaming and yelling. She told me she was going to call her dad. She was sure he would be able to knock some sense into me. She claims I have no right to sell our home without even talking to her about it.” Carrie’s eyes softened. “I know I do have a right to do whatever I want with the house, but I am sorry that my decision to finally get out from under my old life has hurt her. That was never my intention. When I listed the house, I really did think that it would take months to sell and that she’d have the chance to say goodbye. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d get an all-cash offer with a four-week closing in the first week it was up for sale.” She looked at me. “I couldn’t just turn it down because my selling quickly didn’t fit in with Jessica’s plans. Could I?” 
 
    “No,” I said decisively. “You made a decision to create something for yourself besides being Carl’s wife and Jessica’s mother. It is a decision I support, and I think Jessica will too once she sees how happy you are.” 
 
    She looked down at the cutting board and picked up an onion. “I hope so. I hate it when Jess is angry with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing I noticed when I showed up at the marina was that there were only three crew members present. Well, three, plus Baja, of course.  
 
    “Where’s Sam?” I asked Ryder. 
 
    “He got hung up at work and isn’t going to make it. Do you want to take his place on the team for today’s race?” 
 
    “I’d love to. I hope everything’s okay.” 
 
    He began wrapping a rope around his arm from fist to elbow. “Apparently, Chloe O’Malley has been found.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “She isn’t…” I wanted to ask if she was dead, but I couldn’t seem to get the rest of the sentence out. 
 
    “She’s fine. It seems she showed up in Vegas. I didn’t get the whole story, but Sam said that he still planned to join us for the cookout at the beach. You can ask him about it then.” 
 
    I was happy to hear that Chloe was okay. I’d never even met the girl, but the longer I was on the island, the more I was beginning to feel like part of the community, and as a member of the community, I’d been concerned about the disappearance of one of our own. 
 
    I had to admit that having a job to do made this week’s race a lot more fun than last week’s. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed being out on the water the previous Sunday, but this week, knowing that the others were depending on me to execute the job I’d been assigned with a precision that matched theirs, allowed the adrenaline I’d been keeping locked up inside to leak out a bit.  
 
    I’d always been the competitive sort. I loved a challenge and felt my very best when I’d conquered and excelled at that challenge. In some ways, I felt like I’d been living in a bubble ever since Kayla’s accident. At first, I was living in the Kayla bubble, in which every thought and decision revolved around trying to find a way to help her; then, after she passed, the bubble became one of coping. Once I accepted that there really was nothing I could do to change the outcome I so wanted to change, I refocused my energy into protecting my heart, and the only way I knew to do that was to completely shut it down. 
 
    But since I’d been here on the island, I’d felt myself begin to awaken. I’d had moments of wonder, moments of happiness, moments that challenged me, and moments that made me feel glad to be alive. Perhaps the long winter I’d been tolerating for the past year had finally passed. Perhaps it actually was time for me to move on from what should have been and begin to consider what would be. 
 
    “Grab that line,” Ryder called out. 
 
    When I realized he was talking to me, I jumped into action.  
 
    “We’re going to start the turn on my count,” he called out. “Tight and narrow, then open her up and let’s see what this baby can do.” 
 
    As we neared the buoy that served as the halfway point, the team jumped into action. I’d watched them carefully the previous Sunday, so I had a pretty good idea what was expected of me. I wanted to pull my weight, so I chased all thought from my head other than doing my part to bring the boat in second or third or whatever place Ryder had deemed appropriate for this week. By the time we crossed the finish line, I was exhausted. Exhausted and happy. In fact, it was safe to say I was happier than I’d been in a very long time. 
 
      
 
    After the boat was tied up and washed down, the team headed to the beach. Carrie was already there, as was Sam, Cliff’s wife, Amanda, and a man I was told was Nina’s friend, Trish. 
 
    “So, you found Chloe?” I asked Sam when I joined him near the bonfire he was busily tossing logs onto. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “How? Where has she been? Why didn’t she check in with her family?” 
 
    He wiped his hands down the front of his shorts legs once he’d finished feeding the fire. “Long story short: the older guy she was dating turned out to be married.” 
 
    “Yikes. That can’t have been a pleasant piece of news to digest.” 
 
    “Apparently, it wasn’t. After this married man left the island to go home to his wife, who’d thought he was on a business trip, Chloe was devastated. She told the officer who picked her up that she was too embarrassed to go to the family and friends who’d warned her about the guy in the first place, so she took some money out of her bank account and hit the road. She was able to stay under the radar until she hit Vegas. It seems she found a casino that wasn’t strict about carding and sat in on a poker game. She lost all the cash she had, so she was forced to use her credit card, which we’d been watching for. Now she’s safe and sound and on her way home.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful.” I grinned. “But, you know what that means.” 
 
    “If my theory about a girl going missing every five years is right—and after our missing persons search yesterday, I think we are back on that page—and that girl wasn’t Chloe, there is still a girl in danger out there, as we also discussed yesterday. So far, I have no idea who that girl might be. I know this is probably just me grasping at straws again, but I have a meeting with the high school principal tomorrow. School isn’t in session, of course, but he agreed to meet me so we can go through the yearbooks and student records. My plan is to try to identify all the blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-olds who fit the profile, and then I’ll have a talk with those girls and their parents. My hope is that if they are forewarned, they can take measures to stay safe.” 
 
    “I hope you are right, although my gut is telling me it won’t be that easy. This is a small island, and the student population is measured in hundreds rather than thousands like the larger high schools in cities, but not all the missing girls were locals who went to this high school.” 
 
