
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sloane Wentworth has fulfilled her deathbed promise to her late husband to find the mysterious Joe, but so many questions remain. Her entire future hangs in the balance between her status quo and taking the risk of happily ever after.

	 

	 

	Sloane Wentworth’s deathbed promise to her husband leads her straight to her old flame, Seth, in Truro, Cape Cod. She soon discovers that he’s neither friend nor frenemy, but he is trouble, especially when her heart gets involved.

	To complicate matters, she still doesn’t know why her late husband sent her on this quest, and Seth isn’t telling.

	Cape Cod’s trade winds could blow in the answers, but what happens when she discovers those answers can change her future?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To Larry, who gave me my very own second chance to love, more happiness than I could have believed possible, and healed three broken hearts in the process. I swear I can’t love you any more than I already do and the next day proves me wrong. It takes a special man to mend hearts he didn’t break and children he didn’t make. You do that, my love.

	 

	In Memoriam

	With love

	To my forever friend, Linda Wilson, whose skills, talents, and belief in me and my work led to this publication and every book I write. Ours is a relationship forged in the fires of pain, loss, love, and laughter. Living without you is very difficult. You’d love this one!

	To Ron Wilson, my best bud, whose deep and abiding friendship led me to Cape Cod.
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Part III
Decisions

	 


Chapter One: Should I Stay or Should I Go

	 

	 

	“Apparently, we need to talk,” Sloane grumbled at Seth as they walked back to the Paint by Number minivan, the vehicle they had been using all day. We just had the most terrific day, and hey, I want to savor the afterglow. I can do without the drama.

	Seth stopped cold, shifting the lawn chairs he held as he fumbled with the cooler. “Right here? Right now?”

	Before she could answer, her son tugged on her shirt.

	“Moooom,” Joel whined. “I’ve got dream crumbs in my eyes, and I wanna go home.”

	Sloane looked at her sleepy son, who was indeed rubbing his eyelids. She slipped an arm around his shoulders, acknowledging his plea.

	She looked back at Seth. “I guess not right this moment. But soon.” Something was going on, and she needed to know what.

	She had complied with her deathbed promise to Whitt, her late spouse, and had come to Cape Cod and found the mystery man, Joe—who happened to be her ex-flame Seth. Yet she still had no answers as to why it had been so important to Whitt.

	Monalisa had laid the law down, ordering Seth to Tell her or I will, making it clear that Seth had something to tell her.

	What the hell does he have to tell me? I wish he’d just spit it out. I don’t have time for this crap.

	As the sun lowered in the sky, Seth began loading the minivan, making short work of their beach paraphernalia. “Gotta get the Paint by Number mobile squared away. Why don’t you ride with Aunt Monalisa and the kids, and I’ll catch ya later? Then we’ll have that talk, I promise.”

	Sloane nodded and rounded up her son and Seth’s niece, Janie. After a very productive day, they headed back to the Inn. Everyone looked exhausted. Sloane rode home in comfortable silence with the kids and Monalisa. Seth led the way driving the Paint by Number bus.

	 

	*

	 

	Over the next few days, Seth got pulled away in one direction or another, and Sloane stayed as busy as she could. She had kids and a dog to care for since Janie and Whaley seemed glued to Joel during the day, plus the sketches and paintings she was working on.

	Seth had both Wing It and Bradford Sail Inn to operate, flights and tours, booth and bookwork, and Janie and Whaley when nighttime fell.

	Sloane—not by design and not in avoidance—became that ship that passed in the night.

	The still unanswered questions that Monalisa had posed bothered her, but then, so did Whitt’s death, its aftermath, Joel’s selective mutism, and her future. Her two-week stay at the Inn was nearly at an end, and she had to decide whether to extend her trip or go home to face the legal music still haunting her.

	She’d received several cryptic texts from her lawyer and answered him as best she could. However, she and Seth had yet to talk about the mission Whitt’s deathbed promise set her on. She was clueless as to what her next steps should be.

	She was falling in love with Cape Cod. I could spend a lifetime here. And strangely, she thought she might also be falling for Seth.

	Sloane loved the suspension of time she experienced on the beaches of Cape Cod and was loath to leave. The peace she found in the sand and sea could not be duplicated at home. Sure, there was Lake St. Clair and breezes, gulls, geese, and ducks, but there was no long sustained suspension of time. No recuperation. No restoration. No warm, friendly people. Nowhere to heal. The real world was just a few hundred yards from any moment of peace one could find.

	In Cape Cod, Sloane could feel she was undergoing a sea change. Her entire perspective was changing as the sea helped her heal from the press of the media and the press and Whitt’s death. She couldn’t do that on the shores of a lake bounded by land, city, and suburb. Yet she felt torn between the tug of home and the lure of the freedom she experienced in Cape Cod.

	Stay or go? She needed some sea magic, sea murmurs, something the sea could toss in her direction that would tell her what to do.

	Sloane had also fallen in love with her morning routine at the Bradford Sail Inn. Enjoying the outdoor sea breeze in her flannel pajama with a cup of coffee and sketchbook, her fingers flying over her sketches of horseshoe crabs, oyster shells, sea birds, wave swells, beaches... all of it anchored her. Dressing later in the day, gradually, not rushed by a clock, schedule, or a job, held appeal.

	She loved wearing casual shorts and t-shirts, coverups, and water shoes. She welcomed the banging screen doors, clacking clothespins, and whistling wind in the seagrasses. To be greeted by the dunes that overlooked the cottages, their long green grasses waving, was not something she was ready to give up yet. Leaving now felt just plain wrong.

	Sloane’s paintings were due to arrive soon, according to her best bud Addie’s text. She had to figure out what to do with them. Will Monalisa like them? Will another gallery show a few? Can I ply them at Seth’s Wing It booth? Display some at local restaurants? So much to think about and...

