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He’s the biggest, baddest CEO in town. But the small business owner blocking his next deal is the college sweetheart he’s never gotten over. Choose love or money? The answer’s about to surprise them both....
Ten years ago, Piper Townsend fell to her death from the top of a fraternity house, and no one on Drake Isle has ever been the same. Misterion College closed down. Blake Carter's fraternity and family name were scandalized. And the love of his life fled the island, brokenhearted after losing her best friend.
Now Blake's a big-shot CEO, looking to expand his business and prove himself to his doubting, domineering father. The only thing stopping his island takeover?

Emmy Doyle.

Only Emmy’s not so brokenhearted anymore. In fact, she owns a yoga studio in the oceanfront building Blake wants to buy. They haven't spoken in ten years. They're on opposite sides of a billion-dollar deal.

But old flames die hard, and sometimes soulmates can set the world on fire all over again.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.
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Chapter One

Drake Isle

Tilly
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Tilly Drake stood on her wide, wrap-around front porch and watched the fog roll in. Thick and heavy, it had already obscured the mainland. In another hour, she wouldn’t be able to see either the ferry landing or the bridge that connected their island to the Massachusetts coastline three miles away. She steadied one hand on the porch railing and breathed deeply. She loved the salty air, the taste of the sea, the humidity that most other islanders hated, even the clouds above her that would likely turn to rain before afternoon.

Tilly had spent forty-three years of her life on Drake Isle. She’d raised two sons and buried a baby girl. Three years ago, she’d buried her husband as well. At various times she’d helped run the bridal boutique, worked as a teacher’s aide, waited tables at Doc’s Luncheonette, and last year, at age sixty-two, turned her too-big, too-empty home into a bed and breakfast. 

Terrence Taylor rode by on a bicycle and waved. “Hi, Miss Tilly!”

She waved back. Mrs., she silently corrected him. I’m still married. I always will be. 

Terrence dragged one toe along the ground to stop himself. “Storm’s comin’ in.”

She glanced up. “Looks like it. Your mama got the shutters on?”

“Yeah. I helped her this morning.” The boy flexed one arm as if to prove his worth. “You need any help?”

“I’m all set, hon. But thank you.”

He nodded and rode away, and she watched him weave across the road, standing up on the pedals the way her own boys had so many years ago. 

A gust of wind slammed the door behind her. She pulled her sweater around her shoulders and eyed Harbor Street, the two-lane road that passed her front porch and wound all the way around the island. A line of commuters made their way down to the water, but they didn’t bother to pull into the ferry parking lot. They’ll have to take the bridge this morning, Tilly thought. Ferry won’t run ‘cause of fog.

Less than a quarter-mile to the north of the ferry landing, the Marin Bridge stretched across the Atlantic Ocean, joining them to the rest of civilization. Drake Isle was similar to the other islands scattered between the Long Island Sound and Cape Cod. It was bigger than Block Island but smaller than Nantucket or Martha’s Vineyard. Most notably, it boasted two access points, a ferry and a bridge, which meant its year-round population of fifteen hundred swelled to three times that during the summer. 

Tilly didn’t mind the crowds. Nor did she mind the quiet that descended when they left at the end of August. She loved the bustle of the landing, the little souvenir shops, the restaurants lit up at night, the lighthouse, the salt-worn homes, the white sand beaches and the ever-constant sounds of the ocean. She’d moved to Drake Isle with Jonathan the day after he proposed, and she’d never wanted to live anywhere else. 

Even after he passed.

Even in a house that still echoed with his laughter and footsteps. 

“I was lucky,” she said aloud, the way she often did when she thought of him, as if he were still there and could hear her. 

Maybe he could. 

She didn’t know anyone else who’d had a love as steady as her and Jonathan’s, a marriage as strong on the day he died as the day he kissed her barefoot on the beach after they said their vows. She’d opened Drake’s Heart Inn partly to hold onto that feeling, in the hopes that other young couples would come to the island and fall in love the way she had. 

She sank into the deep cushions of a porch chair and rocked slowly. The fog continued to creep in, curling her salt-and-pepper hair at the ends. Sassy Girl, the unofficial calico mascot of Drake’s Heart Inn, jumped onto her lap. 

Trouble was, tourism on the island had taken a nosedive in the last few years. Restaurants had closed, inns had shut their doors, and more people than she could count had left for the mainland. She’d been either brave or reckless to open a bed and breakfast in the midst of the recession. 

Ever since that girl died, things haven’t been the same. 

Long before the American Revolution, the Drake and Carter families had settled this island. Around the turn of the nineteenth century, their descendants opened a small liberal arts college on twenty acres of the island’s southernmost bluffs. Misterion College was originally intended as a private school for the Drake and Carter children, but it grew from sixteen students in its early years to nearly eight hundred in its heyday. It drew top professors from Boston and the descendants of aristocrats and movie stars. It graduated poets and lawyers, musicians and philosophers, and more than a few shrewd businessmen who went on to success on the mainland. 

Then one night almost ten years ago, a girl died on campus. Something to do with a fraternity party, Tilly recalled, though the details were kept hidden. Detectives from the mainland descended, along with reporters and lawyers and the very rich, very nervous parents of the fraternity brothers. Darn media circus for a good two months. She shook her head as Sassy Girl settled in for a nap and began to purr. 

That was the end of Misterion College on Drake Island. The fraternity was shut down. The following fall, the college moved its professors and classes to the mainland. The stone buildings remained empty, although every few months the rumor mill whispered that a developer had bought them. Tilly didn’t put much stock in rumors. Bigwigs from Boston were always buzzing around Drake Isle, sending reps in fancy suits and rented cars to sniff around and then disappear again without a word. 

She opened the Island Courier, taking care not to disturb Sassy Girl. The local paper never had much groundbreaking news, usually just a recap of whatever she’d seen on television the night before. But she did love the snippets of who had gotten engaged to whom, or whose grandchild had earned Dean’s List, or which neighbors were fighting over shared driveway access. A toy drive the volunteer firefighters were organizing, or the annual church bazaar. The upcoming Memorial Day Parade. A new litter of puppies over at Miracles Happen Animal Shelter. Things like that. Comforting things that didn’t change much over time. 

