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Chapter 1

Holly Tyler always looked forward to the ferry ride from Portland to the small island in Maine where she’d grown up. She loved stepping onto one of the gaily painted red-and-yellow boats, the stresses of her demanding job fading under the magical influences of sunshine, wind, and water. The boat ride was only forty-five minutes to Seashell Bay Island, the one place on Earth that served as a haven from her pressure-cooker existence in Boston. Even the simple ride over was way more relaxing than any high-end spa treatment or fancy massage that money could buy.

But on this unplanned and very unexpected trip, she suspected her hometown might turn out to be more of a minefield than a sanctuary.

Aunt Florence had suffered another panic attack last night—a bad one. It had landed her in the hospital in Portland, where Holly’s other aunt, Beatrice, had spent the night with her. After racing up from Boston this morning and spending several hours with her two aunts, Holly had finally managed to catch a late-afternoon ferry to the island.

Now, as she stood on the upper deck, she inhaled deep breaths of the crisp sea breeze that swept across Portland Harbor. The crowded boat, full of shoppers and commuters, scythed through the deep blue water of Casco Bay, heading straight for the narrow channel between Peaks and Little Diamond Islands. Everything she saw was so familiar—every cove and inlet, every dock and marina, every cliff and beach. Since college, she’d returned to Seashell Bay for a vacation every August, and it was always a welcome retreat. Sixteen years after a semitrailer slammed into the rear of her parents’ car in a sudden winter storm on I-95, instantly killing them both, the island still remained the only place where Holly felt completely safe and loved.

This year though, she’d told her aunts and her friends that she wouldn’t be able to make it up to the island. She was in the middle of the biggest move of her professional life, leaving a successful firm of marketing consultants in Boston and moving to New York to partner with two hotshots in a new company with huge potential.

But life had thrown her a curveball, and here she was heading to Seashell Bay anyway. She absolutely had to be there for Florence. And Beatrice—the younger of her two aunts—was going to need Holly’s help in running the Jenkins General Store until her sister was able to return to work.

Leaning against the ferry’s starboard rail, Holly scanned the hundreds of lobster buoys that bobbed in the swells near an underwater shelf just offshore. Sure enough, she spotted her best friend Lily’s orange-and-green colors a couple of hundred feet away. Nothing said home to her more than spotting those buoys. The Doyle family had been lobster fishing the waters around Seashell Bay for a couple of centuries, and Lily was one of a long line determined to keep that tradition unbroken for years to come.

As the boat approached the island, she could see thirty or forty people waiting on the big concrete dock, including a few construction workers from the new ecoresort, identifiable by their work boots and hardhats. Lily was there, along with Morgan Merrifield. And as soon as her friends spotted Holly, they started to wave like she was visiting royalty. Seeing their welcoming smiles made her heavy heart lighten.

Holly had grown up with Lily and Morgan, her two closest friends in the world. They’d bonded as little girls even before they attended the island’s elementary school and were inseparable right through their years at Portland’s Peninsula High. But after graduation, Holly and Morgan had headed off to different colleges on the mainland, while Lily began her lobster-fishing career on her father’s boat.

Holly blew kisses to her pals and then let her gaze wander down the length of the pier. When she spotted the distinctive black-and-gold SUV of the sheriff’s office parked at the end, her heart took a funny little skip.

Micah Lancaster.

The unsettling sensations she got whenever she saw Micah tugged at her stomach, this time intensified by a magnitude of about ten. Micah was one of her oldest friends, but something between them had changed last summer, and she’d been thinking for months about what it would be like the next time she came home.

Thinking about him so much over the past year seemed wrong, given that she was already in a relationship—sort of.

Micah emerged from his cruiser, his eyes hidden as usual by aviator sunglasses. He started strolling down the dock, shaking hands with some of the men and ruffling kids’ hair as he passed. He towered over almost everyone, an awesomely brawny man with the demeanor of a friendly giant to his friends and neighbors, and that of an intimidating, take-no-prisoners cop to anybody who dared threaten the peace and security of the island.

And Holly couldn’t take her damn eyes off him. Yes, she’d always known on some level that he was a truly hot guy, but it had never affected her before. Not since last summer, and surely not like it did now.

She was one of the first passengers to disembark once the deckhands had secured the gangway to the pier. Lily and Morgan politely hung back to stay out of the way of the throng. As soon as Holly reached them, they pulled her into a tight, three-way hug that went on for what must have been a full minute.

“Hey, sweetie, we sure missed you,” Lily murmured in her ear. “But you’re home now, and we’re going to take care of you.”

“I missed you guys too,” Holly choked out through a tight throat. She knew how true it was that they would rally around her, and Florence and Beatrice too. Island people looked after their own.

