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LOVE, LIKE ART, TOOK on different forms with each creator. Rivers Sullivan quickened her pace to a skip, her ruffled skirt bouncing in the muggy Memphis breeze. People rushed down the city sidewalks, and cars raced by, but her thoughts rolled with wonder over the joy in her life. Her eyes captured the way the sun lowered on the western horizon, creating long shadows, the way wispy clouds layered below the indigo sky. She couldn’t seem to stop herself from mixing colors and feelings in her mind, making pictures from all she saw.

Sometimes love blurred, the shades and thin lines smudging like the dark blues and greens and purples of a bruise. Undefined. Her mother’s love had been that way—before the accident.

Other times, love’s colors shone clear and crisp like a beacon in the darkness, bright and steadfast. Her father’s love had always been strong and true, a light leading her home. Both her earthly father and her heavenly Father’s love had held her on course.

Then there was Jordan. His love burst with yellows and reds, excitement and delight, exploded with gentle blues of sincerity and commitment, a feeling she’d never expected to find. Jordan had been a lifeline thrown to a lonely girl drowning in a sea of men with no conviction.

But today, love was paperwork, lovely black-and-white paperwork that would soon bond her to the man she’d never imagined existed. A man strong in his faith, his sobriety, and his willingness to wait. 

And the wait wouldn’t last much longer. Her face heated with the thought. Ten days. Just wearing the sparkling engagement ring still made her finger tingle after two months. She glanced at her hand, which was dotted with paint. She’d missed a few spots.

But her breath stalled at the sight of the ring.

Oh no. The diamond was missing.

She spun, retraced her steps along the sidewalk back to her Volkswagen bug, unlocked the doors, and ran her hands across the stained seats and carpet. Her head knocked the steering wheel, but she ignored the bump. In the back of the car, she lifted the canvases and paint containers lining every inch of space. Please let it be here.

Her fingers stretched under the seats, searching for something—anything solid. “Come on. I can’t have lost it already.” Maybe the stone had fallen out in the museum while she was at work. She’d never find it there.

Then her index finger rolled across a small, hard lump. She pinched the pebble-like matter and pulled it out from under the seat. “Let it be. Let it be.”

The diamond emerged in her fingers. Her neck and shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, Lord.”

After removing the ring, she placed both pieces into the front glove box for safekeeping. His grandmother’s ring had fit perfectly, but she and Jordan hadn’t thought to check the prongs to make sure the setting was still secure. At least she’d found the diamond. She breathed a sigh and stood up straight. A jeweler would fix the ring. Nothing could steal the joy she felt today.

“Hello?” Jordan’s voice warmed her ear, his breath tickling her cheek. His hands rested on her shoulders, and he leaned closer. “You’re not changing your mind about me, are you?”

Rivers whirled, her heart racing. His voice did that same thing in her chest every single time. She slipped her arms around his neck. This gorgeous man standing in front of her had to be kidding. “Never. You’re my heart.”

She gazed into those astounding rich brown eyes, which flawlessly matched his short dark hair. How did such perfection exist? As an artist, she’d studied colors and textures all her life, and she’d never seen such faultless coordination. Not to mention the cute angle of his nose, the dimples pressed in the center of his cheeks, and the contoured lips, which left a small shadow above his chin. She brushed a kiss across his mouth, sending butterflies to flight inside her. Still. After six months and a whirlwind courtship, she could barely wait to be Jordan’s wife.

“Whew. You had me worried when I saw you go back to your ugly green excuse for a vehicle.”

“Hey, don’t knock the Stink Bug. She’s a good car, sort of. Except for the smell. And the smallness. And the age.” A smile lifted her lips. “Were you spying on me again?” 

“Always. That’s how we met, remember?”

“I’ll never forget.” That day at the museum when he’d followed her to the studio still made her smile.

Jordan’s gaze wandered to her lips. “We should go in before I forget why we came.”

“Right. We need the marriage license to be official. I almost lost the setting from the ring you gave me. I was locking it up until I can get it repaired.”

“As long as you don’t lose me.” His hands dropped to catch her fingers. “I’ll take care of it. You will be my lawful wife. I ran all over town to finalize adding you to my deeds, my car title, my bank account, and my will.”

“Don’t talk about wills. That’s depressing. Let’s go be happy.”

Jordan bowed and kissed her right palm. “After you.”

She offered a curtsy. “My Prince Charming. I knew it the first time I saw you.”

Inside the courthouse, her blue nail polish glinted as Rivers signed her name across the marriage license. Her fairy tale would be a reality soon. She giggled and danced a circle around her fiancé. “Your turn, sir.”