But today’s front page was different. Misterion College was splashed across it in a collage of full-colored photos. Tilly’s eyes widened. This was something new. Some of the photos were obviously old, with throngs of students lounging on the sunny front quadrangle. Some looked more recent, with the doors and windows shuttered up and piles of leaves collecting along the sidewalks. 

Misterion College Exploring Satellite Campus

Delta House to Hold Dedication Ceremony

Tilly peered closer. What on earth? She hadn’t heard a thing about the college reopening on the island. Wouldn’t people have been talking? At the grocery store, the gas station, Lillian’s Lovelies where she got her nails done every other week? 

As if on cue, her cell phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Did you see the paper?” Masie Suarez, Tilly’s around-the-corner neighbor, asked. “About the college reopening?”

“Just reading it.” Sassy Girl opened an eye and curled her lip, as if irritated at the interruption to her nap. 

“Did you know?”

“Of course not. Did you?”

“Not a thing. Why would they, do you think?”

“Maybe they ran out of space on the mainland?”

Masie gave that about five seconds’ worth of consideration. “Humph. Maybe. You know, the Delta house is where that girl died.”

Tilly hadn’t remembered that detail. Her oldest son had gone to Misterion. Had he joined the Delta fraternity? She wasn’t sure. He’d already been out of college when the tragedy occurred. One of the fraternities had been exclusive to the founders of the college and their descendants, but she didn’t know which one. 

“Why are they dedicating it?” The suspicion was evident in Masie’s voice. “Why would you dedicate a place where someone died? Shouldn’t that be called a grave, and shouldn’t that be somewhere else, like in a cemetery?”

Tilly smiled at Masie’s typical overemphasis of select words. “I’m not sure. Maybe they’re dedicating it as a memorial?”

“Humph,” Masie said again. “I don’t think I like it.”

Tilly scanned the article below the pictures. “It looks like they’re only going to have a few classes here, to start with.” She thought back to something Jonathan had said years ago, when they first married. “The college is a pretty important piece of island history. Maybe that’s why they want to reopen it.”

“So it’s been here a couple hundred years. Big deal.”

But Tilly thought maybe it was a big deal, and maybe that was why the powers-that-be wanted to resurrect its presence on Drake Isle. “It might not be a bad thing. It would bring people here.” College students would need inexpensive food, bottomless mugs of coffee, places for their parents to stay when they visited. Tilly’s pulse kicked up. Maybe she’d finally be able to fill the rooms of Drake’s Heart Inn on a regular basis. 

“We don’t need any more people here. The island’s already too crowded.”

Tilly scanned Harbor Street, now empty at nine-fifteen in the morning. Two lone fishing boats sat in the harbor. The island’s public school graduated an average of thirty students each year. Still, she knew better than to argue with Masie. The island did get busier during the summer. “I guess we’ll have to see what happens.” Her business line began to ring inside the house. “Can I call you later?”

“Of course. I have two clients this afternoon, but I’m around after that. Let’s do coffee.”

“Sounds good.” Tilly hung up and hurried inside, insulting Sassy Girl once and for all by rousing her and dumping her onto a vacant porch chair. Business had been slow this spring, and summer reservations at the inn had barely kept pace with last year. If the college wanted to open its doors again, and if that brought students and their families, Tilly didn’t mind one bit.

She loved welcoming new people to the island, and to her inn. New people meant excitement and adventure, and she was always up for a little bit of both. 
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Chapter Two

Boston

Blake
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Blake Carter stared at State Street from eighteen stories up and wondered how it would feel if he fell.

Cars, trucks, bicyclists and pedestrians filled the Financial District below. He leaned forward, testing the grip of his toes inside his shoes. Would he die before impact? He thought he’d read someplace that anyone falling from a great height was likely to have a heart attack long before their body hit the pavement. But maybe that was just an old wives’ tale. Maybe, instead, he’d stay alive until the very last second, watching the ground rush up at him. His fingers curled. Would he feel the impact? Would he be recognizable after the impact?

Crumpled at his feet lay a letter from Misterion College, inviting him to his ten-year reunion. Delta Eta Chi’s charter would be reinstated, the letter informed him, and its suspension lifted. The board also planned on reopening a satellite campus on Drake Isle. Blake leaned forward until his forehead rested on the glass. He hadn’t thought about Misterion or the island or his fraternity brothers in ages. 

Traffic was beginning to slow, but if he fell, he’d still land squarely in a steady stream of commuters. Piper Townsend hadn’t landed in the middle of anyone. No one had witnessed her last seconds, at least not that Blake was aware. She’d been found hours later on the sidewalk outside the Delta Eta Chi house, as the tide rolled in and the earliest rays of sun lit the water. A broken body. A broken railing above her. Broken petals on the flowers beneath her.

And everything that came after had broken Blake, too. That single night, and the days that followed, had almost crippled him.

It happened ten years ago.

It wasn’t your fault.

Did he know that for sure? Could he put his hand on a Bible, if he was any kind of religious man, and swear to that?

You weren’t on the roof with her.

You couldn’t have stopped it.

A year of therapy, eighteen-hour workdays and the occasional bottle of single malt scotch had cemented those thoughts firmly in his mind. Fraternity president or not, Blake wasn’t responsible for everything that happened at the Delta house. Anyway, the investigation had cleared him and the rest of the brothers. Piper’s death had been an accident, the detectives concluded. A terrible one, but an accident all the same. And so Blake had put away his guilt and grief and moved on. As it turned out, living without emotion was a benefit in the business world. No lingering feelings. No regret. Deals happened, or they didn’t, but you handled them either way and moved on. If you were good at your job, you knew what was going to happen before it did, and that way nothing surprised you.

But this letter had been a surprise. The minute he opened it, everything came rushing back, and he felt again like a reeling college student whose life had just imploded in the biggest black hole the world had ever seen. He tapped his forehead against the glass, over and over again. Maybe it had been his fault. Maybe he could have stopped it. Who knew?

“Sir?” 

He turned with a jolt. One hand went into his pocket while the other reached up to straighten his tie, the habit so ingrained in him by now that he woke up more than once straightening an imaginary one in his sleep.

“Sorry, Linda. Good morning.”

The no-nonsense office assistant in her plain blue suit and plain blue shoes pursed her lips and eyed him up and down, the same way she had since he’d been a boy visiting his father at work. 