Though Holly hadn’t seen Lily in months, her friend looked exactly the same—lean but incredibly fit and sporting a gorgeous tan from working long days on her boat. She wore soft, faded jeans, a white T-shirt, and flip-flops. As usual, Morgan looked way girlier, her blond beauty showcased by her pretty white-and-green polka-dot sundress. Holly had last seen her beautiful, blue-eyed friend in January when Morgan and her hunky fiancé, Ryan Butler, spent a weekend in Boston doing a little sightseeing and taking in a hockey game. Morgan, a substitute teacher in Portland, also ran the island’s B&B with her younger sister, Sabrina.

“How’s Florence doing?” Morgan asked. “We’re so worried.”

“She’s resting comfortably, thanks to the medication,” Holly said. “It looks like they’ll keep her in the hospital awhile because of her age and medical history. It was a pretty bad panic attack. It did a bit of a number on her heart.”

Micah suddenly loomed up behind Lily, his tall, muscular body casting her friend’s slender form in shadow. He was a bit like the granite cliffs that lined the island’s southern coast—formidable, rugged, and potentially dangerous, at least to Holly.

“The law has arrived,” Morgan commented drily. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Stow it, you two,” Micah drawled in his deep voice, “or you’ll be spending the night in a cell.” He took off his hat and pushed his shades on top of his head. His short black hair was suffering from what Holly thought was a cute case of hat head.

“Hi, Holly. Welcome home.” His warm smile softened the edges of his oh-so-masculine mouth. His dark gaze as he scanned her was even warmer. “Morgan told me you’d be on this boat.”

“Hi, Micah,” Holly said.

Okay, she sounded totally lame, but these days he made her feel like a tongue-tied teenager. Not surprising, given how hot he was. Micah had looked like a grown man since he was about fourteen or fifteen, way ahead of every other boy his age at school. Now he was almost thirty-three, two years older than she was, and maturity certainly sat well on him. An avid boater and outdoorsman, good at sports, good with tools, and always ready to lend a hand, Micah Lancaster was truly the walking definition of a man’s man.

She fixed her eyes on his gold badge, a seven-point star that he wore just above his heart. Holly remembered all too well what was underneath his brown uniform shirt. She’d seen a lot of him last summer as she recuperated on the island from foot surgery. Micah had volunteered on more than one occasion to push her wheelchair around the quiet island roads to give her some much-needed fresh air. One sunny and very hot day, Micah had stripped off his shirt and draped it over Gracie Poole’s mailbox, saying he’d pick it up on the way back. Naked from the waist up and with his khaki pants riding low, he’d looked nothing like the image he was careful to maintain when he was in uniform. And while he looked fantastic in his deputy duds, he was utterly, mind-numbingly sexy without a shirt. Holly had come way too close to saying to hell with the danger and giving in to the insane desire to lick every salty drop of sweat from his sculpted chest and washboard abs, and then going on from there.

Micah remained rooted in place, staring down at her and apparently forgoing the usual hug he gave her whenever she came home. That seemed to make her feel even more awkward. Besides—and she would die before admitting this—she’d been secretly waiting for his bear-hug greeting.

“What, no hug for your old pal?” she finally prompted in a teasing voice.

A flush seemed to glaze his tanned cheekbones, but his lips curved into a smile. “You bet there is.”

His relieved look told her he hadn’t been sure of his welcome. He probably thought she’d stay in touch after he’d been so considerate and helpful last summer. While Holly felt about two inches tall for practically ignoring the man all these months, the obvious crush he’d developed on her over the past couple of years made her worry about giving any sign that she’d be up for something more than friendship.

Because she wasn’t, and if she told herself so enough times, she’d surely believe it, right?

Lily stepped out of the way, and Micah drew Holly into his brawny embrace. On her tiptoes, Holly air-kissed his cheek, her lips barely grazing his deeply tanned skin. Though he was always clean-shaven, his stubble was getting a little heavy by this late in the day. She breathed in the familiar, faint scent of aftershave and leather and told herself to dial it back. It would be so easy to get lost in the comfort of his protective embrace.

She forced herself to give his broad back a couple of awkward pats, hopefully sending a signal that she was ready to break the clench. Micah relaxed his grip and took a slow step back.

“Holly, I’m really sorry about Florence.” He flipped his sunglasses back down, hiding the emotion she thought she glimpsed in his dark gaze.

“Hey, guys, it’s broiling out here. Let’s walk as we talk,” Morgan intervened. She made a grab for the wheeled suitcase.

Micah had other ideas, taking the suitcase before Morgan’s hand reached it. “I’ve got this. And I’ll take your computer case too, Holly.”

“The sheriff’s office lives to serve,” Morgan said wryly.

“I was pretty worried about Florence,” Micah said as he matched his normally long stride to Holly’s. “I got there right after the EMTs. Poor old gal was looking grim.”