    Sam blew out a breath. “I realize that some of the missing girls, like Peggy, were seasonal or visitors. Trying to track down every blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-olds visiting the island is going to be pretty close to impossible, so I’m just doing what I can.” 
 
    Cliff joined us then, so we changed the subject. I chatted with both men for a few minutes before heading to the ice chest for a beer. 
 
    “I’ll take one while you’re in there,” Ryder said. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and grinned. “Any particular brand?” 
 
    “Whatever we have is fine.” 
 
    I plucked out a beer and handed it to him. 
 
    “You did a fantastic job today,” he complimented. 
 
    I tried to act casual but couldn’t help but grin again. “Thanks. It was fun.” 
 
    “You looked like a pro out there. I thought you said you hadn’t sailed in years.” 
 
    “I hadn’t before this trip to the island, and now I’ve gone three times.” 
 
    Ryder took a swig of his beer. I watched his throat as he swallowed. The urge to lean in and kiss his neck was close to irresistible.  
 
    “I felt like we did okay today,” I choked out. 
 
    He licked his lips. “We did better than okay. As far as I’m concerned, you can be our official substitute as long as you are on the island. We have a pretty committed group, but every now and again someone needs to miss.” 
 
    “I’d love to be the official sub.” 
 
    Ryder looked toward the grill. “It looks like it might be a while before anyone gets around to cooking that meat. Do you want to take a walk? The sun is about to set. We could watch it from the bluff and still be back in time for the burgers.” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t speak. For some reason, my throat felt tight. I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly so nervous around Ryder. I’d known him since I was five. He was a friend. An old friend I’d lost track of, but had recently become reacquainted with. I was only on the island for a few weeks, and he lived here. We could never be more than friends despite the fact that my pulse was racing and my palms sweating. Nothing, I assured myself, was going to happen. I needed to relax and play it cool. 
 
    He wove the fingers of his left hand through the fingers of my right as we walked away. 
 
    Just friends. 
 
    The air had cooled, and a gust of wind sent shivers down my spine.  
 
    Just friends. 
 
    “Are you cold?” he asked, letting go of my hand and putting his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “No,” I stammered. “I’m fine. I have a sweatshirt. I’ll grab it when we get back.” 
 
    “Okay, but if you get cold, we can head back at any point.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    The sun had just begun to dip into the sea when we arrived at the bluff. I turned to look out toward the horizon. Ryder wrapped his arms around my waist from behind and pulled me against his chest. I unsuccessfully tried to resist the urge to relax into his strength.  
 
    “Is that better?” he asked. “The wind is at my back, so my body should shield you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. That is better. Thank you.” 
 
    His arms tightened just a bit, drawing my body even closer to his. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how weird this is for me?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    “Weird?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve known Carrie since before you were born. I specifically remember the summer when I was five, and we came to the island and found out that Mom’s friend from yoga was about to have a baby. You. I remember how fascinated I was with the whole thing. I remember you growing into Carrie’s pesky little brother, who frustrated me most of the time. I remember feeling annoyed by your tricks and pranks.” 
 
    “And now?” he whispered into my ear, brushing my neck oh so slightly. 
 
    “And now I am feeling something else. Something that doesn’t really mesh with my definition of you as Carrie’s pesky brother.” 
 
    He turned my body, so we were facing each other just as the sun made its final descent into the sea. “And what would you say you were feeling now?” 
 
    I leaned forward just a bit. He captured my lips with his own. Softly at first, and then a bit more demanding as the sky grew dark. He continued to kiss me until my knees felt as though they might buckle beneath me. 
 
    “Maybe we should head back to see if anyone started cooking the meat,” he said, breathing deeply and unsteadily as he stepped back. 
 
    I looked around. The beach was still fairly crowded with families cleaning up after a long day. “Yes. I think that might be a good idea.” 
 
    He once again took my hand in his and then turned back toward the party. “I have a busy day tomorrow, but I’ll be done by five. Would you like to come to my place for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean, no.” 
 
    Ryder paused and looked at me. “Could you be a bit more specific?” 
 
    “I mean, I’d love to have dinner with you at the boathouse, but Carrie told me this morning that Nora will be here tomorrow. I can’t bail out on her first night in town. Rain check?” 
 
    He groaned. To be honest, I wanted to groan out my frustration as well.  
 
    “Anytime this week that works for you will work for me.” 
 
    As we neared the fire where the others were eating and talking, I opened my hand and took a step to the side. “I’m not sure I’m ready to share this, whatever this may be, with the others.” 
 
    He bobbed his head. “I understand. As badly as I want to continue what we started on the beach, I agree that it might be best to keep things casual between us when the others are around.” He glanced toward the gathering. “I think the burgers are done. Perhaps we should eat.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded, hoping against hope that exploring a romantic relationship with Ryder wouldn’t turn out to be quite as horrible an idea as I suspected it might be.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s here,” I heard Carrie call out from downstairs. 
 
    “On my way,” I called back. Of all the friends I’d made while summering on the island, Nora was the one I’d stayed in touch with the least. Carrie made a point to call everyone in the group to check in on a regular basis, which meant I’d stayed in contact with her. I found Quinn to be the most interesting of the three, so although she was always running around from one country to the next, I had made somewhat of an effort to stay in touch, but Nora, with her perfect husband, four perfect children, and perfect life, has seemed the most untouchable to me. Nora had met the man she would marry in high school. They married shortly after. Even before Carl and Carrie. They had their first child, Denver, about a year after tying the knot, and then the twins, Colin and Mandy, who were followed by Shelby, the baby of the family. 
 