“Good morning to you, sir.” She handed him a cup of coffee, light and sweet. 

“Thank you.”

She checked the tablet in her right hand. “You have a conference call with the Paul Reed investors at noon, a meeting with Eastefire lawyers at two, and a working dinner with Sal in HR at five-thirty.”

“Anything this morning?”

She paused. “Your father’s called an emergency meeting for nine.” 

“My father’s here?” Spine tensed. Stomach turned. Blake had been named Eastefire’s CEO six months ago, but his father had retained the title of Chief Operating Officer for the unforeseeable future. Just to make sure his son didn’t screw up, Blake imagined. And just to call meetings like this one. 

“He arrived about an hour ago.”

“Any idea what this is about?”

“I’m sorry, no.”

Blake nodded as Linda left. He watched her stop in the hall to talk to one of the new interns, a cute redhead with a tight, round ass and a perky little mouth. He couldn’t recall the intern’s name. Sandy, maybe. Or Candy. Seven years ago, when he’d started here, he would’ve had Sandy or Candy in his bed within the week. They would’ve spent a few months screwing in every dark corner, on her desk, on his, in the bathroom after hours, until she wanted more and he gave her the excuse of work demanding all his time. 

But his father had dragged his ass into the office one night and read him the riot act. Keep your pants zipped and your head where it belongs. You want to be the next CEO of this company, start acting like it. 

Blake had resisted the urge to point out that his father had not only slept with his own share of interns, he’d ended up marrying one. Instead, Blake had actually taken his father’s advice and moved up the corporate ladder faster than either of them might have predicted. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, he supposed. From the womb, he’d been groomed for it. The Carter bloodline demanded it. Still, being named Chief Executive Officer of a Fortune 500 Company at the age of thirty-two was a pretty good goddamn achievement.

His cell phone rang, and he frowned. He’d forgotten to leave it on silent, and now it buzzed in his pocket. Local number, but he didn’t recognize it.

“Blake Carter.”

“Ah, Mr. Carter?” The voice belonged to someone who couldn’t have been over the age of twenty.

Linda materialized in the hallway, rapped on his window and pointed to an imaginary watch on her wrist. Five minutes, she mouthed. 

The voice on the phone continued. “I’m Phylicia, calling from Polly’s Florals about your wedding order for next month?”

Blake went still. 

“We have it confirmed for Saturday, June twenty-fourth, but we only have the ten percent down payment, so we’ll need the full amount by the end of this week.”

He straightened his tie again. “About that.”

Phylicia paused. “Is there a problem?”

“Ah, no. But the wedding’s been cancelled.”

This time she didn’t speak for a full ten seconds. “Oh. I’m so sorry to hear that, sir.”

Don’t be. He swallowed the words. He couldn’t be the first guy in Boston whose wedding had been called off. Or to be relieved that it had been. 

“No, I’m sorry. I thought my fiancée had taken care of cancelling these things.” He supposed Hailey was really his ex-fiancée by now, but did it really matter what he called her? They hadn’t spoken in months. 

“Oh, no, that’s fine.” Phylicia scratched a pen to paper in the background. “The deposit, though, is non-refundable.”

“I understand.” He wondered how much losing that deposit would cost him. Hailey had made most of those decisions, from flowers to food to the reception hall, dragging Blake along only to sign his name or hand over a credit card. Honestly, it didn’t matter now how much it cost. The breakup, no matter how bitter, had been the right thing to do. 

“All right, I’ve cancelled your order, sir. Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

“No, thank you.” He wiped his brow, turned his phone to silent, and returned it to his pocket. Linda was pacing in the hall by now. 

“They’re waiting for you,” she said as he opened his door.

Blake scowled. He didn’t like emergency meetings. He especially didn’t like when his father called them. Just another way of holding his power over my head. For a moment he thought about skipping the meeting altogether. Didn’t he deserve the courtesy of a heads-up, a hint about the agenda before he sat down with the rest of the executives? He took his time walking down the hall and then waited outside the conference room for another minute. Just to make a point. 

“...fell into our laps, which is why I didn’t have time –” Warren Carter was saying when Blake walked in. Warren stopped. Silence descended. The four other men around the table looked everywhere but at Blake. As usual, his father was flanked by a company VP, the Chief Financial Officer, primary counsel Les Cornelius, and Les’s junior counsel and nephew Nikolas, who didn’t look old enough to be out of college, let alone a practicing attorney. Les had two nephews that he’d raised from childhood, but Nikolas was “the good one” according to Warren, and Les had done right by the company for so many years that they’d felt compelled to offer Nikolas a job. 

“Blake,” Warren said with a stiff nod. 

He nodded in return and felt perspiration slide down his spine. A slideshow presentation was frozen on the screen behind his father. He stared at it, curious. For a moment it looked unfamiliar, another piece of property on a long list of potential acquisitions. Then something clicked into place. He recognized the buildings in the foreground. And the strip of water behind them. The perspiration along his spine turned cold. 

His father started up the slideshow, and a bird’s-eye view of Drake Isle spiraled into view. First the entire coastline. Then the lighthouse on the north coast. Then Harbor Street. And finally, the cluster of stone buildings that made up Misterion College on the south coast. The floor tilted under Blake’s feet, and he reached for the closest chair and sat down hard. 

“You may have heard that Misterion College is planning a reopening of their original campus on Drake Isle,” Warren announced. “It’ll be a satellite at first. Just a few classes.” He paused, probably for effect, Blake guessed. His father loved the showmanship of business as much as anything else. 

“I’m happy to say that Eastefire will have the contract for all new technology on the campus,” he continued after a few seconds. “I have a verbal commitment from the board of trustees, and I’ll have it in writing by the end of the week.”

“Holy shit,” Nikolas blurted out. 

Warren turned a disapproving eye on the young attorney. 

“I just, I mean,” Nikolas stammered. “I’m sorry. That’s a huge contract, that’s all.”

“Yes, it is. They’ve agreed that we’ll handle the subcontracting of all their hardwiring, we’ll have the exclusive licenses to deliver all textbooks via tablet, and we’ll have first say on all software and apps the professors use in their instruction.” Warren’s chest puffed out visibly, the buttons on his silk shirt straining with the movement. “Even though it’s a satellite to start, I have it on good authority they’re looking to expand right away. Maybe even relocate the entire college back to the island in the next few years.”