Holly fought back a surge of guilt. “I just wish I could have been here—for Beatrice’s sake as much as Florence’s. It was really hard on her too.”

Micah nodded. “I thought about going in the rescue boat but figured I could be of more use by sticking close to Beatrice until we knew what was going on.”

She gave him a grateful smile. “She told me you took her over to Portland in your boat and saw her safely to Maine Med. That was so kind of you, Micah. She was really touched that you’d do that, and so was I.”

He gave an embarrassed little shrug. “That’s my job.”

Holly knew better. She doubted there were many cops who would go to the lengths Micah did for the people of Seashell Bay.

The four of them halted beside Morgan’s red pickup truck, a Toyota of indeterminate but advanced age. “Beatrice told me she was sure it was the news of Night Owl applying for a building permit that sent Florence over the edge. Do you really think it’s going to finally happen?” she asked Lily.

Lily would have more news, if anybody did, since her maternal grandmother, Miss Annie Letellier, scooped up information like a gigantic NSA satellite dish.

“If the town grants the permit, then yes,” Lily said with a sigh. “The good news is that the company said they’re only interested in the vacant lot beside the post office. I can see why, since there’s no other property big enough and close enough to the landing for their standard-sized store. If the town selectmen say no to that location, I think that’ll be the end of it.”

That gave Holly a glimmer of hope.

Micah stowed Holly’s suitcase in the truck bed and then leaned against the frame. “I guess you didn’t expect to be back at all this summer, did you?”

Guilt twisted her gut into a tangle. “Well, I’d hoped for a couple of days in September, maybe. My New York partners and I have a business to set up, with some tight deadlines. I want to be there for my aunts, but it’s going to be really hard for me to stay for any length of time.”

Micah’s eyebrows rose for a long moment, as if something had surprised him. But then his expression went carefully blank. “Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do to help out with your aunts,” he said. “See you at dinner tonight.”

Holly cast a quick glance at Lily as Micah turned and strode off. Lily had invited her and Morgan to dinner—it was something of a tradition whenever Holly made it back to Seashell Bay. And this time, of course, Lily’s husband and Morgan’s fiancé would be there too. But Micah?

“You don’t mind that I invited the deputy tonight, do you?” Lily asked sweetly. “Aiden and Ryan practically insisted.”

Crap.

“Of course not,” she said, forcing a smile. “Why would I?”

She’d avoided Micah for almost a whole year, but her reprieve was coming to an end.







Chapter 2

All Micah could think about was Holly. When she stepped off the boat, tall and elegant and more beautiful than ever, he’d wanted nothing more than to sweep her into his arms and carry her off, as if they were in some goofy romantic movie. Of course, what he’d wanted to do to her next was considerably more X-rated, so playing it cool had taken some doing.

He had to admit though that she’d looked a little worn out, which was hardly surprising given the circumstances. Her deep brown eyes had lacked their usual sparkle, and that made him even more determined to find something he could do to help both her and her aunts. He knew how much Holly had appreciated the things he’d done for her last summer, and the pleasure of her company had made it more than worth it to him. Helping her out was no chore.

Not that he hadn’t been frustrated on more than one occasion, having to throttle back his lust to manageable levels. But the last thing he wanted to do was screw up their friendship, so he’d done what he had to do.

Before he could call it a day, Micah still had work to do, retrieving an Easter Island statue that Daisy Whipple had lifted from Peggy Fogg’s front yard. Daisy, the island’s seventy-year-old kleptomaniac, remained the object of bemused tolerance and even grudging affection, at least from the old-timers. Micah had long ago lost count of the number of times he’d had to recover some item she’d stolen. Not that she was a break-in artist. No, she simply plucked whatever she fancied from people’s yards when they weren’t around, or sometimes even when they were. That was always good for a laugh, although some of the newer residents weren’t really down with the joke.

Micah spotted the statue as soon as he stepped out of his Chevy Tahoe. The two-and-a-half-foot-high gray resin sculpture now occupied pride of place in one of Daisy’s raised garden plots, butted up next to her tomato vines. She probably put it in that strategic spot in the vain hope that it might frighten marauding deer away from her vegetables. It was sure ugly enough, but in his experience, nothing deterred the deer short of an electrified fence.

Micah picked up the little statue, brushed some dirt and a curled-up worm off the bottom, and deposited it in the trunk of the cruiser.

“Do you think it’s right to just up and take whatever you want, Micah Lancaster?” Daisy shouted from her half-open screen door. Short and round with steel-gray hair tied back in a ponytail, Daisy wore a cardigan over her dress in spite of the warm day. “How many times have I told you that you can’t just waltz right in and steal my property?”

“Actually, ma’am, it’s Peggy Fogg’s property,” Micah said politely. “She paid good money for it.”

“Her property? Well, so she says,” Daisy grumbled.