    When we were in our twenties and thirties, I was all about my career, while Nora was all about being the perfect mom. She never worked outside the home, preferring to stay there with her litter of children, but she did work hard. Harder, I suspected, than any of the rest of us. Not only did she run the perfect house but she was the PTA president, a soccer mom, a ride pool coordinator, a field trip chaperone, a classroom parent, and any other role that needed to be filled so that her four adorable children could have the best life possible as well. She was a saint to many, but to me, and I suspect to Quinn, she was about as relatable as an alien. 
 
    Kayla had a lot more in common with Nora than I did, and before the accident, the two spoke often. Even though Nora and I didn’t stay in touch, between what I’d learned from Carrie and Kayla, I did have a fairly good grasp of what had been going on in her life. Or at least I thought I did.  
 
    “Oh my gosh, Kelly, I am so thrilled to see you,” Nora screeched as Carrie, who had been hugging her, stepped aside.  
 
    I hugged the woman I barely recognized after she’d wrapped me in a huge embrace.  
 
    “How long has it been?” she asked.  
 
    “Too long,” I said to the woman with short brown hair peppered with gray. I took a step back. “You look different.” I touched her hair. “The last time I saw you, it was long.” 
 
    “Short is easier, and at this point in my life, I’m looking for easy.” She reached out and caressed a lock of my long blond hair. “I see that yours is just the same.” 
 
    I smiled. “You know me. Boring and outdated Kelly.” 
 
    She pulled me in for another hug. “You’re beautiful, and you know it. If I had your hair, I would have left it long as well.” 
 
    She squeezed so hard I thought she might choke the life out of me, but eventually, she pulled back and looked at me once again. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then she closed it without uttering a word. She rolled her lips inward as tears welled in her eyes. I wanted to say something to prevent the outpouring of emotion I knew was coming but felt helpless to reply. She pulled me in once again.  
 
    “Oh, God, Kelly. I’m so very sorry,” she sobbed. 
 
    I tried to control my own rush of tears, but then Carrie wrapped her arms around both of us. She started to cry, and then I started to cry. I’m not really sure how long the three of us stood in the driveway sobbing, but from where I stood, it seemed like hours. Once all our tears were spent, Carrie suggested we head to the back deck, where she’d set out an appetizer tray and a couple of bottles of chilled wine when she’d spotted Nora’s car on the road leading out to the house. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” Nora said to me once we were all seated around the patio table. “I swore to myself that I was going to be strong for you no matter what. I guess I just didn’t have it in me to be strong despite my determination.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I know how hard this is. Not only for me but for all of us.” I took a deep breath. “There are times I don’t see how I’m going to get through this, but I will say since I’ve been here on the island, it does seem to be getting easier to get through most of those moments in the day.” 
 
    Nora smiled sadly. “I’m really happy to hear that.” 
 
    “I also think it might be best if we change the subject,” I suggested. “Tell me about you. Tell me about that perfect husband of yours and those equally perfect children.” 
 
    I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that Nora would start sobbing again, even harder than she had before. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, terrified that I had said the wrong thing. “Is it Matt? Is he okay?” 
 
    “Matt’s fine.” She wiped her eyes. 
 
    “The kids?” I asked.  
 
    “Fine. Everyone is fine. There is a likely fatality on the horizon, but it isn’t a person.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. I glanced at Carrie. She shrugged. I hated to ask for fear of what the answer might be.  
 
    Eventually, Carrie spoke. “A fatality?”  
 
    Nora grabbed for a napkin and wiped the dampness from her cheeks. “It’s my marriage. I’m afraid it might be over.” 
 
    Carrie and I both gasped. I was sure my mouth was hanging open, but I couldn’t seem to will myself to close it.  
 
    “Your marriage?” I asked. Matt and Nora had always had the perfect marriage. Perfect marriage, perfect kids, perfect life, my mind screamed as if it too couldn’t accept what was being said. “What happened?” Surely, perfect Matt wouldn’t have cheated the way Carl had. I’d never really liked Carl, although I’d never said as much to Carrie, but Matt? Well, Matt was great. Exactly the sort of dependable and reliable guy I would have wanted to marry if I’d wanted to marry at all. 
 
    She took in several unsteady breaths. “Nothing happened. Not really. The problems in our relationship have been coming on for a very long time.” 
 
    “Problems?” Carrie asked. “He wasn’t unfaithful?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It’s nothing like that. Matt is great. He has been nothing but faithful since I met him. I’m sure of that. It’s me.” 
 
    “You?” I gasped. “You cheated?” 
 
    “No,” she said, seeming genuinely shocked that I would even suggest such a thing. “It’s not that either. It’s just that…” She paused. 
 
    “Just that?” I said persuasively. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    I reached for the wine bottle and topped off all three glasses. “I have time for complicated.” I looked at Carrie. “Do you have time for complicated?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Carrie answered. 
 
    Nora looked undecided at first, but she finally spoke. “After Shelby graduated and she announced that she planned to attend Harvard, which was clear on the East Coast, and not USC, which I’d at least been hoping for, I guess I sort of had a meltdown. Matt tried to be there for me, but for reasons even I can’t explain, I found myself pushing him away. This led to a huge fight. The biggest fight we’d ever had. I’m not sure how the conversation even migrated from my feelings of being abandoned by Shelby to his feelings about being abandoned by me years ago, but once we got on the subject, the flood gates opened, and it wasn’t pretty.” 
 