Jordan grinned and tweaked her chin. “I do love how you move. And that cute skirt you’re wearing. And your blue eyes. And your crazy blond hair. And your lips.” His gaze roamed her face.

Not even the presence of the clerk could still the effect this man had on her. She took a deep breath and belted out, “I love you. I love you. I—”

“Oh, man.” Jordan pressed one finger over her mouth and laughed. “Not the singing. You’ll have every stray alley cat in Memphis gathering outside.”

The woman behind the counter cleared her throat and chuckled. “I’m still here.”

“Right. Paperwork.” Grinning, Jordan stepped to the laminate counter to sign his name. Jordan Alexander Barlow III.

And she would be Mrs. Jordan Alexander Barlow. How sweet was that?

Once they’d finished, she followed him out of the downtown Memphis government office and onto the sidewalk. The fierce heatwave that had shrouded the city for a week swarmed them. Late September meant the beginning of fall in some parts of the world, but not here. At least they’d waited until the end of the workday instead of the blistering lunch hour to get the license.

Near the car, Jordan’s hand slipped to the small of her back and nudged her around to face him. “Picnic in the park? I picked up your favorite barbeque and sweet tea, and put a new sketch pad in my car.”

What were the odds that she would find a man who loved her enough to know all her favorites and give them to her every chance he got? “I don’t deserve to be so happy.” His smoldering gaze did all kinds of crazy things to her brain. Breathing deeply beside his ear, she whispered, “Yes, we’d best move along.”

“Right. Wait here, and I’ll get everything.” His shaky exhale made her smile. At least he felt the same. Jordan unlocked the passenger door of his Mercedes and gathered their picnic basket, sketch pad, and a new pack of her favorite pencils.

He’d thought of everything. “Thank you.” She tucked the pad under one arm and the pencils into her handbag, leaving the food for him to carry.

Hand in hand, they walked toward the Mississippi. She’d painted the mighty river hundreds of times, from hundreds of viewpoints, during hundreds of sunrises and sunsets, but none moved her like the portrait she would present Jordan on their wedding day. She’d drawn him standing there, watching her work in the early morning, golden light frolicking on his coffee-colored curls and glittering in the deep pools and currents of his gaze.

“Tell me where we’re going on our honeymoon. Please.” Rivers squeezed his hand, made puppy-dog eyes, and batted her lashes. “I don’t know what clothes to bring.”

Mischief danced in his gaze. “Just bring yourself. Nothing else required.” His voice held a smile.

Heat seared her cheeks and churned up a laugh. “You. Come here.” She stopped, draped an arm around his neck, and planted another kiss on his lips. All her life, she’d prayed and waited for this man. She hung there for a moment, staring. Could she ask the other question again without upsetting the perfect moment? “Did you call Jay?”

A sigh worked its way through Jordan’s lips. “Tonight. I’m calling him tonight. I got his number from my step-uncle.”

“Really? You’re asking him to the wedding?”

His gaze dropped as he shook his head. “I can’t do that to Mom and Dad.”

“I would never want to upset your mom and dad. Brooklyn has been so wonderful to help plan the wedding.”

“But you’re right. I need to let him know I’ve forgiven him, leave the past in the past. Start a new kind of relationship with him.” His chin rested on her forehead. “You make me a better man.”

His stomach rumbled, and she pulled away.

“Or a hungry man.” She smiled up at him.

“I worked through lunch again so maybe the office will leave us alone during our honeymoon.”

“They’d better. Vast River Architecture cannot have you that week. You’re all mine.” They passed under a cluster of trees and shrubs, and movement caught her attention. “Did you see that?”

“What?” Jordan glanced back and forth.

A shiver crept across her shoulders. Homeless people and addicts tottered around downtown areas in most cities, and Memphis was no exception. Despite the fact that she’d been in this spot often, she stopped and scanned the scene again. Something in her spirit warned of danger. “There’s someone behind those bushes. Maybe in a hoodie...”

Jordan took a step and craned his neck. “I don’t see—” 

An explosion like fireworks popped and rung in her ears. Another blast, this with impact, hard and swift as a kick in the chest. A red-hot burning sensation pierced her shoulder and back. Time slowed, and a scream ripped from her throat.

Jordan dropped to his knees clutching his chest. Red spread around his fingers, contrasting sharply against his pale blue shirt.

Hot liquid poured all around her, and her vision tunneled white. A fountain of blood. But she had to get to him. “Jordan...” She stumbled forward and fell to her knees beside him, clutched his face. Spots danced in front of her eyes as the throbbing in her shoulder pulsed. Then darkness dragged her into its abyss.
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Chapter 2
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ST. SIMONS ISLAND, Georgia. 

