
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sloane Wentworth makes a deathbed promise to her husband that leads her straight to her old flame, igniting what’s left of her heart, leaving her with two choices... Fan the flames or put the fire out.

	 

	 

	Sloane Wentworth needs a second chance. When her husband dies, she goes from a soccer mom to a single mother in a heartbeat. She makes him a deathbed promise to seek her fortune and a guy named Joe on Cape Cod.

	Sloane finds herself harassed and hounded by the press over her late husband’s white-collar crimes, losing her job, reputation, and friends. She wants an escape. Maybe a Cape Cod visit is just the thing. Unknown, however, is the role Joe plays.

	Sloane is no damsel in distress, but her ship is sinking fast. Perhaps Cape Cod’s promises and sea winds will blow good fortune her way. She throws caution to the wind and charts a new course. But will the tide carry her and her young son to a safe harbor? Or will they go down with the ship?
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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 raise 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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Prologue

	 

	 

	March 2021

	 

	For all intents and purposes, anyone who saw her now would think she was the epitome of grace, competence, and confidence. Indeed, she carefully cultivated just that image, working hard to appear to be a well-put-together woman in charge. Those who saw her would be fooled by her expensive blunt-cut hairdo, classic clothes, poise, and the way she carried herself. However, at this moment, she was not what her appearance suggested—at all. They’d misjudge her stance, seeing it as elegant, even statuesque. Her fraud was a finely crafted façade, and that’s deliberate. It gives the impression that the world must be her oyster, but they’d be wrong... dead wrong.

	Inside she was a volcano about ready to explode. Bending low over her husband’s gurney, she was afraid and furious.

	The thirty-something, one-time healthy-as-a-horse man struggled to speak. “S-So-Sor-ry... Our p-pl-lan...”—cough—”Cape... Lonnie, promise meeee...”—wheeze—”find Joe.” Each pain-filled word tore from an undoubtedly tortured, raw throat and laboring lungs. Sigh. The steam seemed to go out of him.

	She heard his words... could see every syllable was torture, each sound strangled. But down deep in her core, she knew. Knew as she drove him to the hospital with a raging fever and hacking cough. Knew as her body went into shock. Knew when her brain went numb. Knew before her husband rasped his last words... promise me. He was as good as gone. She felt it in her gut, her soul, and in the huge hole that rent through the fabric of who she was.

	The hospitalist’s voice droned on in the background. “Squawk, squawk, squawk, blah, blah, blah.” The voice sounded like Charlie Brown’s teacher.

	She couldn’t comprehend it. Fear was driving her insane. All he had to do was take the jab.

	The hospital said she couldn’t stay. She walked out as an orderly wheeled her husband away to admit him into the Intensive Care Unit alongside so many others.

	 


Part One

	 

	Genesis 2011

	 


Chapter One: Up, up and Away

	 

	 

	Labor Day Weekend, Saturday afternoon, 2011

	 

	“Ready to get high?” Seth grinned and shook his head, biting back a wolf whistle. His smile grew as he watched the willowy Sloane Somersan join him. She was a fox, looking hot in her crop top and barely there, shredded denim cutoff shorts. He could see the pockets peeking below the miniscule hemline, knowing they couldn’t even hold a tissue.

	“Always,” Sloane replied in a dry tone. “By the way, your play on words is way lame.”

	Seth held back a laugh. Sloane was all business but threw him an are-you-kidding-me look as she climbed into the cockpit of his twin-engine Piper Cherokee 140. She withdrew her medical certificate and logbook from her crossbody bag, stowed the purse, and began inspecting the cockpit instruments as required by the preflight checklist. He nodded. Sloane had always disagreed with checking the cockpit first, believing a walkaround should be first and then the cockpit check.

	He grinned. “Are we ready to roll?”

	She sent him a look of disgust. “Only in your dreams, Captain F-P—”

	“F-P?”

	She inclined her head toward him, batting her eyelashes. “Flight Police. You’re policing me to see if I’m following the stupid preflight checklist, and as you can see, I am—even if it doesn’t make sense. More importantly, it’s inefficient.”

	He looked her in the eye, cocked his head, then very deliberately batted his eyelashes and winked—at her. “Their circus, their monkeys.”

	She shrugged. “So, monkey see, monkey do. Capisce.”

	Seth underscored his small win with a grin. “To answer your question, no, I’m not air traffic control. I’m just your everyday flight instructor doing my job. Making sure you do yours—correctly.”

	Sloane responded with an airy tone and a wave of her hand. “Don’t mind me, I’ll just continue to conduct the prescribed preflight inspections as, uh, as prescribed.” Her gaze swept over the control panel again, checking the instruments, pedals, gauges, switches, and other flight controls. “Cockpit check complete.”

	Seth followed Sloane out of the plane to verify her observations. She proceeded with her walkaround, checking everything on the aircraft from the nose to the tail per the prescribed checklist. Then she nodded her satisfaction with her inspection, proving she knew her stuff. In short, she executed the walkaround—precisely—as the instructions required.