    “Hang on.” I held up a hand. “Back up a bit. This fight started because you felt abandoned by Shelby? She chose a college she has been talking about since she was in junior high. How did she abandon you?” 
 
    Nora started to cry again. Carrie reached out and squeezed her hand. “It’s okay,” Carrie said. “I get it. I’ll explain it to Kelly later. Go on with your story. Matt felt abandoned because you directed all your attention and energy to the children?” 
 
    Nora nodded. “Yes. That is it exactly. I married Matt because I loved him, but he is convinced that I married him because I needed a father for my children. He told me that the first year of our marriage was the best of his life, but as soon as Denver was born, I stopped being attentive to his needs and focused all my attention on my new baby. When he first said that, I was furious. Of course, I focused all my attention on my new baby. He was a baby! What was I supposed to do? But then he pointed out that as soon as Denver had gotten through the hard infant stage, I’d begged him for another child, and ten months later, we had the twins. Shelby was a delightful accident who came about when I forgot to take my birth control pills. Matt even accused me of deliberately forgetting to take them. I denied it at first, but he was right; it was deliberate. I wanted another child, and he thought three was enough.” 
 
    I was pretty sure my mouth was hanging open again. I really had no idea. Matt and Nora always seemed so happy. Whenever I was around them, which admittedly wasn’t all that often, he seemed like a happy and attentive husband, and his kids adored him. It was obvious he was a wonderful father as well. 
 
    Nora continued. “During the blowout to end all blowouts, Matt told me that while he loved me and would always love me, from the moment Denver was born, he felt a shift in our relationship. He told me that he understood that babies and young children needed their mother, and he was happy that he was able to provide a living for us so that I didn’t have to work, but he also said that as the years went by, my life had become all about the kids. He asked me when was the last time we’d been out to dinner, just the two of us. He asked me about the last vacation we’d taken without the kids. He asked me about the last time we’d made love.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “Years and years on all counts. I love Matt, and I know he loves me, but somewhere along the way, we went from being two people in love to two people who shared a life to support the needs of our children. Now that the last of those children is moving clear across the country, I’m not sure what we have left. During our fight, he said something about the difference between loving someone and being in love. It sounded like nonsense to me when he first said it, but I’ve been thinking about it, and I believe that he’s right.” 
 
    “So, you are saying that you are no longer in love with Matt?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged as a tear glided down her face. “I really don’t know. I should know, and I wish I did know, but I don’t. I like Matt. I enjoy spending time with him. He’s been a good father and a good provider. But the passion between us was buried in diapers and late-night feedings long ago. As the kids grew, the diapers and feedings were replaced by school projects, carpools, and late nights sewing the perfect prom dress. I didn’t mean to lose that something special that drew us to each other in the beginning, but somehow I think we did.” 
 
    “Maybe now that you and Matt are going to have the house and your lives to yourselves, you can find that something special again,” I said encouragingly. 
 
    “Maybe,” she breathed. “I hope so. I want to. But honestly, I have no idea where to start. And even if I can find what we lost, will Matt be able to find it as well? Can we have a second chance to get it right, or is it much, much too late.” 
 
    I glanced at Carrie. Her husband had left her for another woman he professed to be in love with. Working out their differences had never been an option provided to her. I knew she’d hoped Carl would come to his senses and come home, but he never did, and there hadn’t been a single thing she could do about it. But Nora… Nora loved Matt, and I was certain he loved her. Maybe they would find a way to rebuild what they’d once had. Maybe for them, a second chance was waiting just beyond the horizon. 
 
    “Maybe we can talk about something else,” Nora said. “I’ve played this scenario through again and again in my mind, and I think what I need now is time to reconnect with myself. I wasn’t sure how I was going to manage such a long trip to the island when Carrie first suggested it, but now I think that time away is exactly what I need.” 
 
    “I agree,” Carrie said. “I think this time with just the four of us, when Quinn finally gets here, is exactly what we all need.” 
 
    Nora wiped her eyes once again. “So, what have the two of you been up to?” 
 
    Carrie shared with her the fact that she’d sold the house and bought a condo, as well as the problems that was causing between her and Jessica. She shared a bit about her own marital struggles, but she and Nora spoke on the phone on a regular basis, so she was already pretty much up to date. Eventually, the conversation came around to Peggy and the new investigation Sam had been conducting.  
 
    “So you’re saying that Sam believes there may be a five-year pattern, and Peggy was just the first of a series of missing girls?” Nora asked. 
 
    I nodded. “That is his theory. I’ve been helping him a bit, and we’ve looked at the files for all the missing persons on the island—those never found and those later found dead. While it is true that people of both sexes and a variety of ages have gone missing in the past quarter century, there really is no denying the fact that every fifth year since Peggy, a sixteen-year-old girl with blond hair and blue eyes who had been fighting with her parents has simply disappeared.” 
 
    “Every five years without exception?” Nora asked. 
 
    “It seems that way, although 2010 was a tricky year. Initially, the only sixteen-year-old Sam could find was a brunette who was later found floating in the sea. It appeared as if she drowned, and she was a visitor, here with a church group, so she hadn’t just quarreled with her parents. He added her to the list because she was sixteen, but then he found another girl who went missing after she left the island who actually fit the profile better.” 
 
    Nora drummed her long nails on the table. “You know Matt, the kids, and I summered here in 2010.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Carrie said. “Denver had his fourteenth birthday party here on the island.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nora confirmed. “I have very fond memories of that summer. At least most of it. We did have some drama in late July after a friend Denver had made left the island without saying goodbye. He was devastated, and he decided to take that unhappiness out on all of us.” 
 