Rivers gripped the steering wheel tighter. For a brief moment, the beach views, the moss-covered trees, the beauty of this seaside town almost drowned the pain still screaming in her heart, tormenting her mind, stealing her sleep.

Almost. But black pain gathered in a huge glob on the palette of her life. Black like her insides. Void of color. Void of life. Void of capacity to feel joy.

Jordan should be at her side. He should be leading her around the town, telling stories of his childhood. The good ones, anyway. He should not be six feet under a slab in a Memphis cemetery. A memory flashed before her eyes—so much red—unearthing fresh anger, pushing the bile up her throat. One hand went to the indentation in her left shoulder. Her blood ran cold and pounded in her ears. The exit wound was much larger. Too bad the shooter hadn’t hit his mark and finished her.

She’d been robbed of so much more than a piece of flesh. Her heart had certainly been torn from her chest. And for what? Money to buy OxyContin or a shot of heroin? Meth? Jordan would’ve given his wallet, his watch...any material possession if asked for it.

The Ms. Snarky GPS signaled for her to turn. She’d nicknamed the voice Cruella, and she’d tried to obey the harsh tyrant. The seven times she’d gotten lost already on this trip had been enough, thanks to the inability to focus on anything, even the irritating voice giving directions.

The Stink Bug was doing well to make it this far. Taking the Mercedes she’d inherited would’ve been safer for this eleven-hour drive...okay, thirteen counting the wrong turns. But the one time she’d driven the luxury vehicle, everything in the car smelled of Jordan. She’d parked it in his drive and hadn’t moved the thing since.

The roads narrowed before her. Vehicles and bright green trees crowded the streets in front of most of the houses. Jordan had always called his grandmother’s place a cottage, but that had come from a man who’d known wealth his entire life, not a teacher’s daughter with a disabled mother. The tints, ages, and styles of the beach homes varied wildly, as older ones had been torn down and replaced over the years.

At the end of the road that led toward the shoreline, the rude computer voice suggested that she’d reached her destination. Rivers scanned the place where the home should be. Overgrown hedges acted as a natural barrier in the front yard. No view of the cottage, no driveway yet, but the house was on a corner lot. She turned left, and there it stood.

Her pulse pounded as she slowed the car. The place looked just as she’d imagined. White cottage with a wraparound porch. Red brick chimney. Gray awnings. White picket fence around the back yard. A tattered American flag waved in the Atlantic breeze. She pulled into the short gravel drive—or maybe it was shell-lined—and parked. The fact that she’d inherited the summer home from the man who’d never become her husband shocked and overwhelmed her with fresh grief. Her parched throat dried as if it had filled with sand. She had to get out of the car, but how could she? 

I don’t want this, Lord. I want to forget.

This house taunted her. Reminded her of all she’d lost. The quicker she sold everything, the better. She could get back to her clients. Her life before. If only Jordan’s family had been willing to help. But they’d had their own loss that still plagued them in this town, the accident that had torn their family apart. And she couldn’t ask her father. He had enough on his plate taking care of Mom. Bringing her mother would only make the task more complicated. Add too many obstacles, too many questions and frustrations. More negative emotions when she couldn’t handle the ones she’d already been dealt.

It’s You and me, Lord.

The heat besieged her now that she’d cut the engine, and sweat beaded on her forehead. Groaning, she opened the door and forced her feet to the ground, the mix of white rocks and shells crunching.

One moment at a time. Her pastor’s words. And she knew this concept from the counseling she did for others through art therapy. Part of healing was facing the trauma. Facing the grief.

God, help me get through this moment.

She made a path to the passenger door of her car and yanked it open. She threw her duffle over her shoulder and grabbed the pad and pencils Jordan had given her that last day. That horrific day. She stared at the tablet as though answers were locked somewhere inside the blank pages. How had it come away unscathed? That not even a drop of blood had splattered the cover seemed to be a miracle.

But not the miracle she’d begged for.

Hugging it close, she shut the door and trudged toward the front porch. The key was under a flower pot, according to the caretaker, some step-uncle of Jordan’s. Kind of careless, but what did it matter? The glass French doors provided little protection, and no one in Jordan’s family came here anymore. The cottage’s only visitors were the folks from the cleaning and landscape services.

Up the three stairs onto the wooden planks, she stepped, then stopped. The dead plant in the terra cotta container looked about like she felt. Lifeless and withered. She bent and lifted the pot. The key lay there. She stared at the dull silver finish and imagined the pain the simple piece of metal would unlock. A wind chime tinkled from somewhere nearby, its sound melancholy and haunting.