	She turned to him with a smile and declared her inspection complete. “You’re not getting rid of me—aka flunking me—that easily. This bird is flightworthy.”

	Seth responded with his own smile. “Affirmed check complete.”

	With a tilt of her head, she said, “Now, we’re ready to roll, Commander.”

	They boarded the aircraft again, and Sloane prepared for takeoff going through the required maneuvers. She scanned the terrain to see if any other flights were arriving or departing. “Visual check complete.” She initiated the departure sequence, providing the squawk code. “Ground, Cherokee 3339, at small tower, request taxi and go, runway 33 left.”

	Ground control replied, “Cherokee 3339, proceed runway 33 left, hold for takeoff.”

	Sloane began to taxi toward the runway, parking at the end of the run and awaiting clearance. “Ground, Cherokee 3339, runway 33 left, holding for takeoff.”

	Seconds later, Ground came through. “Cherokee 3339, runway 33 left, cleared for takeoff.”

	Even though Seth was Sloane’s flight instructor, supervising her through takeoffs and landings and guiding her through the maneuvers in the air, she always seemed to chaff at his supervision. Clearly chomping at the bit, she revealed her eagerness to soar solo.

	As he walked her through the steps for takeoff, he had to smother an admiring smile and tamp down the rise in his groin. But he would have had to be born blind not to notice the rigid set of her jaw as if counting to ten in her head. Her smooth even features betrayed nothing—much—but she had a tell, a tiny tic. If not for that, he might not have noticed her irritation. Sloane, so ready, poised to soar. Wonder if she’d be that eager to fly into my bed.

	He cleared his throat. “You got this, Sloane.”

	Sloane said nothing, stoically keeping her focus on the flight, not him. He didn’t like that... wasn’t used to it. Normally female students developed crushes on him. Nothing that lasted and nothing he pursued until after they were no longer a potential sexual harassment lawsuit. He liked his independence. Didn’t want to be tied down. Keep it fluid.

	“You’ll be flying solo soon. But for now, keep in mind that I’m ultimately responsible for this flight. For you.” He repeated that, although he’d said it several times before.

	“Whatever. I get it. I hear you. Yadda, yadda, yadda,” she said, confirming his earlier thoughts.

	As Sloane followed the flight plan, Seth led her through several routine procedures—simple straight-and-level flying and the climb-descent processes. Sloane had already mastered the go-around maneuver, which in his opinion, was a must-know procedure. Then he upped the ante leading her through a more challenging set of performance exercises involving maneuver planning, situational awareness, as well as division, diversion, and focus of attention. Any weakness in execution would likely be due to her lack of understanding, her deficiency of fundamental skills, or his failure to instruct sufficiently. However, he knew she was adept in those areas. Sloane was set to fly solo for sure.

	She sure lifts me. He glanced at his crotch and mentally groaned. Keep it professional, buddy. She’s your student.

	Sloane had been doing great, so Seth decided to show her a new maneuver. Each time he introduced something new, he usually broke it into easy-to-learn chunks, but this time, he felt she was beyond ready for more. He had witnessed increased smoothness in her flight control applications, and she demonstrated a higher ability to sense the airplane’s altitude and orientation.

	“Okay. Today we’re mixing things up. Ready?”

	She grinned. “Aye, aye, Capitán.”

	He laughed. “Wrong lingo. Right attitude. New terrain, new maneuver. This one is called the sleep turn maneuver. It’s not a shallow bank angle turn like we usually perform. It’s steeper. It calls for pitch control pressures, added power for lift, altitude adjustments, and more airspeed. First, scan for any hazards.”

	“Hazards? Say what?”

	He nodded. “As in geese, wind, other planes, drones, intrusions—”

	“Intrusions?”

	He laughed, “Alien crafts.”

	Sloane cocked an eyebrow in his direction. “Roger that.”

	“Remember what I taught you about over-banking. Avoid that and watch your lift.”

	He took over the controls to demonstrate. He loved this maneuver and hoped Sloane would, too. Judging by how her lower lip ticked, he figured the flush in her cheeks must be excitement and anticipation, not fear. “Baby steps?”

	“Hell no. Let me try.”

	He guided her through the first steps and helped her finish. By the end, she positively glowed, clearly excited by the thrill of the turn, the lure of possible danger. She seemed almost giddy, and so was he.

	He felt the rush of something else, too. More than a surge of adrenaline could explain. It had to do with Sloane, with delight, not the flight.

	Seth struggled to keep to the instructor-trainee relationship, but it was challenging. Not just because she was a beautiful distraction but also because she was so damned good, competent, and capable. He found her competence sexy.

	Sloan executed the lesson apparently fearlessly, nearly flawlessly. With the maneuver completed, she leveled out—gradually reducing altitude—perfectly positioning the aircraft, and they soon reached the threshold for landing.