    “The surfer,” Carrie said.  
 
    Nora nodded.  
 
    “I remember that, too,” Carrie confirmed. She turned toward me. “Denver met a girl named Cherry. She was on the island to do some surfing and to enter the Perfect Tan surfing competition. She was about to turn seventeen, so he was three years younger than her, but he fell for her anyway, and if I remember correctly, he fell hard.” 
 
    “He swore he loved her and was meant to be with her forever,” Nora said. “He swore they were soul mates. I pointed out that she was only going to be on the island for a few weeks, and then he’d likely never see her again, but he was certain they’d stay in touch.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” I asked. 
 
    “They hung out a lot while she was here. On the last day of the competition, Cherry and Denver planned to meet at the beach for one last bonfire, just the two of them, before she was leaving the following day for a surfing competition in Huntington Beach. Denver was sad she was leaving but excited about their beach dinner. He put a lot of time and effort into figuring out the perfect meal to bring, the best blanket to eat on, and the exact amount of wood they’d need so as not to run out. He was so nervous. I remember being both excited and scared for him.” 
 
    “Scared?” I asked. 
 
    “Scared that his dream date wouldn’t go as planned. He was so invested. I honestly think he was in love with that girl,” Nora explained. 
 
    “But she never showed?” I guessed. 
 
    Nora tilted her head just a bit. “She never did. He waited out there on the beach for her all night, but she must have decided to skip the awkward goodbyes and left early. Keep in mind that Cherry was a gorgeous blond-haired, blue-eyed sixteen-year-old who was not only about to turn seventeen but had become an emancipated minor after getting her GED. She was, by all intents and purposes, an adult who had been on her own for a while, while Denver was a sort of geeky guy who’d just turned fourteen. It was true he had a serious case of puppy love, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that she saw him as no more than a friend. When she never showed up for the dinner they’d planned, Matt and I both decided that the girl didn’t know how to deal with Denver’s obvious infatuation, so she took the easy way out and left the island without saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Do you know Cherry’s last name?” I asked Nora as I slipped my cell out of my pocket. 
 
    “No. I’m pretty sure Cherry wasn’t even her real first name. She was on her own. Denver said that she had been in the foster care system for years before being granted emancipation when she turned sixteen. Does it matter?” 
 
    “It might.” I stood up. “I need to call Sam. I think we may have just found the sixteen-year-old we’ve been looking for.” 
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    In the second installment of this three-part story, Kelly, Carrie, and Nora are joined by Quinn, and together revisit the past in the hope of identifying the man who kidnapped and killed their friend and at least four other girls over the past twenty-five years. Things become tense after Kelly shares Nora’s story about Cherry with Sam, who is determined to find out whether this mystery woman is still alive, or if she, in fact, was blond-haired, blue-eyed victim number four.  
 
    Meanwhile, Kelly is spending her time at the Perfect Tan surfing competition, which just happens to be in town this week, Carrie is busy moving into her condo, Quinn is conflicted as work and time with friends clash, and Nora struggles with the decision she knows it is well past time to make.  
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    We’ve all had them. Those moments when disquiet slowly creeps into our consciousness, expanding and mutating until it eventually redefines itself as anxiety that consumes our every thought. This apprehension often comes on gradually, starting small as a feeling of unease that builds slowly and steadily, until it grows into a sense of foreboding, demanding that we stop what we’re doing and pay attention.  
 
    “Cait. Are you in there?” 
 
    I looked up at my best friend, Tara O’Brian, who was waving a hand in front of my face. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?”  
 
    I looked around the dining room of the newest eatery in town, The Wild Rose Café, where we’d arranged to meet for lunch. For a moment, I’d almost forgotten where I was. I really did need to get a grip. “I’m fine.”  
 
    “It seems like you’re a million miles away.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and forced my mind to refocus on the conversation we’d been having. “I guess I’ve been distracted lately with everything that’s been going on. Between the explosion at the bookstore, my move out of my cabin and into Mr. Parsons’ house, and my new job helping Cody at the newspaper, I feel somewhat displaced.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. I’ve been feeling much the same way. I’m hanging in there just fine, but I will be glad when we can reopen the store.” 
 
    “You were telling me about your conversation with the insurance company. Are we making progress?” 
 
    She shook her head slowly. “In a nutshell, we’re still waiting for the money I’ve been assured is due to us to be released. It’s been three and a half months. I can’t believe how long this is taking. In the beginning, I actually assumed Coffee Cat Books would be repaired and open for business by this point.” 
 
    I placed my hand over Tara’s. “I know. I’m sorry. Neither of us had any idea how long the investigation would delay things, and I’m not sure either of us realized how much the whole process would disrupt our lives.”  
 
    She bowed her head. “I guess there isn’t anything we can do other than what we’re doing. It will be fine. We’ll get through this, and at some point, the insurance company is going to have to make good on our policy and settle our claim.” 
 
    Tara and I had decided that the problem with our claim was that the source of the fire had been a bomb that was intentionally detonated by a seriously disturbed man who had set out on a mission to destroy Santa Clause. Because the damage to the bookstore hadn’t been caused by anything as simple as a lightning strike or electrical problem, an investigation into the cause had been warranted. The insurance company had told Tara that they hoped to offset their loss by suing the man responsible for the explosion. I had my doubts that they’d get anything out of the guy, especially since he was going to spend much, if not all, of the rest of his life in prison, but they seemed determined to try, and until they had exhausted all options available to them, they seemed determined not to pay us the money we both felt we were due.  
 