It had taken her a year to muster the courage to make this trip. Going inside was required. Emptying the place and readying the house for sale had to be done. No one in the family had come back after Jordan’s grandmother died. And as much as she wanted to forget, Rivers refused to let a stranger toss away Jordan’s past.

She picked up the key, its weight much heavier than the flimsy nickel should be.

With shaking hands, she inserted it and turned. Now the knob. Already the view through the glass wrenched her heart. Pictures and paintings lined the tongue-and-groove walls tinted a whitish gray. Likely photos of Jordan and his sister, before...

Blocking out her churning thoughts, Rivers burst through and stepped inside. She tossed her bag on a nearby bench but kept her sketch pad and pencils tucked under her arm. On the opposite wall, an antique side table held five photo frames. The first one she focused on jarred her, speared through her core. 

Jordan, a young, smiling teen, his sister Savannah on his back. Both tanned, they dripped saltwater where they stood at the end of a boardwalk, sand covering their bare feet and calves.

Her breathing halted, imprisoned inside her chest. She couldn’t look at more. She had to get out of here.

Help me, Lord.

The chimes drifted into her thoughts again. Maybe she could draw. Outside. The beach might be the best place. With cautious steps, she glanced around, searching for where a beach towel or chair might be stored.

A set of blinders would be nice. How could she stay here with so many gut-wrenching photos? She’d have to box them up. A narrow hall opened from the living area, and a single door on the left looked to be a closet. Lips pinched and fearful of what she’d find, she cracked the door. A linen closet. Good. No pictures. A small sigh worked its way past her lips. Stacks of sheets lined the top shelf, then blankets on the next, and, on the bottom, beach towels. Beneath that shelf lay three folding sand chairs.

She snagged a red, oversized Coca-Cola towel and a fuchsia chair then made a beeline back out the door.
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THE PUNGENT SCENT OF tobacco and marijuana clung to the potential client’s clothes, clung to the man’s disheveled brown hair, and now it clung to Cooper, as well. Occupational hazard for a substance abuse counselor. That and a few other hazards, but the rewards were eternal.

Sitting across from Cooper in the worn wingback chair, the young man’s glassy blue eyes had been immediately convicting. The thirty-something-year-old had been using within the last few hours. The guy still wasn’t broken, despite losing his job and his vehicle. He wasn’t at rock bottom. Yet. Blame still spewed from the client’s lips. How people had let him down. How his parents had written him off back in college. How losing his job hadn’t been his fault. How he could get clean on his own.

“Look at me, Blake.” Cooper moved to the edge of his chair and made eye contact. “I know you’ve been hurt by people you care about. You’ve been disappointed in life. I’ve been in your place. But how much further do you want to sink before you reach out for the life preserver I’m throwing you?”

Blake didn’t answer. There was a girlfriend in the picture, and Blake didn’t want to lose her. Which was a real possibility since he’d have to stay away from her during and after recovery if she was still using. If he’d stay today.

Please open his ears and his heart, God.

“God loves you, Blake. He wants a better life for you than this. God can perform miracles. He can bring the dead to life, and that includes people like us. He can bring new life. You can do this with His help.”

For a moment, something like hope flickered across Blake’s expression, but then his gaze fell. He shook his head. “I can’t leave Star. She needs me. Someone will hurt a pretty girl like Star if I abandon her.”

The moment was gone. Blake would leave and go back to Star and find his next fix. Their next fix.

“If you change your mind, I’m here. I could get Star placed, too, you know. We could probably get her a bed next door. You could both start over. If you care for her, get help.”

Chin lifted, Blake stood. “We’ll be fine. I can take care of me and Star.” With that, he lumbered out and back onto the street.

At least Blake had come through the door this time. That was a start. For a week, the guy had walked past the sober living house and the studio, often pausing, glancing toward the entrance, the security camera catching the wistful expression hidden under the dirty baseball cap. Each time, Blake had continued on his way. Until today.

Maybe next time he’d stay and get help. Before it was too late. Heroin or meth or whatever Blake was on were formidable enemies without the Lord in the battle.

Cooper’s head bowed. “God, please bring Blake and Star to You, somehow. Block their paths to destruction. Lead them, restore them, and usher them into Your kingdom.”

His appointments finished and the gallery covered, Cooper left for his turn on voluntary patrol. At the marina, he turned his Jeep into the lot in front of the boat slips. He shook his head to clear the image burned into his mind, but Blake’s face stayed with him, churned his gut. Those hollow eyes pierced him like a bullet to the chest. Every single time. Seeing himself in their faces, their chaos, their messed-up lives.