Deafening silence filled the room. After a long ten seconds, Les began to clap. The others joined in. Blake’s cheeks burned, but he scraped back his chair and stood when the others did. Applause filled the room, bouncing off the walls and windows until Blake thought it might suffocate him. 

“Brilliant!” the CFO said. The VP clapped Warren on the back. Nikolas said something to Blake, but he couldn’t make out the words over the blood rushing in his ears. 

I wasn’t even involved in the conversation.

He was CEO of this company, and his father had just negotiated a multi-million dollar deal without him. 

“Blake?” his father was saying. 

He blinked and fought the urge to straighten his tie or, alternately, punch something. 

“Good news, isn’t it?”

“Of course. It’s fantastic news. Wish I’d known about it sooner.” 

“Happened quickly. Last night during a conversation with some old friends.” His father waved a hand as they all sat back down. An intern pushed a cart into the room filled with champagne and cigars, and before Blake knew it, despite the early hour they were drinking and lighting up in celebration. 

“I’m counting on you to take care of all the details,” Warren said to Blake. “Want you front and center on everything.”

Blake tossed back a swallow of champagne and felt a headache set in. The last thing he wanted to do was spend time on any project that included Misterion College or Drake Isle. “Of course,” he said again. What else was he supposed to say?

Like hell I’m going back to the place that ruined my life. 

He supposed he could say that, but his father’s shirt buttons would fly off in all directions if he did. 

“We’ll need at least one building for our own operations,” Warren went on. “And I’d like it down by the landing, so we have easy access to the ferry and the bridge. But real estate on the island is tough to come by, as you know. There’s this one, though. Nikolas brought it to our attention last week.” He turned back to his slideshow and focused a laser pointer on the last slide. The red dot hovered over a greenish-gray building with white shutters and balconies that looked like every other one Blake remembered from the island.

“...has a yoga studio on the first floor,” Warren was saying, “and apartments on the second and third. A little birdie tells me the owner has been in some financial trouble. That means it’s our lucky day.”

Les Cornelius, Eastefire’s lead counsel since before Blake had been born, gave a curt nod. “I checked again this morning. The building’s appraised at just under five hundred grand, but the owner’s upside down on the mortgage, so I’m thinking we could offer two-fifty to take it off their hands. They’re only three months in arrears, but with a little pressure, I think we can convince them to sell. That’ll avoid foreclosure on their end, save their credit rating.” 

“Can you take care of it?” Warren asked Blake.

“Sure.” If this was the only part of the deal he had to handle, he’d grab it with both hands and have it done before noon. Blake was good at sweet-talking people in financial straits. He didn’t want to go back to Drake Isle, but with any luck, a couple of phone calls and emails would do the trick, and he’d never have to set foot on the island at all.

“Today?”

Blake cleared his throat. “I’ll make some calls. You have the name of the owner?” 

Les nudged his nephew. Nikolas reached into his briefcase – expensive calfskin, Blake noted, and probably opened less than a dozen times – and came up with a sheet of legal paper and a name scrawled on it. “Inner Sanctum is the yoga studio. It’s owned by...” He traced his finger under the scrawl. “...someone named Emerson Doyle. Looks like she’s the sole proprietor of the business and the owner of the building. She’s the only name on the mortgage.” He winked and guffawed and made some kind of crude comment under his breath.

Blake didn’t hear it. The blood drained from his face. It couldn’t be. The world was small, but not that small, and not that shitting cruel. Emerson Doyle had disappeared from his life a long time ago. She’d run away, across the country, maybe even out of it, last time he’d heard. She couldn’t be living on the island now. Why would she go back? Why would any of them? He must have heard wrong. He had the past on his mind after all the talk about Misterion College, that was all. Either that, or someone else with the same name as his ex-girlfriend had just entered his life. Coincidence, right? It had to be. It couldn’t be the alternative. 

Blake stared at Nikolas, then at his father. “Is this some kind of joke?”
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Chapter Three

Drake Isle

Emmy
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“And let yourself go,” Emmy finished in a soft voice. She looked around the yoga studio at eight bodies lying prone on their mats, arms and legs outstretched. Breathing deeply. Eyes closed. Resting in Savasana pose for the final five minutes of her traditional vinyasa class. Corpse Pose was its translation, but Emmy preferred to use Sanskrit terms when she taught. 

Besides, the word corpse called up way too many nightmarish images for her to use it every day. 

She turned up the meditation music and put some lavender oil into the diffuser. Then she sat cross-legged, touched her forefingers and thumbs together, and closed her own eyes. Yoga had been the only thing to save her after what happened to Piper. 

From despair.

From guilt-induced insomnia. 

From suicide, if she was honest with herself. 

Every day for six months after Emmy’s best friend died, she woke each morning and thought about the ways she would kill herself. Where, when, and how, and what would be the easiest for her loved ones to clean up. 

The only thing that stopped her, finally, was the grief of everyone that Piper had left behind. Emmy’s suicide would only compound that grief, and she knew it. There was no easy way to clean up the mess of death, however it occurred. So she moved to Georgia for a while. Then Florida. Then the Keys, as if trying to get as far away from Drake Isle as she could without leaving the country. One day she’d been walking down the street in the middle of a rainstorm, without an umbrella, because it made no difference if she got wet, and looked up to see a small yellow door. 

Third Eye Yoga, read the sign on the front. And because Emmy had nothing left to lose, she walked inside and found herself again.

Now she took a deep breath and let it go. Teaching didn’t give her quite the same sense of peace that practicing as a student had, but it did make her feel like she was creating some small difference in the world, bringing quiet and calm to the people on the island, and that counted for a lot to someone who’d lived without quiet and calm for years. 

“Begin to reawaken to the room,” she said in a soft voice. She stood and adjusted the music and the lights. “In your own time, find your way back to a comfortable seated position...”

She finished class with the ritualistic words of namaste, her head bowed in prayer over hands and heart, and murmured thanks as her students collected their things and rolled up their mats. 

“Don’t forget, Teen Class tomorrow at five,” she said. Kate Dorcas, a shy fifteen year-old who never looked anyone in the eye, gave Emmy a small smile and nodded. 