	Seth. What about my growing fascination with him? The fire between us? The race of hot blood through my veins whenever I see him? My heart pounding like it’ll burst right out of me? My breath catching whenever he shows up? What about all that?

	She couldn’t answer all the questions zipping through her mind, so she concentrated on her art instead. Sloane decided to tackle painting the light bouncing off the waves if she couldn’t have her way with Seth. Her very hot way.

	Painting sea light proved difficult to do. Capturing the play of sunrays on the waves, the sea sparkling like diamonds or winking like stars at night presented a challenge. She struggled to render all that.

	Sloane couldn’t paint the cries, honks, caws, and quacks of the wildlife she heard, but she could paint the waterfowl that made them. At that moment, her skin didn’t feel the surge of the sea rushing in, pushing against her, but her paintbrush caught its energy, and the strokes and colors she used did their job.

	I have to get all this down. Capture the elusive flashes of light just right. The breeze and the colors teased her. She made them hers, no longer worried if she could paint the splendors of the sea. She was doing it. It was obvious even to her own critical eyes.

	 

	*

	 

	Sloane looked up sometime later to see she wasn’t the only one to have a routine. Joel and Janie had a rhythm of their own dictated by the tide, wind, and weather. On this balmy day with a pleasant sea breeze, the kids were flying kites with Seth as she painted. Sometimes the children kept busy playing badminton or volleyball, but most days, they busied themselves looking for shipwrecks and buried treasure. Their life on Cape Cod had its own rhythm and flow that only they knew.

	She often noticed that Seth didn’t rush the children when they stopped to tie a shoelace or when he had to untangle kite strings and relaunch them. He would occasionally pause to ruffle Whaley’s fur and accept a slobbery kiss from said mutt. She pictured in her mind’s eye a few times when Seth and the kids were flying kites on the Commons’ green grass. He always took the time to help both children adjust positions, tails, and angles created by obstacles, changing winds, and other kids’ kites. He’d stop in his tracks to make tails longer or shorter.

	Sloane recalled Seth’s reaction one time Janie was having a rough day.

	 

	“Help! Uncle Joe, I need help,” Janie complained, looking over her shoulder as she ran to keep her kite afloat, not seeing the driftwood log ahead. “Uncle Joooe, help me. You’re always working with Joel. Hurry.”

	Janie tripped over the log, and both she and the kite hit the ground. She burst into loud tears. Seth was next to her in a flash, kissing her knee with sympathy and tenderness. When he talked to—not at—her, Sloane didn’t hear a reprimand of any kind. He set Janie straight and got her kite up and flying again, and all was right in the world. No fuss. No muss.

	 

	Sloane chuckled at the memory. No doubt if it had been me, I might have told Janie something like... Be nice, or Wait your turn. Hmm. A part of me fears I might have snapped and said, Shake it off.

	She admired how Seth interacted with the kids. He was patient, kind, and tolerant, and Joel seemed to thrive under his tutelage. To his credit, Joel hadn’t done or said anything to make matters worse. Maybe the whole thing went over Joel’s head. Or maybe your kid is a good egg. She smiled at the thought. The color was returning to Joel’s cheeks, freckles blossomed on his face, and she swore he was growing by the minute right before her eyes. I don’t want to go home now. Leaving might cause a setback for Joel.

	Besides, how can I leave all this?

	 

	*

	 

	Saturday arrived, which meant Seth and Monalisa were very busy as guests departed and new ones drove or flew in. Sloane noticed more and more that Monalisa’s movements were off kilter. Sometimes she appeared to be catching her balance. Is it age? A medical issue? Should I say something?

	She shook off her worry as she watched the cleaning crew and maintenance people using check-out time well. They worked from dawn to dusk, maintaining the commons, cleaning the emptied cottages, stripping bedding, and sweeping sand from the linoleum floors. But they did it on Cape Cod time, not city time. They seemed immune to any real-life stress and took the guest turnover in stride. Maybe the sea winds blow their cares away like the tissues from their cleaning carts.

	For Sloane, the sea winds blew hope and possibility. She inhaled the healing salt-drenched air and accepted the liberty it held. Accepted its abandonment of mundane cares and merciless worries. Felt its freedom. Something within her soul came alive, and she could feel herself healing. And with the healing came the opportunity to desire. She felt as if she had a second chance. To live? To be happy? To love? More than just a chance to recuperate and grow strong. More than a way to stake her claim and create her own brand. More like a promise to become her true self once again. With a man.

	She smiled at the sea. Not just any man. One certain man.

	Unfortunately, she’d had very little time to talk to Seth lately since she barely saw him. Although Sloane enjoyed her communion with sea and shoreline and watching Joel and Janie, she longed for a chance to have some alone time to simply talk with Seth. Well, and more beach sex like they’d shared the other day.

	She recalled his hot lips, the fire in her belly, his firm hips, and his corded muscles bringing her closer to him as she caught each thrust he made until her center spasmed with pleasure. His wet kisses drove her insane with need. She wanted more.

	Sloane opened her heart again, accepting the beauty, the calm, the balm this trip promised. Here—if anywhere—she could almost believe in happily ever after again. I want to stay put.

	Sloane’s soul had found solace and peace on Bradford Sail Inn’s shore. The sea became her church. A place where she found rebirth and the courage to rebound. She looked up to the blue sky and winked. I know this is You. And this place to me is Cape God from this day forward.

	The weathered boards and shingles throughout Cape Cod were proof of endurance and the certainty that there were things that could withstand nature’s fury. If a small piece of land could take the pounding of nature’s wrath, then she could surely take a lesson from that. Could persevere and carve out a life for herself and Joel without drowning in Whitt’s wake. Could even let herself love again.
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