“I’ll ask Peggy to show me a bill of sale before I let her have it,” Micah said. Sure I will.

Daisy made a loud sniffing noise. “Well, you’d best see that you do.”

Micah and Daisy had gone through this routine so many times that they didn’t need a script. He tipped his hat to her and went to get back in the cruiser.

“Are you in such an all-fired hurry that you can’t take time for a glass of lemonade, Deputy?” she called after him.

Micah smiled as he turned to face her. “Well, you do make the best lemonade in Maine, Daisy.”

She nodded and then trundled into the house, returning moments later with a tall, iced glass of lemonade. They sat together on her creaky porch swing and talked about the weather and the deer problem for ten minutes before Micah decided he’d better get moving.

After thanking Daisy for her hospitality, he got into his car and headed back down the semi-overgrown path to Island Road, braking when he heard a rattling roar approach from his right. About a second later, a familiar golf cart buzzed by on the main road.

Rocket Roy Mayo—at it again.

Micah heaved a sigh and bumped up onto the road, turning on the cruiser’s light bar. He flipped the siren on too, since Roy never bothered to look in his rearview mirror. Then again, he knew the siren might have no effect, since the old guy tended to shun his hearing aids, and the straining cart motor made as much noise as the average jetliner. Fortunately, about a hundred yards down the road, Roy figured it out and stomped on the brakes. The cart screeched to a stop and ended up with two wheels on the sloped grass verge.

Micah put on his hat and pulled his sunglasses down. He strolled up to the cart and bent down a little to look at Roy. “Hell, Roy, is Miss Annie dying? Because that’s the only good excuse I can think of for driving this thing like some idiot teenager.”

Miss Annie was Roy’s live-in girlfriend and the widowed matriarch of the Doyle clan. She and Roy seemed to have found a crotchety sort of happiness in each other’s company.

Roy peered up with startling blue eyes that made Micah think of the North Atlantic in winter. Tall and wiry, he looked at least ten years younger than his chronological age. “Well, there’s no excuse for harassing a ninety-year-old man either, Lancaster. Not when the only thing I could hit on this goat track is a deer, and the island would be a damn sight better off without both me and the varmint if I did.”

“Roy, I have it on good authority that you’re ninety-two. But never mind, because you could definitely pass for ninety.”

The old dude bared his teeth or, more accurately, his dentures. “Ha, ha. I’ve always said you’d make a better comedian than a cop, and you’re not even funny.”

Micah laughed. “Be that as it may, here’s the deal, Rocket Man. No more free rides. One more speeding offense and I’ll have to finally confiscate your keys.”

Roy gave him a pretty credible sneer. “Just try it, sonny, because I’ll sue your ass off. And you know what else? I’ll file an age discrimination complaint with the government too. Just watch me.”

Both of them knew the exchange was mostly in fun. Despite some locals griping about Roy’s driving habits, the old guy wasn’t much of a threat to life and limb. While Roy often drove the cart too fast, he remained an efficient driver who slowed to a crawl whenever he neared the school or the busy areas around the ferry dock.

“Nothing like a litigious old codger to ruin my day,” Micah said with an exaggerated sigh.

“There you go again. Ageism, plain and simple,” Roy retorted.

“Yeah, yeah. So, how’s Miss Annie?”

Roy shook his head, sending his wispy white hair flying around. “Right now she’s got her knickers in a twist over that Night Owl store they want to build. Says it’ll ruin the Jenkins sisters for sure.”

Micah’s mood went south just thinking about it.

“I figure most of our people should stay loyal,” Roy went on, “but the frigging tourists and day-trippers won’t give a damn what happens to Florence and Beatrice.”

By our people, Roy meant the island families who’d founded Seashell Bay and lived there for generations—the Doyles, Flynns, Mayos, Letelliers, Coolidges, and dozens more. Micah wasn’t sure he’d be included in Roy’s cut. While he’d lived on the island all his life, his parents had moved here shortly before he was born, barely a blip in time by local standards, and his mom was now gone, living in Arizona with her second husband. The only Lancaster in an island cemetery was his lobsterman father, dead more than twenty years. Micah planned on being the second someday—way in the future, he hoped.

Micah propped a foot up on the cart’s wheel well. “The Night Owl news had to be what sent Florence over the edge. When they applied for a building permit, it must have felt like a knockout punch.”

“Yeah, but Florence is tough. And, hey, I hear Holly’s on her way home now to help out.” Roy gave Micah a sly grin. “I don’t blame you for being sweet on that filly, Lancaster. Hell, if I was twenty years younger…”

Sweet on her.

That was one way to put it, though that old-fashioned expression hardly captured the way Micah felt about Holly. He wasn’t sure exactly when he started looking at her as more than simply a good friend he’d known all his life. Growing up, he’d always figured he’d never have a chance with the willowy, auburn-haired girl who had drawn boys like flies to honey. He wasn’t the smartest kid, and he wasn’t one of the athletes who got a lot of notice. With his size and strength, he always made the team but never in one of the star positions.