“Thank you,” said Sammi Dorcas, Kate’s mom. “I’m going to try and get my younger one to come too. Lord knows she could use some calming down.”

“It’s only a half-hour,” Emmy reminded her. “It should be a good chance for them to get the hang of it without being overwhelmed.”

She said some more goodbyes and then, after everyone left, locked her front door and walked into the small office behind her studio. 

It hadn’t been easy, coming back to Drake Isle. If Emmy’d had much choice in the matter, she would have moved out to Iowa or Minnesota or someplace that held no memories and no meaning. Or maybe she would’ve stayed in the Florida Keys, assuming she could afford it. Someplace she could forget the past and move forward without looking back over her shoulder. 

But she would have done almost anything for her mother, so when the sickness set in, she agreed to return. And if Emmy was honest with herself, something about the island had always pulled her back. Unfinished business. Or unburied memories. So she came back. 

It wasn’t that she disliked Drake Isle. On the contrary, she’d loved it from the moment she stepped off the ferry as an eighteen year old, heady and naive, with a full scholarship to Misterion College. For four years she’d loved it: the sea at dawn, the sand between her toes, the grasses that never stilled, the sky that went on forever. The people, the homes, the history of the place. The stately stone buildings. The classes and professors that stretched her horizons. The boy who stole her heart. 

It was only the final three days that broke her. 

Silence settled inside the three-story warehouse she and her mother had painstakingly gutted and redesigned from the bottom up. It’s the investment of a lifetime, her mother had said, and Emmy had to admit she was right. She’d gotten this building for a fraction of what it was worth. Now it had two separate apartments upstairs with huge living rooms, bedrooms, and full kitchens and baths. Ocean views from every room. Meanwhile, the first floor had become Emmy’s studio and her sanctuary, a humming heart, inspiring her and keeping her alive.

Thankfully, the island didn’t have another yoga studio, and the minute she opened her doors, curious island residents started coming to her classes. Her building sat between Sea Change, a kitschy shop that sold everything from dream catchers to stained glass artwork, and The Right Wrench, the island’s only hardware store. On the block behind her was the Medical Center, the police station, the firehouse, and a liquor store. And at the very end of Harbor Street, overlooking the ocean, sat the Anchor and the Mermaid bar, a staple on the island for over a hundred years. 

Almost everyone who either visited Drake Isle or lived on it had to pass by the front door of Inner Sanctum, and Emmy thanked her lucky stars every day that she’d been able to afford the building when island real estate prices tanked after the college closed. 

Silver linings, her mother always reminded her. They’re all around us. We just have to look hard to find them sometimes. 

Emmy sank into her desk chair. Today’s silver lining was that she had no more classes to teach until this afternoon, which gave her plenty of time to straighten out her mortgage mess with the bank. She scanned the last email from them.

...if you cannot complete your missed mortgage payments, the Bay Bank will not adjust your future payment schedule...unfortunately, foreclosure is the next step...

She hadn’t meant to fall behind. Who did? But a faulty boiler, then a blown transmission in her ten-year-old car, then her mother’s medical bills, had left her struggling. She’d never dreamed how much even a modest funeral could cost. Thankfully, just as she’d been exploring the idea of either selling her building or taking out another mortgage on it, her mother’s alma mater had sent a generous donation, and she had the money to catch up.

The check had arrived two days ago, but Kim at the bank had told her it might take up to forty-eight hours to clear, so she’d waited impatiently. Now Emmy opened her savings account to double-check the balance before she started moving money around. 

“The mortgage first,” she said aloud, ticking off priorities on her fingers. “Then my credit card bills, and then the electric bill.” Or maybe the electric bill first? She wasn’t sure how long before Island Power might turn off her account. The owner’s daughter took yoga classes on a regular basis, but Emmy knew she could only hope for mercy for so long. 

She logged in, scanned her checking account – a fat three hundred and forty-two dollars in that one – clicked over to her savings account, and froze.

“Okay, I hit the wrong key or something.” She logged out, logged back in and checked again. Her throat went tight. Her chest followed suit. 

Three hundred dollars?

She went back to her checking account. Nope, the donation hadn’t been deposited there by mistake. She pulled the banking receipt from her wallet, dated two days ago. Five thousand dollars had definitely gone in.

And now, somehow, sometime in the last two days, it had gone back out. 

She grabbed her cell phone and dialed the bank. 

“Customer service, how may I help you?”

“Kim, it’s Emerson Doyle.”

“Hey, Em, how are you?”

“Not so good. I’m looking at my savings account, and it says there’s only a couple hundred dollars in it. But I just deposited a check for five thousand dollars the other day.”

Kim didn’t say anything for a moment. “Okay, give me the number of the account and then the last four of your social security number.”

Emmy did so, running her fingers over the keyboard. Just a mistake. An accounting error. It had to be. In a minute, Kim would make the correction, and Emmy’s computer would update with the right balance, and everything would be fine. Technology was amazing that way. 

“Em, that money was taken out in two separate withdrawals. Yesterday and this morning.”

Chills splashed over her. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s an electronic withdrawal for two thousand dollars right before noon yesterday, and then another for a little over three thousand dollars, with a timestamp of six o’clock this morning.” Kim paused. “You’re saying you didn’t take it out? Either time?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

There was a pause, a clicking sound, and then Kim said, “Hang on. Let me transfer you to the manager.”

It was the longest five minutes of Emmy’s life. When she finally hung up the phone seven minutes later, she could barely breathe. 

He stole from me.

He stole from me?

It had to be Bryan. Who else had access to her savings account? 

She closed her eyes and summoned up a Sanskrit prayer. Then she pulled her knees into her chest and called her best friend. 

“Hey, Em.” Liza James answered on the first ring.

“Bryan cleaned out my savings account. All the money I had to catch up on my mortgage payments. It’s gone.” Her voice shook. The phone shook in her hand. This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening. 

“Wait, what? How? Didn’t you break up with him?” 

“Last week.” Actually, it had been ten days ago, and her ex had taken nearly twelve hours to pack the two bags he’d brought with him last year when he moved in. Aspiring guitarist. A musician just waiting on his big break from Nashville. Except he’d done more waiting and living off Emmy and Inner Sanctum than anything else. 

“You’re sure it was him?”