	Seth noted Sloane always handled the hardest parts of the exercises—takeoffs and landings—with little outward sign of nerves and a shipload of skill. She executed a great solid landing again and began performing the post-flight shutdown. He assisted, and when the plane was secured, she prepared to leave, but not before she completed the exit walkaround checking the aircraft for damage. Like I taught her.

	Seth loathed letting her go, but it wasn’t professional to ask a student out. But soon it wouldn’t be a problem. What he could do, however, was ask, “Got plans for this holiday weekend?” He strived for an offhand tone and casual manner.

	She giggled. “I got high. Isn’t that enough?”

	He ached, imagining another type of high she could equally enjoy. Not one from flying or drugs either. “There’s a big party tonight.”

	She laughed. “It’s the weekend. There’s always a party. Plus, as you pointed out, it’s summer’s last hurrah. Nothing else is high on my wish list. Not after the high of flying.”

	“This party is at the Delta Omicron Omega Lake House, the party of the century, guaranteed to be epic. You a go for that?”

	“Possibly...”

	Seth was some years older than Sloane, and as her flight instructor, he felt protective despite his sometimes-obvious interest. Partying could be risky, and she was a real rookie if he ever saw one. Someone needed to keep an eye out for her. Why not him? “I have connections. I can get you in. A group of us are going. It’s a good way to sample the scene, see the sights out there, get your feet wet, learn the ropes, like you say, yadda, yadda. Best to start by being with someone you can trust. I’ll be there. You’d be in good hands.”

	“Said the spider to the fly,” Sloane replied in a dry tone.

	He paused, forming a good response. “No, not like a spider. Like Superman.”

	“Huh?”

	He looked her in the eye. “I cannot tell a lie.”

	“Who are you? George Washington? Appears you have your history books mixed up with your comics books.”

	Seth flashed a sly smile. “Au Contraire. One of Superman’s superpowers is honesty. He can’t lie. It’s biologically impossible.”

	“Biologically, huh? Does an alert sound when he’s about to fib? “

	Seth crossed his heart. “Hope to die if I ever tell a lie. You’re smart to be skeptical, though.” He cocked a glance her way. “To be afraid.”

	Sloane bristled. “As if. Do I look scared? I can deal. I may be a rookie pilot, but I know how to partay.” Her lip ticked.

	“Even spunky, experienced Lois Lane took risks and copped a free flight when offered one. I’m the designated driver for the night—you know, keeping everyone safe and alive.”

	She grinned. “Haven’t I already proven myself? My smooth landing shows competence and experience.”

	“Think abooout it.” He drew out the statement like a member of the Mafia. “How ‘bout I swing by, and we’ll see? Bring whatshername.”

	Seth walked Sloane to her bike.

	She looked over her shoulder and hesitated. “Addie? My roommate? She’s going to the fireworks with some friends. I’m invited too, sooo, I dunno.” She smiled, mounted her bike, and gave a little flighty dance of her fingers as she waved over her shoulder. “Ta-Ta.”

	“Ta-Ta.” Wait. What kind of goodbye is Ta-Ta? Talk about lame.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sloane reviewed her option as she biked home from the Ann Arbor Municipal Airport. Fireworks? Party with Seth? Hmm, Seth was hot. Hot trumped a trip to Beacon Hill. According to those in the know, Delta Omicron Omega pledges weren’t as pressured to engage in the usual asinine antics. The fraternity had a low incident rate. Seth would be around, so the invitation promised to be an acceptable risk.

	The Lake House party didn’t interest Sloane much, but the mansion did. It was on her bucket list and one of the reasons she chose this university to study. As an art and architecture major, the structure was a huge draw. Once the home of a baron of business, the opportunity to see it up close and personal made the party tempting.

	The house was featured in the Architectural Digest, built at the height of the Gilded Era, and seriously retro. To top all that off, it perched on a hill with a wide sloping lawn overlooking the lake. Here’s my chance to get inside... roam around a little. It’d be an experience she might not otherwise get. Precious few fraternity parties were held there. Maybe I should reconsider...

	 

	When she reached her dorm, the sun was setting, coloring the sky in a blend of hues as reds, golds, and blues bled through the clouds. She entered her suite and spotted Addie’s note sitting on top of the pizza box lid that said, Left for fireworks. Chill at Beacon Hill.

	The room darkened as night fell. The only light was from fireflies outside the window. Sloane turned on the closest lamp, scarfed down the pizza, then headed for the shower. The evening was sticky and humid, and the shower steam fogged the mirror, leaving her feeling damp and clammy. She’d dress light for the night regardless of either event, opting for a fashionable asymmetrical top, skimpy bra, and a short denim skirt. She completed the look by shoving her feet into comfortable cowboy boots. She was good to go. Fireworks or Lake House Party?

	Her phone pinged. She checked it to find a text from Seth.

	Ready 2 rumble 2night?

	Without hesitation, she replied.

	K.

	C U @ 10

	She sent him a party hat emoji.
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