Basically, he’d never thought he was good enough for Holly Tyler, so he hadn’t even tried.

Later, she’d gone on to marry a hero—an army helicopter pilot—while Micah had become mired in an ultimately hopeless four-year relationship with another cop, which in retrospect should have been over in four weeks.

Micah snapped out of his brief reverie. “Holly got in half an hour ago,” he said.

Now why the hell did I say that?

“Ha!” Roy cackled. “You were waiting for her boat, huh? Hell, I can’t say as I blame you. That girl reminds me a little of Rita Hayworth. Not that a young buck like you would know who Rita was.”

“Famous movie actress and dancer in the forties and fifties. I’m not a complete moron,” Micah said. “Anyway, just go a little easy on the pedal, okay, Roy? And give my love to Miss Annie.”

Holly quickly unpacked a week’s worth of casual clothes. Her room was still a step back in time to her teen years, since her aunts refused to change anything. They wanted the old two-story clapboard house to always feel like home, even though she’d told them dozens of times to change whatever suited them. But if keeping the faded rosebud wallpaper and braided carpet made them happy, Holly was fine with that too.

The only significant changes since high school were the curtains and the counterpane, the eye-searing pink shades of her teen years giving way to the earth tones she’d later picked out herself. But the old furniture remained the same. The four-poster bed with its well-scuffed corners and its matching side table still faced the large window with its amazing view of the bay. The chest of drawers—a gorgeous oak antique—had come from her parents’ bedroom. That old dresser had been handed down in her mother’s family since the late nineteenth century. Mom had told Holly many times that she wanted her to have it after she was gone and, hopefully, pass it on to her own children. She’d thought about moving the historic piece to Boston but figured it somehow belonged in Seashell Bay, in the place her mother had loved so much.

The top of the dresser was bare except for a pink jewelry box where she kept a few pieces for her island visits, and a photo of Drew in a pewter frame. Her husband was posed in front of their Boston town house with his classic 1956 Harley, his proud grin as bright as the bike’s polished chrome. She’d captured the image on his thirtieth birthday, less than a year before the Taliban shot down his Black Hawk in Afghanistan, killing him and every single soldier he was transporting on a rescue mission.

She had the same picture in a larger frame in Boston, and also a few casual shots of the two of them on the island. There were no pictures of her husband in uniform, even though a few of her friends thought that was kind of strange. But Holly hated looking at him in his army gear. While she would always be proud of his service to his country, she didn’t want the daily reminder. She didn’t need pictures, because the memories of his ultimate sacrifice were lodged deep inside, in blood and bone. Some days the pain was as real as it was four years ago.

And that wasn’t the way she wanted to remember him.

She picked up the photo and kissed it for what had to be the millionth time.

Turning away from the heartbreaking image, she forced herself to focus on the present. Job one right now was getting the store in shape, which meant getting her aunts to agree to her ideas. Holly desperately wanted them to let her inject some actual cash into renovations too. She could afford it, while her aunts didn’t have a dime to spare.

The old gals had always refused her previous offers of help, but things were different now. The doomsday clock was ticking, thanks to Night Owl. Now it was a matter of how quickly they could transform the general store into a business that would survive and prosper, instead of fading away to nothing more than a few photos preserved in the archives of Seashell Bay’s historical society.

Holly knew she could do it if they’d let her. After all, saving businesses was basically what she did for a living.

The first thing she had to do was make a brutally honest assessment of the current state of affairs. She knew the store was in pretty rough shape, but until she got her eyes on the place—and especially on its financials—she wouldn’t know the true depth or urgency of the problem.

She quickly ditched her city clothes in favor of a yellow tank top, black yoga pants, and yellow Keds—her bee outfit, according to her aunts—and then headed across the narrow gravel path leading to the back of the store. As anxious as she was to get to work, she stopped to gaze for the first time in a year across the sparkling little bay and the strait that separated Seashell Bay from Long Island. The glittering waters looked as placid as a lake in the afternoon sun, and in the distance, she could just make out the gentle curve of Long Island’s popular South Beach. The view never failed to fill Holly with a mix of tranquility and wistfulness. There was no vista more familiar to her than this one, and yet nothing she’d seen anywhere else could move her like this little corner of the world she still called home.

As usual, she had to pull hard on the brass knob of the store’s weathered door to get the lock hardware to line up. She stepped into the storage area, making a mental note to upgrade the locks and the security system. Drew had once told her that cheap dead bolts like the ones at the store could be opened with a pick or a bump key in seconds, often leaving no trace of entry. That had given Holly nightmare visions of some scumbag slipping inside late at night when Florence was working alone in her little office behind the checkout counter.