“No. But how else does five thousand dollars disappear overnight without some major breach at the bank? I already called them. Kim told me it was two separate withdrawals, yesterday and this morning. It had to be him.” She hit her head against her hand until she saw stars. I’m an idiot. 

“He had access to your account?”

“He paid the bills the last couple of months. Said he was helping me out.” Oh my God, what’s wrong with me? Baby mamas on daytime talk shows had more brains and better decision-making capabilities than she did. “So yeah, he knew the passwords I used.” She wanted to wring her own neck. Why didn’t I change them? Mind-blowing sex and the charm of having someone write her love songs had lowered her guard. This one will be different, she’d told herself. This one will last.

Yeah, right.

“What did Kim say?”

“Well, she, and then the manager, confirmed that someone with the right username and password logged in and withdrew the money. Or transferred it to another account, I guess, but now that account is closed or they can’t trace it or something.” She hadn’t been able to concentrate long enough to hear the details. “There weren’t any red flags because the amounts were small enough. And the name and password were right. I didn’t get hacked. I just got robbed.” Her throat tightened around the words. “It happened somewhere in or around Boston. That’s the most they could narrow it down.”

“He’s in Boston?”

“Apparently.” Bryan had friends all over the country, other musicians also waiting for their own big breaks and letting each other crash on couches and eat cold takeout. And maybe also stealing from starry-eyed girlfriends.

You were right, Mom. She looked at the picture of her and her mother at the Jersey shore last summer, the last time they’d traveled together. Matching smiles and red hair and arms looped around each other’s necks, the boardwalk bright and busy behind them. Before the cancer. Before the chemo and the vomit and the heartbreak. 

“Did you call the police?”

“Not yet.” 

“You have to.” 

“I know. But they’ll think I’m an idiot. Or that I’m lying. He had my username and password, Liza. Up until a month ago, we were sleeping together.”

“Doesn’t matter. His name wasn’t on the account. Was it?”

“No. I’m not that stupid.” Just a little left of that degree of stupidity, apparently. “Damn it!” She punched the desk. Pain shot all the way up her wrist. 

“Hang on,” she said as Liza babbled on. “Someone’s knocking.” She walked through the studio and peered through the curtains on the front door. Her hours were posted outside, and most people in town knew if the flowered Open sign was turned over, her door was locked. She couldn’t see anyone from her angle inside the foyer, though. All she could make out was a shadow and a black Mercedes parked at the curb. 

The person knocked again. Emmy sighed. “Let me call you back,” she said as she turned the deadbolt. She opened the door, and the phone slipped from her hand.

A ghost stared down at her, with a face that looked like a man she’d known a long time ago. In another life. He stood on the step with an uncertain expression, one hand straightening an expensive-looking tie that didn’t need to be straightened. 

“Blake?” 

But it couldn’t be. 

She hadn’t seen or spoken to her college boyfriend in ten years. Since the week before graduation. Since Piper Townsend died, and the world as they both knew it shattered. It’s not Blake. It just looked like him. Plenty of men on the island were tall and dark-haired and blue-eyed. She was tired from everything she’d been through the last few months. Or hallucinating, or still confused by her conversation with the bank. Or dehydrated or something. Because what would Blake Carter be doing back on Drake Isle? 

The ghost on her doorstep opened his mouth, and ten years vanished in the span of a heartbeat. 

“Hi, Emmy. It’s been a while.”
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Fourteen Years Earlier

Delta Eta Chi House

Blake
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“See the redhead by the keg?” Blake had been eyeing her for the last hour, downing beer after beer and trying to get up the nerve to approach her.

“Yeah.” Trey shaded his eyes against the too-bright lights of the fraternity house basement. He belched and sucked down a jello shot, then chased it with a beer. “Nice rack.”

Nice everything, Blake wanted to say, but he contented himself with the view. He’d seen her a few times around campus, but this was the first time she’d come to a Delta party. That in itself made her interesting. Most of the other freshmen girls sold their eyeteeth, or at least left their panties at home, to get in the front door of Delta as soon as they arrived on campus. 

Not the redhead. He hadn’t seen her anywhere near the fraternity quad until tonight. 

He watched her laugh at something one of the senior brothers said, and jealousy surged through him. The red plastic cup in his hand cracked, and beer ran down his wrist. 

Trey laughed. “Just go talk to her.”

But that was easier said than done. She had a crowd of admirers standing around her, hanging on every word. Blake might be a Legacy Delta brother, but right now, in this hot, damp basement that smelled like spilled beer and weed and cheap cologne, he was a tongue-tied freshman who couldn’t do anything more than lean against the wall and stare. 

She’d done that, even from the start. Emerson Doyle had made Blake’s world spin out of control, and nothing had ever been the same after. 
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Chapter Four

Drake Isle

Blake
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Blake counted the number of times his heart beat before she answered. Six. Six long, uncomfortable thuds inside his chest before Emerson Doyle wrapped one long red strand of hair around her finger and swallowed. That. That small nervous gesture, and the sight of her heart-shaped face, and the smell of her perfume, exactly the same scent she’d worn in college – all that was why he’d driven eighty miles south from Boston instead of picking up the phone and calling her, the way his father had wanted him to. 

“What are you doing here?”

It wasn’t the worst thing she could have said, though Hello or It’s good to see you or even I’ve been thinking about you too would have been easier on his ego than five, short, suspicious words. She didn’t move. Didn’t invite him in, didn’t even blink as she waited for him to answer. He stuck both hands into his pockets. From above the sun pressed through three layers of his clothes. Salty island humidity settled onto his shoulders. He started to sweat.

“Blake? It is you, isn’t it?”

He gave a short laugh. “Yeah, it’s me.”

The hand in her hair returned to her side, and she looked around for the phone she’d dropped upon seeing him. He supposed he should do or say something. He couldn’t just turn around and leave, as much as he wanted to. But he couldn’t launch into his sales pitch either. Not when it was Emmy. “Can I come in?” He half-expected her to say no. 

“I guess so.” She opened the door all the way. “Welcome to Inner Sanctum.” She located her phone and picked it up, then led him through a studio with polished floors and dim lights and a faint scent of incense.

“Nice place.” And it was. She’d obviously put a lot of time and effort into it. Too bad he’d come to Drake Isle to take it off her hands. His mouth went dry. 

“Thanks.”