    “It has been frustrating,” Tara added as she stirred a teaspoon of sugar into her iced tea. “But I’ve enjoyed working with Danny and Aiden at the bar.” 
 
    Aiden and Danny Hart were my older brothers. They’d pooled their resources a while back and bought O’Malley’s Bar. They’d kept the name, but they’d fully remodeled the place and made it their own. 
 
    “Did Aiden decide to go on the fishing trip he’d been invited to join?”  
 
    Aiden and Danny had both made their living on the sea prior to selling their boats and opening the bar, but as far as I was concerned, they both still have saltwater in their veins. Aiden had been invited on a fishing expedition down south, but as far as I knew, he hadn’t decided whether or not he was going to go.  
 
    “He did,” Tara confirmed. “As you know, it’s the offseason here on the island, so the bar is slow anyway, and with the bookstore closed, Cassie and I are both available to help out during the busy times, so Danny managed to convince him this was as good a time as any to be away.” 
 
    “I’m glad he went. It seemed like he needed a break.” 
 
    Tara nodded. “I feel like Aiden is happy with his choice to sell the boat and buy the bar, but it does seem he needs to get out there on the water every now and again to keep his sanity. He left for San Diego yesterday. I guess he’s meeting up with his friend today, and they planned to head out to sea tomorrow. He thought he might be gone about a month.” 
 
    “Good for him. I hope he has a wonderful time.” In a way, it felt odd that Tara knew more about what was going on with my brothers than I did, but she worked at the bar with them, so she saw them every day, and she was in a seriously on-again phase in her on-again/off-again relationship with my brother, Danny. While she hadn’t said as much, based on my own observations, I had the feeling that they were pretty much living together. I really hoped it worked out this time. In my opinion, Tara and Danny had hurt each other more than any two people ought to, but then again, I really believed they loved each other more than a lot of couples I knew.  
 
    Tara glanced at her watch. “I should get going. I told Danny I’d come in early today to help with the inventory before the bar opens.” 
 
    “Yeah, I should get going as well. Cody left early this morning to go over to San Juan Island to interview a guy who claims to know something about the series of missing person cases in the area, but he should be back by now.” 
 
    “Why is Cody interviewing him? It seems like knowing something about missing persons is the sort of thing Finn and the sheriff should be looking into.” My brother-in-law, Ryan Finnegan, Finn to his friends, is the resident deputy for the island we’d both lived on our entire lives.  
 
    “They’ve tried to talk to the guy, but either he doesn’t actually know anything, or he has a problem with cops and isn’t telling everything he knows. The fact that the guy might have information about the missing girls came from a tip that was provided by a bartender on San Juan Island. The bartender overheard the man spouting off to his friends that he had inside information no one else had. The sheriff went to talk to the guy, who totally clammed up. Finn and a couple of the other deputies have tried as well, with no luck whatsoever. Cody offered to give it a try, and Finn decided that it couldn’t hurt, so Cody headed over on the first ferry this morning.” 
 
    “It sounds like the same guy is responsible for all the missing women. Given that, it seems like it would be easy to catch up with him. I assume the guy is bringing these women over on the ferry.” 
 
    “Finn isn’t sure,” I informed her. “Based on what Finn has been told, some random guy seems to be meeting women in a bar somewhere in Seattle. He enters into a conversation with them, and then at some point, he invites them to spend the weekend with him in the islands. Finn isn’t sure if the guy brings them to the islands and then does whatever it is he’s been doing with these women, or if he simply uses the trip to lure them into his car.” 
 
    “It’s been months. It seems like the sheriff would know more.” 
 
    “Finn told me that when the first woman went missing, no one took it all that seriously. The missing woman’s best friend didn’t even file a report until her friend had been missing for several days, and even then, she filed it in Seattle, where both she and the missing person live. She told the officer who took the report that her friend had called her on Friday of the previous week and told her that she met a totally awesome guy who had invited her on a weekend getaway to the San Juan Islands. She assured the friend she’d be back for work on Monday. When she didn’t return on Monday, the friend assumed the woman was simply having a wonderful time and had extended her trip. I guess the missing woman was prone to spontaneous acts such as dropping everything to head out of town with some random guy she just met. The woman who filed the report said that her friend probably wouldn’t have even called her, but they had plans on Saturday, which she needed to cancel.” 
 
    “So this woman meets this guy in a bar who offers to bring her to the islands for a romantic getaway, and she goes with him despite the fact she just met him?” Tara asked. 
 
    “According to what the friend who filed the missing persons report told the officer who took her statement.” 
 
    “Okay. So the friend of this spontaneous woman wasn’t too worried when the friend doesn’t show up on Monday as planned but begins to become concerned when she’s not back by Tuesday?” 
 
    I nodded. “According to Finn, who has a copy of the missing persons report and has spoken to the officer who took it, the friend tried calling the missing woman’s cell when she didn’t show up for work on Tuesday. She continued to call and leave messages over the course of the day Tuesday and into Wednesday. When the missing woman still hadn’t called her back or shown up for work, she decided to file the missing persons report. Finn said that at this point, the officer on duty filed the report but wasn’t overly worried. The missing woman had, after all, been a twenty-four-year-old single party-girl who had a reputation for doing this sort of thing. I’m not sure why the officer even forwarded the report to the local sheriff other than the woman who filed the report did say that her friend specifically mentioned that this man she’d just met planned to take her to the San Juan Islands. It wasn’t until the same officer received another missing persons report almost four weeks later, that he even paid much attention to the first report.” 
 