With the increase in tourism and traffic to the island, it just didn’t pay to take chances.

The storage area looked as well organized as ever, with metal shelf units lining three out of four walls. Beer sales were the store’s bread and butter, so there were always plenty of cases of both local and imported beers on hand. But other goods were kept to a minimum supply of each product. Florence had always been efficient at keeping inventory, and thus costs, down. She knew what her customers wanted and when.

Holly pushed through the swinging door into the retail area. It looked exactly the same as it had last summer—and every year before that. Wooden shelf units of canned goods, chips, bread, cereal, and household necessities like soap and toilet paper occupied the center of the square store. Wine racks, a beer fridge, and a soda cooler took up most of the rear wall, along with souvenir T-shirt racks. There was a sad-looking old chiller with packaged meats and cheeses butting up against the seven-foot-high DVD shelf unit, its old discs crammed haphazardly within the limited space. The checkout counter had metal racks with stuff like candy, gum, lip balm, and batteries. A shorter counter behind the cash register held a two-burner coffeemaker with a storage cabinet and a small refrigerator underneath.

The modern cash register was only two years old and stood out like a sore thumb in the throwback shop. Holly had bought and presented the robust machine to her mystified aunts as an overdue replacement for the manual clunker they’d used for decades. She suspected that few of the new machine’s powerful capabilities were being utilized.

Most items for sale featured small green price stickers laboriously applied each day by Beatrice. Her aunts had plenty of time to create and apply the stickers, and would die before they used a modern scanner at the register. Besides, Florence always maintained that their customers liked their old-fashioned ways.

Repressing a sigh, Holly pushed up the hinged section of the counter and passed through into the cramped office. She’d always reluctantly taken her aunts’ word for the state of the store’s finances. But those days were over now. She was no longer willing to back off in the face of Florence’s unconvincing reassurances that the store was doing quite all right. Holly knew she would feel like a jerk for snooping, but it was the only way she could learn the truth and develop a plan.

Unfortunately, Florence was still in the Stone Age when it came to keeping records. Holly had bought her a laptop three years ago and some books on systems and software, but her aunt had eventually confessed that she wouldn’t trust the store’s records to some darn machine. Most of the accounts were still kept in bound ledgers, accompanied by folders full of printed receipts. Holly had no intention of wading through that mass of detail today. Everything she needed to know would be in their Portland accountant’s profit and loss statements and balance sheets. Those documents would tell her if she was dealing with a sick patient or a critical one.

Or worse yet, the store could already be effectively DOA. The mere thought of the last possibility made her stomach do a sickening flip.

She dragged the old office chair over to the ancient four-drawer filing cabinet by Florence’s desk. Opening the second drawer, she scanned a jammed row of buff file folders. Holly pulled out the one containing last year’s reports from the CPA and started reading.

Fifteen minutes and two files later, she had a nauseating understanding of the Godzilla-sized disaster that currently loomed over her aunts.

Home for an hour or so until he had to head to Lily’s for dinner, Micah had just popped open a beer and started to check the mail he’d picked up at the post office, when his cell phone rang.

His secretary always set calls to be forwarded to his cell at the end of the day. “Deputy Lancaster,” he answered.

“Jesus, Micah, somebody broke into my house!”

“Fitz?” Micah recognized the young woman’s voice, though it sounded half an octave higher than usual.

“Yeah, it’s me. Sorry, I’m pretty freaked out right now.”

“Okay, but slow down and tell me what happened.”

He heard her suck in a deep breath.

“I got home from work, like, five minutes ago. My foot’s been driving me crazy all afternoon, so I went to take one of my prescription painkillers and damned if the bottle was gone. That freaked the crap out of me, because I knew I’d left it on the bathroom vanity this morning.”

Fitz was a bright and responsible woman. As far as Micah was concerned, her word was gold. “I’ll be there in three minutes. Leave everything exactly as it is.”

“Okay. Thanks, Micah.”

His mind racing, Micah grabbed his hat, locked his door, and hurried out to the cruiser that was parked in his driveway. Unless Enid Fitzsimmons had suddenly gone loopy, it looked like a real crime had just been committed in Seashell Bay.

Micah made a tight turn onto a semi-overgrown path leading to a ramshackle cottage set back a couple of hundred feet from Yellow Grass Road. Fitz’s place was in one of the island’s least desirable locations. The homes on this winding, north-end lane offered no views of anything other than rather scrubby landscape. While most of them were at least well maintained, a few were serious candidates for demolition. Fitz, a young marine mechanic at O’Hanlon’s Boatyard, had told him she bought the old Cavanagh place for pocket change in an estate sale. Since then, she’d been working hard to fix it up herself. She hadn’t done much with the exterior yet, instead focusing on making the interior habitable after years of neglect by the previous owners.