They left the cool, dim studio and walked into a cluttered office at the back of the building. Two chairs sat beside a desk overflowing with papers, unwashed coffee mugs, and a vase of lilacs. The computer pinged with incoming messages. A breeze sailed through a half-open window. And Blake was so overwhelmed with the Emmy-ness of the room that he had to close his eyes for a second. It smelled like her dorm room at college. It looked like her damn dorm room, a comfortable mess that both drove him crazy and gave him escape from the rest of his life. Casually decorated, filled with fresh air, cluttered from wall to wall. He’d always been torn between straightening it up and moving in without changing a thing. 

“Are you okay?”

He wiped one hand over his brow and realized she was studying him. “Fine. Sorry. Just a little deja vu.”

“No kidding. I can’t believe it’s you. And that you’re here.” She cocked her head and bit her lip, another gesture he remembered so intimately, his face went hot. 

Another memory came to him then, he and Emmy standing on opposite sides of the campus chapel two days after Piper died. He hadn’t been able to stop looking at her or stop wishing he could turn back time. He’d watched her across the sunlit space, filled with other students paying their respects, and he’d imagined that if he concentrated hard enough she’d look his way, and he could tell her it was all a dream, or a nightmare, and none of this had really happened. 

Now Emmy was the one with flushed cheeks. “You know what, let’s go outside. Get some air. It’s kind of stuffy in here.” She opened a screen door at the back of the office, and a moment later they were standing on a porch that ran the length of the building. “You want something to drink? Water, or iced tea, or...” 

“No, thanks.” Blake pulled at his collar, fighting for control. Don’t think about the past. About her, or you with her, or anything that happened before. This was a business deal, nothing more and nothing less. What had happened a decade ago couldn’t come into play. 

He sank into a chair and took a long look around. Her postage-stamp backyard looked like all the others on Harbor Street, backed up to the row of buildings behind them. A small square of green, pots of purple and pink flowers, and driftwood scattered in places. A white picket fence separated her property from the next. And above everything else, Blake could smell the sea. Hell, he could taste the sea on his tongue, salty and strong, and a rush of memory carried him back to eighteen in the blink of an eye. Drake Isle was less than two hours from Boston, but it felt like two hundred. Or two thousand. Another planet, even, where the rush of traffic and his life as CEO of Eastefire didn’t exist. 

“You came back,” he said. It wasn’t what he’d meant to say, but those three words were the first that came to mind. 

She nodded. Her toes tapped against the porch, and she kept looking over his shoulder. Distracted. 

His gaze traveled up. A sturdy white balcony rose over his head, and he could see the edge of a third-floor balcony above that. The siding was new, and the shutters and cornices carefully painted. He wondered who had helped her with the work. Six years ago, when she’d bought the building, it had been condemned. He knew that much from the research Nikolas had done. Hundreds of hours’ worth of work must have restored it to the bright, modern building it was now. 

“Do you rent out the two upper floors?” he asked. 

She followed his gaze. “No. Well, I was thinking of renting out the third one. I live on the second floor.”

“Oh.” He pinched the bridge of his nose in an effort not to think about her sleeping, showering, walking around naked at night, on the floor directly above where he now sat. This had been a mistake, coming here. He should’ve listened to his father and done the deal on the phone, quick and painless, like ripping off a bandage. Except this bandage covered a wound the size of Texas. 

“The balconies are nice,” he said. “Great views.” That’s it, make normal conversation. Small talk. 

“I don’t go out on them,” she said. “Actually, I don’t go up on the third floor at all unless I have to. The second is high enough for me.”

“Really?”

She gave him a look that made him feel about an inch tall. “I’m not so good with heights anymore. Since, you know.” 

Shit. “Ah, of course. I mean, yeah, that makes sense.”

But none of this made sense, not them sitting here together, not the unspoken words between them, not the way his heart was racing inside his chest. Not the way he and Emmy had ended up a thousand light-years from where he always thought they would. 

One hand went back to her hair, and she began twirling another strand. No polish on her nails. Little makeup on her face. Not that it mattered. Emmy always had been, still was, the kind of beautiful that took his breath away. Wild. Unpredictable. He’d once dreamed of buying a shanty on the west side of the island just so he could wake up next to her every day and do nothing except wade in the water and make love to her under the sun. 

Blake looked away. He had to. He focused instead on the gnarled driftwood and the purple flowers that dripped blossoms onto her yard.

“Do you teach yoga?” he asked. “Or just rent the space to other teachers?” Maybe she wasn’t totally, personally, invested in the business. Maybe it would be easier to buy the building than he’d originally thought. 

“I teach, yes. Sometimes up to sixteen classes a week.”

Damn. “You never did yoga back in college.”

“Lot of things I didn’t do back in college.” She lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “Lot of things I did do, too, that maybe I shouldn’t have.”

He glanced at her hands, curious. Married? Engaged? But he saw no rings, and somehow it didn’t seem right to ask. Too much between them, old feelings and awkward endings that hadn’t been sewn up the right way.

Blake stood and braced himself against the railing. He had to say it now, before he lost his nerve. “Listen, I’ll be straight with you. I’m the CEO of Eastefire now, and –”

Her eyes widened. “Wow. Good for you. Dear old Dad actually gave up the reins of the company?”

“Not entirely.” 

Her tight smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Of course not. I wouldn’t expect him to.”

He loosened his tie, then pulled it off. He didn’t want to talk business. “How’d you end up back here, anyway?” Why does it have to be you who owns this building? 

“I didn’t plan on it. I took a drive down the coast after college.” She folded her legs beneath her. “After we...I mean, after school, after everything that happened.”

“I thought you went home to your mom’s.”

“I did, for a little while. But she had just moved into a one-bedroom apartment with a new guy, and she didn’t really have room for me, and I didn’t want to be there, to be honest. I needed to get away. I ended up going all the way to the Florida Keys.”

Ah. No wonder he’d never been able to find her. “Like it down there?”

“I loved it. It’s beautiful, the weather’s great most of the year, the people are laid back...”

“So why leave?”

Her hand went back to her hair, twirling as she spoke. “It wasn’t home. It was far from home, actually. Too far from my mom. And I think the whole time I was gone, I was looking for...I don’t know, a sign, I guess. Something to tell me where I was supposed to be. Key West wasn’t it.”