    “The second missing woman was coming to the islands as well?” Tara asked. 
 
    “According to Finn, she was, and also according to Finn, the details were pretty much exactly the same. Some guy in a bar picked up a woman in her twenties and invited her to the islands for the weekend. She called her sister to cancel the plans the two had made for the weekend before taking off with this guy. The sister asked for his name, which the missing person refused to give. The woman never returned to Seattle and her old life, so the sister filed a missing persons report.” 
 
    “That’s actually pretty terrifying,” Tara said. “Danny said Finn found out about a third missing person just last week.” 
 
    I nodded. “Exact same story. Woman goes to bar, meets man who invites her to the islands for the weekend, woman calls friend to cancel plans, woman is never seen again. I think, however, the really frightening part of this is that Finn has absolutely no idea how many women are actually missing. He knows about these three because the women called someone and told them they were coming to the islands with some guy they just met. But there could be other victims who didn’t call anyone before they simply left with the guy, so no one knows something might have happened to them. Or there could be other women who did call someone to let them know they were going out of town but didn’t mention their intent to head to the islands, so our sheriff didn’t get a heads up.” 
 
    “So, are you saying there could be dozens of missing women?” Tara asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I really don’t know and can’t know for certain, but it does seem to me that it is likely there are more than three. I know the sheriff is working with the Seattle PD to go back through all their missing persons cases involving women in their twenties for the past six months.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot of data to go through.” 
 
    “It is, but the Seattle PD has some pretty upscale computer software that can do much of the searching for them.” 
 
    “And what will they do once they have a list?” Tara asked. 
 
    I frowned. “I’m not sure. I guess Finn will get photos of the missing women and start asking around. If they were in the area, someone must have seen them.” 
 
    “Maybe we should volunteer to help out,” Tara suggested. “Maybe get the Scooby gang together.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might be a good idea. I’ll call Finn and ask about it.” 
 
    “Call Finn, and if he wants to meet, why don’t you, Cody, Finn, and Siobhan come by the bar this evening. Maybe your mom can babysit Connor,” she referred to Finn and Siobhan’s son. “We can share some nachos and a pitcher of beer. It’s been a while since we all hung out, and since the bar has been pretty dead, we should be able to snag a booth out of the way and talk about how we can help Finn as well.” 
 
    “If we come to O’Malley’s, will you and Danny be able to get away?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so. Cassie will be there to cover the bar and, like I said, it’s been pretty dead during the week. If it’s too crowded to chat, we can all head to Finn and Siobhan’s when we close. Not only are we closed on Sundays and Mondays, but we’re closing at eight on the weekdays until the summer tourist season hits.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ll check with Cody, Finn, and Siobhan, and let you know.” 
 
    Chatting with Tara had helped me to forget about the knot in my stomach for a short period of time, but by the time I’d paid for our lunch and set out toward the newspaper Cody and I owned, that old familiar feeling returned. My anxiety had been building for days, and I really had no idea what the source of that anxiety might be. No, I didn’t think I was anxious about the missing women. For all I knew, this man used a weekend on the islands as a lure but never left Seattle. And yes, it had shaken me to the core when the bookstore Tara and I had poured so much of ourselves into had been destroyed, but that had been months ago, and I’d had time to adjust to the loss. And I supposed there had been a period of adjustment when I’d moved out of my cabin and into the mansion where I now lived with Cody and our good friend, Mr. Parsons, but even that seemed to feel a bit more natural by this point. While I did miss the intimacy of my cabin, I found that I very much liked having breakfast with Mr. Parsons every morning. Not only was he a lot more cheerful since Cody and I moved in full time, but he seemed to go out of his way to make sure I was happy as well. He even allowed me to help him with whichever crossword puzzle he was working on, which was something he’d never allowed anyone else to do. 
 
    When I arrived at the newspaper on foot, I found the front door unlocked. I didn’t see Cody’s car, but he sometimes parked out in the alley behind the building and entered through the back door. I entered the building and tossed the small backpack I used as a purse on the counter, calling out his name. When he didn’t answer, I called out again. “Cody, are you here?” I headed down the short hallway toward the office at the back of the building. It was empty. “Cody,” I called again, heading toward the room known as the morgue where we kept copies of all the old newspapers. We had a copy of every newspaper ever printed since the Madrona Island News was established more than twenty-five years ago. “Cody,” I said, pushing the door open. 
 
    I’m really not sure what happened after that. I remembered that I’d stuck my head in the door, felt something slam into me from behind, and then woke up at some later time with a filthy rag stuffed into my mouth. If that wasn’t bad enough, someone had also tied my arms and legs to a chair with a thick rope. My first instinct was to scream, which I tried doing, although nothing other than a sort of moan came out. I then tried to pull my arms and legs free, but whoever had tied me up had done a heck of a good job. My head was killing me, but otherwise, I seemed to be fine. I looked down at my chest and lap, which was all I could really see from my position and didn’t notice any blood.  
 
    Who on earth had done this to me?  
 
    I took a deep breath in through my nose since I couldn’t breathe through my mouth. Okay, Cait, I said to myself. Just breathe. 
 
    The urge to panic was great, but I knew I needed to keep my head if I was going to get out of this alive. I had no idea how long I’d been unconscious. The morgue had no windows, so I couldn’t even see out to gauge the time of day. I knew Cody planned to be back at some point this afternoon, although I really had no idea how long his interview might have taken or which ferry he might have managed to catch for his return to the island. I didn’t think whoever had done this to me was still in the building, but I couldn’t be sure. I forced myself to relax and listen. At first, I didn’t hear anything. I figured I was safe until I heard a crash coming from the other room. 
 