Still wearing her grease-stained work coveralls, the young woman pushed open her screen door as Micah got out of the cruiser. “Can you believe this, Micah? Who the hell would rob this dump?” She swept her left hand around in a dramatic gesture.

Micah had to admit that Fitz had a point. It would take a pretty desperate—or stupid—thief to hit on a place that could only be described as modest.

“I know this sucks, Fitz, but I need you to focus,” he said as she waved him to come in. “You can start by telling me if the doors were locked.”

He put the odds of that at about 10 percent.

Fitz rolled her big green eyes. Red-haired and heavily freckled, she was cute rather than pretty, but with her sunny personality and dynamite little body, she never lacked admirers. Micah didn’t date much but had asked Fitz out not long after she arrived from somewhere out west. They’d had one date—dinner at a Vietnamese restaurant in Portland—but nothing had sparked, at least not for him. Then again, no one had been able to ignite any true heat in him for years—no one other than Holly Tyler.

“Like I’d bother,” she scoffed. “How many people on this island lock their damn doors? Hell, one of the reasons I came here was because it was supposed to be ultrasafe. Micah, this is crazy.”

“No point in checking for signs of forced entry then,” he said pointedly.

“Smart-ass,” she grumped.

Micah scanned the small, neatly furnished living room. Nothing seemed out of place, as far as he could tell. “Take me through what you’ve found. What’s missing?”

Fitz slipped past him, taking quick strides down the center hall. Micah followed.

She swung left into a bathroom that was tiny but had been completely redone. There was a new tub and shower combo, a small new vanity with a stone countertop, and updated light fixtures. The walls had been painted sunflower yellow, and fluffy blue towels hung on a rack by the tub.

Micah knew she’d done the impressive reno herself, including the plumbing.

Fitz pointed at the vanity. “The Vicodin was right there beside the liquid soap. I haven’t moved it since I got it from the pharmacy two days ago. I won’t take them at the boatyard, so I just down one in the morning and another as soon as I get home.”

“Anything else gone from the bathroom? Any other meds?”

Fitz shook her head. “Nothing. I was hoping to stop the Vicodin tomorrow, even though the doctor gave me enough for a couple of weeks. It’s making me a little dopey, and I’ve been worried I might do something really dumb at work.”

“Okay, what else is missing? Any cash or jewelry?”

“I don’t keep cash in the house, and I’m not exactly the Bling Queen of Seashell Bay, Micah. There isn’t a damn thing worth stealing. I’ve got better things to spend my money on than that,” she said in a dry tone.

Micah couldn’t recall seeing her wearing any jewelry. And her watch was a Timex with a leather strap. “Like fixing up the place, right? You’re doing a great job.”

She gave him a tiny smile, then slid across the hall to the bedroom. It too had been updated. Blue paint, white roman shades, a sturdy-looking ceiling fan, and some coastal artwork. And a big sleigh bed with matching dresser, no doubt bought secondhand, from the looks of the worn and chipped surfaces.

But unlike the living room and bath, the bedroom was a mess. Clothes were strewn all over the floor, and the drawers from a small nightstand were upended on the bed. Micah glanced at the scattered piles of panties, bras, camisoles, and a single red thong, and then shifted his gaze back to Fitz, who had reddened slightly but shrugged.

“Obviously, he rifled through all those drawers.” She pointed to the dresser. “Tossed my things around pretty good. I don’t know whether he took anything or not. I don’t count my damn underwear.”

“Did he muck around in your kitchen cupboards too? People usually keep some spare cash there or in the bedroom.”

“Yeah, a bunch of the doors were open, but he didn’t make much of a mess there.” Fitz started to look a bit queasy. “God, maybe he’s one of those perverts who like to mess with women’s underwear. I’ve read about creeps like that.” Then she blew out a sigh. “But I guess I’m just being paranoid, right?”

He gave her sympathetic smile. “A bit. Try not to read too much into it, Fitz. I’m sure this guy was looking for cash and drugs. There’s a pretty good market out there for opioids like hydrocodone and fentanyl.”

While he cautioned himself to resist coming to conclusions before he even started his investigation, Micah’s immediate feeling was that it might very well be a kid looking for a free high, not somebody trying to sell the stolen drugs. If money were the thief’s primary objective, he would have passed on a house like this. There certainly were more inviting targets on the island than Fitz’s run-down-looking cottage.

His gut told him somebody might have found out she had a Vicodin prescription and decided to make an easy score while she was at work. Probably knew she was one of a multitude of islanders who never locked their doors.

“When I think about some dirtbag putting his grubby hands all over my clothes, especially my underwear…” Fitz’s eyes started to tear up. “I think I’m going to have to throw it all out. Every single thing.”

Micah got it. Burglary victims always felt violated, and when they knew the thief had handled personal things like intimate clothing, many reacted just like Fitz.