“And Drake Isle was?”

She cocked her head again, and her hair fell over one shoulder the way he remembered, so painfully it caused his groin to tighten. “I went out to dinner with a friend one night and found a dime on the ground. You know what that means?”

“That you’re ten cents richer than you were before?”

She almost smiled. “No. It means someone from heaven is thinking of you.”

You’re a gypsy, he used to tell her. A hippie. A fly-by-nighter. All the things he wasn’t. She had Irish red hair and fair skin. She believed in dimes from heaven. She’d been raised by a single mom, her father’s identity a mystery, her dark green eyes and full mouth a hint at a Middle-Eastern heritage that Emmy’s mom would never confirm or deny. Even her last name, Doyle, was taken from a headstone somewhere in Indiana, where they’d stopped when Emmy was just a baby. 

“So a dime told you to come back?”

“Not at first. But when I got to my apartment after dinner that night, I found another one on my bedroom floor. And the next morning I found another one on my way to work.”

He resisted the urge to point out the likely explanation of simple coincidence. People dropped change out of their pockets all the time. If he took the time to look, he could probably find a dozen dimes on the sidewalks of Boston any day of the year. Still, if thirty cents had brought Emmy back to Drake Isle, who was he to argue?

“Soon after that, I dreamed about Piper for the first time in months. She was sitting under a tree on campus, that big oak where we used to study?”

“I remember.”

“And she was so happy. I don’t remember what she was talking about, but she was happy and alive, and when I woke up, I was happy too. For the first time in what felt like forever.”

Emmy dropped her hand to her lap. “The island pulled me back. I’m not sure I can explain it any other way except to say that. The island and those dimes and that dream. Even with everything that happened to Piper, and to us, this was still the only place that ever felt like home.” She looked up into the blue expanse of sky. “My mom loved it here, too, so when she came into some money from a great-aunt who died, she suggested investing in a place. Buying this building was her idea.”

“How is your mom, anyway?” Blake asked. 

Long pause. “She passed away five months ago.”

“Oh, Em.” He sagged against the railing. “I’m so sorry. What happened?” 

Her gaze shifted from the sky to the lawn. “She moved in with me and helped me renovate the whole place. Then she was out walking one day. She did that a lot, walked around town in the mornings for exercise. One day she came home and said she was tired. Couldn’t breathe right.” She pulled her knees into her chest. “She pushed it off, said it was probably just a cold or something. But it didn’t get better, and it didn’t go away. She finally went to the doctor a couple months later. By then she had stage three lung cancer.”

Blake tightened his hands around the railing. Jesus. First Piper, then her mother. He wanted to hold Emmy, to comfort her. But if he touched her after all these years, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to let her go. “I’m so sorry,” he said again. 

“We went to a great clinic on the mainland. Doctor there said she could try surgery, radiation, chemo, the whole nine yards.”

“She didn’t want to?”

“She never even took an aspirin when she had a headache. She said she didn’t want any of that shit poisoning her body. I got her to agree to one round of chemo, and it made her so sick she refused to go back.”

Blake could picture Emmy’s mother, an older, wilder version of her daughter, saying those words. Then he pictured himself trying to convince her otherwise, telling her that modern medicine was miraculous, that she should fight every way possible rather than leave her daughter looking defeated and alone the way she did right now. 

“She said the ocean air and the view would do more for her than any treatment the doctor could prescribe. I wasn’t about to argue with her.”

Blake nodded. He probably wouldn’t have argued either. From the moment he’d stepped foot on the island again, he’d remembered what he loved about it. Time moved differently here. The air felt clearer, the sun warmer, the world itself less like it was spinning out of control. He wasn’t sure Emmy’s mom had made the wrong choice at all. And he knew exactly why Emmy herself had come back.

“She lived upstairs in the third-floor apartment until she passed. She loved sitting out on her balcony watching the view. Keeping tabs on the town. She’d give me a report every day about who was shacking up with who or whose dog had gotten loose and was chasing the ducks in the bay. Doc Abrams came over almost every afternoon to check on her.”

“He’s still the island doctor? The only one?”

She nodded. “Said he doesn’t have plans for leaving anytime soon.”

Blake fell silent.

“So why are you here?” she asked after a few moments. “Something to do with your company? Or did you just take a drive over the bridge and decide to stop in for a yoga class?”

He smiled at the thought. “Sure, yeah, how’d you guess?”

“After all that football in college, your body’s probably a wreck by now.”

Your body. 

Once, she’d known every inch of Blake’s body. She’d run her fingers along his taut muscles, soothed his aches and pains, touched him like no woman had before or since. He’d wanted her in ways innumerable.

“Blake?”

He snapped back to the porch. Say it. Just say it and get it over with. “Ah, yeah, so like I mentioned, I’m Eastefire’s CEO. We’ve signed a contract with Misterion College to provide all their technology when they reopen their satellite campus later this summer.”

She stood, a puzzled look on her face. “I knew Misterion was thinking about a satellite. I didn’t know it was happening that soon, though, or that Eastefire was going to have anything to do with it. That sounds like a big contract. Well, good for you.”

He stuffed his tie into his pocket. “We need a building for headquarters on the harbor.”

Emmy pulled at her bottom lip. “There’s nothing for sale down here. Hasn’t been in years. And I don’t think anyone who owns on the waterfront is putting their place on the market anytime soon. Some of these places go back three, four generations. You know that. Mine was the last one that actually...” Her face went white, as if she’d just remembered something. “You wanted my advice? Suggestions? Is that why you came here?”

Blake didn’t want to answer. Anything he said now would sound cold and heartless, when actually, he felt the exact opposite. Like some part of his heart had woken up the minute he’d seen her again. “Actually, we thought you might consider selling. Thought you might be in a position to negotiate.”

Two bright red circles appeared on her cheeks. “You’re kidding.”

He didn’t say anything.

Understanding filled her expression. “You know I’m behind in my mortgage payments, don’t you? You called the bank or talked to...I don’t even know who, but –” Her hands worked themselves in and out of fists. “You son of a bitch. That’s why you’re here? That’s the only reason?”

“It’s not the only –”

She slapped him before he could finish. “Get the hell off my porch. Go back to the mainland. And don’t come back.” With that, she turned around, slammed the door, and locked it behind her. 
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