    Oh, God! I squeezed my eyes close and said a little prayer.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, a white cat with a dark tail, dark ears, and a dark mask, stood at the doorway, looking inside. I hoped it was the cat and not the man who tied me up who’d caused the crash I’d heard. I tried to call the cat over, although I really had no idea what good that would do since cats couldn’t actually untie ropes, but with the gag in my mouth, all that came out were grunts. 
 
    “Meow,” the cat said, wandering further into the room.  
 
    Please, please, please be a Tansy cat.  
 
    I looked directly at the cat. I couldn’t speak, but if my witchy friend, Tansy, had sent this cat, I knew he or she would and could figure out a way to help me. 
 
    Hoping the cat could read my thoughts, I began to mentally beg for it to go and get help. Find Finn, I screamed in my mind.  
 
    “Meow,” the cat said before turning and trotting back out the door. 
 
    Once the cat left, I tried listening again, hoping against hope that the person who’d knocked me out was long gone. I began to relax a bit when all I heard was silence. If the person who’d tied me up had left, I figured I’d be fine. I didn’t appear to be hurt, so all I really needed to do was wait. Of course, waiting patiently for a cat I didn’t even know for certain was a Tansy cat to go and get help wasn’t really all that easy with a gag in my mouth and a stiff rope cutting into my wrists, so I took several deep breaths in through my nose and tried to think about something else. 
 
    My mind raced from subject to subject, unable to really settle on anything until I hit upon the concept of why? Why had someone broken in here in the first place? It wasn’t like we had anything of value. We didn’t have cash on hand, nor did we store valuable antiques or precious gems. This building was currently used to print the weekly newspaper and prepare it for distribution. Old editions of the newspaper were stored in the room in which I was tied, and the printing press was of some value I supposed, but it certainly wasn’t the sort of thing one would break in and steal. Cody had files and a computer in his office, but again, nothing of value. The idea that anyone would break into this building made absolutely no sense, no matter how I looked at it. 
 
    After the cat had been gone for at least fifteen minutes, I began to grow antsy once again. I tried wiggling my wrists to loosen the rope, but all that did was tear at the skin under the ropes. I was fine, I assured myself. I just needed to wait. Either the cat would return with help, or Cody would come back and find me. It’s fine, I said to myself over and over again, figuring that I might eventually begin to believe the lie I was telling myself. 
 
    The urge to thrash around was great, so I looked around the room, hoping to find something to focus on other than the panic in my gut. Having a total meltdown wasn’t going to help me in the least, and, in the end, thrashing around might actually hurt me. I wished the room had windows, so I had something other than shelves and shelves of old newspapers to look at. A man named Orson Cobalter had established the newspaper. When Orson decided to move to Florida to be near his family, he put the business he’d run for most of his life up for sale. Cody had just returned to the island after leaving the Navy, and on somewhat of a whim, he’d decided to buy it. Orson had been old school and hadn’t updated for a quarter of a century, so Cody had needed to put a ton of money and even more labor into the place. But he’d eventually modernized it to the point where he had a highly respected weekly publication. Between the two of us, Cody and I were able to eke out a comfortable living, doing work we felt was both important and worthwhile. Really what more could anyone ask for?  
 
    Still, there wasn’t a single thing in this building that, in my mind, would warrant a break-in. No matter how many times I mentally inventoried every single item in the place, I still couldn’t come up with a single motive for anyone to have done what they had. 
 
    “Cody,” Finn called out. 
 
    Thank God.  
 
    I tried to yell, but all I came up with was a groan. I waited while Finn made his way through the building, calling out Cody’s name. 
 
    “Cait! Oh, my God, what happened?” 
 
    I glanced down at the gag in my mouth as a way of letting him know that if he wanted me to answer that question, he was going to have to remove the gag. He hurried forward and did just that.  
 
    “How’d you find me?” I asked as he worked on the ropes around my wrists and ankles. 
 
    “This stray cat showed up at the front door of the sheriff’s office, having a total freak out. I opened the door to see if I could figure out what her problem was, which is when she took off in this direction. After all these years of living around you and your magical cats, I knew I should follow.” 
 
    I put my hand on my head to check for blood once my wrists were free. “I’m glad you did. Cody would have found me eventually, but I really don’t know when he’ll be back, and I wasn’t all that comfortable waiting.” 
 
    Finn freed my ankles and then stood up. “Are you hurt? Should I take you to the emergency room?” 
 
    I rubbed my wrists as I shook my head. “I’m fine. A little bump on my head, but it isn’t bleeding. I just need an aspirin.” 
 
    “You might have a concussion. I’m taking you to the emergency room. You can tell me what happened on the way.” 
 
    “The cat,” I said. “Where is the cat?” 
 
    Finn looked around. “I don’t know. Maybe she figured her job was done and went back to wherever it is she came from.” Finn took my hand in his. “Do you have a purse or something?” 
 
    “My backpack. It’s on the front counter. We should call Cody.” 
 
    “You can call him from the car. Right now, I’m getting you checked out.” 
 
    “Yes, Dad,” I groaned.  
 
    Finn and I had been friends for a long time, and I really didn’t mind him fussing over me, but I was worried about the cat and wished he’d let me look for her before we left. When he insisted that she was probably fine, I supposed I knew he was most likely right; still, the cat had really come through for me, and I wanted to thank her. Little did I know at the time, but the cat, whose name I would learn was Mystique, had just begun her involvement in my life.  
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