“I hear you, and I’m sorry.” He gave her shoulder a brief, comforting squeeze. “Now, who else knew you were taking Vicodin?”

“Well, I told Mike, just in case… you know, uh, he had a problem letting me keep working while I was on it.”

That was her boss, Mike O’Hanlon. “Smart. Good for you.”

She managed a smile. “And I told Jessie.”

And that would be Jessie Jameson, another O’Hanlon’s employee who was also one of the island’s EMTs. Jessie would be about the last person Micah would suspect of committing a crime.

“Just those two,” Fitz added with a frown.

Micah started back toward the living room. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave everything as it is for the moment. I’m going to see if I can get a crime scene team out here. I’m not real optimistic about that, but I’m going to try. In the meantime, I’ll get my camera out of the car and take some pictures.”

“Okay,” she said. “Maybe I’ll ask Jessie if I can bunk in with her tonight. I’m not feeling too good about being here right now.” Her lip trembled slightly.

“I’m really sorry you have to go through this,” Micah said, grimacing.

“Not your fault,” she said. “I just hope you catch the bastard.”

“I will,” he said firmly, more to give her a sense of reassurance than anything else. Petty thefts like this one were notoriously hard to solve.

He strode out to his cruiser, struggling to tamp down his anger. Fitz was a capable young woman doing her best to hold it together, but the look in her eyes and the tremor in her voice signaled how much the break-in had rattled her. He couldn’t help feeling a sense of responsibility for that—not so much in his head as in his gut.

There wasn’t supposed to be any crime in Seashell Bay, especially nasty break-ins in broad daylight. There wasn’t supposed to be a frightened young woman who now might wonder if her home would ever be truly safe again. Because once that sense of personal security was shattered, Micah knew it was hard to get it back.

And of course, news of the burglary would spread across the island like a bolt of lightning. Everybody would be asking him questions, offering advice, and freely promoting their theories about the perpetrator, expecting him to apprehend the asshole in short order. And everybody would be hoping that it would be a single isolated incident that would never be repeated.

Micah hoped so too. As much as he welcomed the chance to do some real police work, he hated the idea that any other woman—or man—on the island would have to suffer such a personal violation, or come under any kind of threat. And when he thought about that disturbing prospect, one woman was front and center in his mind.

Holly Tyler, who’d seen enough trouble and heartache to last a lifetime.







Chapter 3

Lily, this place is amazing,” Holly said, as she took in the high-end kitchen. She’d never been inside Aiden and Lily’s new home, although the renovated Victorian was hardly “new.” In fact, it had been in Aiden’s family for generations.

Aiden’s dad had moved into a tidy, brand-new cottage Aiden had built for him, and then Aiden and Lily renovated the much larger Flynn family home. Holly had been impressed from the moment she walked in the door. They’d stripped the old kitchen down to the studs and redesigned it with high-end white cabinetry and a huge, granite-topped center island. But it still retained an old-fashioned, homey appeal with lacy white curtains and the beautiful antique china that had belonged to Aiden’s mom lovingly displayed in the new cabinets.

Holly, Lily, and Morgan worked at the center island on salad and fixings for barbecued burgers. In recognition of Holly’s stressful day, Lily had assigned her the least challenging task of slicing the tomatoes.

The way she was feeling, even that was almost too much.

Holly was not just tired but heartsick over the depressing financial situation at the store. She’d even thought of bailing on dinner, but she’d only seen Morgan and Ryan once in the last year, and Lily and Aiden not at all. Lily had planned the dinner as a joyful celebration of her long-overdue visit. She just had to suck it up and try not to kill the mood.

“Now we can finally talk,” Morgan said as she expertly sliced a zucchini into a large wooden salad bowl.

After Micah arrived with his startling news, all they’d talked about was the break-in at Enid Fitzsimmons’s house. Everybody had been a little shocked, though Aiden was right when he said that the island was changing and people had to get smart about locking their doors. Holly had been on her aunts about that for years, but they had never taken the threat seriously. Yes, Seashell Bay had always been a gentle, safe place, but with more tourists and day-trippers every year, and with a big new resort soon to open, the future was less predictable. Maybe this break-in would finally jolt Florence and Beatrice out of their complacent attitude toward security.

After they’d exhausted that unpleasant topic and the guys had started to drone on about baseball, Lily had rolled her eyes and declared it time for the three manly men to head outside and get the grill going. A glance out the window told Holly that they were now happily drinking beer and shooting the breeze as Aiden cleaned the barbecue.

“Talk about what?” Holly asked. She was fairly certain that burgers weren’t the only things about to get a grilling tonight.

Lily finally looked up from ripping romaine lettuce into bite-sized pieces. “About whether you really want to be doing this, of course.”

“Going to New York,” Morgan added unnecessarily.

Holly stifled a
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