Remembering Savannah. Gone way too soon because of him.

Stop. Take every thought captive.

He parked in his usual spot, the Atlantic glistening beyond the faded boards of the dock. Before exiting, he let his eyelids shut, tried to block out the vision of Blake in some alley or back room, buying whatever he could find to numb the pain of old injuries, both external and internal.

Another silent prayer lifted toward the throne. Cooper asked the Holy Spirit to speak the prayer for Blake and all of the others in the Re-Claimed ministry. Many times, no words formed, just a plea, that groaning in his spirit.

Only you know how to heal them, God.

If he let the disappointment burrow in too deep, the emotions would become toxic. He’d been there, done that. He couldn’t take away their loneliness or pain...couldn’t fix their lives or the lies they believed. Each person, including himself, was responsible for his own choices. And his own disasters. With God’s help, people could find restoration, but they had to be willing. Underneath the addiction, they had to come to terms with whatever haunted their past, accept God’s love and grace, forgive those who’d wronged them, and find their worth in the One True Healer. 

Warm sunshine poured through his window, and drowsiness tugged on him. He should sleep more at night.

If only he could. Another hardship he had in common with his therapy clients. He understood insomnia all too well.

His breathing slowed, the scent of that residual smoke still tickling his nose. He’d sit here a few moments more. The tides weren’t coming in yet.

Drowsy, he let his eyes close. Sleep crept in.

The taste of cheap beer on his tongue, Cooper swallowed the long, white tablet. The dry pill stuck at the back of his throat. He grabbed for his can in the boat’s cup holder and took a swig. Flat and warm. He tossed the can on the floor beside the captain’s seat. He’d pop open another in a minute, but he needed to drag Savannah back into the boat. He may’ve had a few, but from the way the sun hung in the sky, he knew the tide would be coming in soon. St. Simons had fierce tides that rose rapidly. A few more minutes, and they’d make the quick trek back toward Nanna’s house. He’d have to find a place to ditch the pile of beer cans.

He let his eyes shut behind his sunglasses as numbness and euphoria crept up his arms and legs, tickled its way across his chin and lips and ears. His breathing slowed. The patronizing voices nagging him quieted. He could barely hear them now as they repeated, “Why do you talk funny? You throw like a girl. Why can’t you be more like Jordan? Why would you want to major in art? You’ll never amount to much. So much potential wasted.”

But then another thought forced through his fog. Savannah! Oh God, help him, where was Savannah? Stumbling to his feet, he charged toward the side of the boat where he’d last seen her. Something white bobbed in the distance, so he threw his leg over the side and jumped in. He held his breath and plunged below the pounding surf over and over. Salt water clouded and stung his eyes. His lungs burned for oxygen, and his exhausted muscles ached to give up against the dark currents. Until everything went black.

Cooper gasped. “Savannah!” He shook his head and stared out his Jeep’s windshield.

The nightmare again.

His sweet, vibrant cousin was gone. Always would be.

And it was his fault.

The tide had begun its assault toward the beach. The sandbars would be covered soon. Another victim could be lost to the deadly pull out to sea. He burst from the vehicle and sprinted toward his boat.

~~~
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RIVERS CLOSED HER SKETCH pad. She’d made at least five drawings now. More than she’d done in months. One captured the light rays piercing the swirly clouds in the late afternoon sky. Others featured the foam cresting on clear water near the shore, the majestic blue heron she’d dubbed Henrietta, who’d swooped down and posed nearby, and the tiny white crab she’d named Chloe, which now retreated to its burrow on the beach.

If only she could bury herself in the sand like that. Pretend the past year never happened. What if she’d never met Jordan? If she’d never dragged him out by the river, he’d still be alive.

Another crustacean rushed toward her...a big one, this time, with good sized pinchers. Too close for comfort. “Shoo, Big Boy! Get!” She pushed up from her beach chair, sidestepping the charging creature. “Go.” Rivers clapped her hands, and the critter moved on and disappeared into a hole.

Thirst hit her when she stood, and she stared at the blasted cottage maybe fifty yards away, sitting quaint and white and pretty in the sun as if nothing bad had ever happened. As if life went on as usual. No tragedy. No death.

Her stomach rumbled. When had she eaten last? She often forgot to eat these days, a habit her father chided her over, but she didn’t want to go back in there yet. The place had haunted her the few moments she’d been inside. The torment of that picture and so many more still waited.

A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she brushed it away. How she had any liquid left to cry, she couldn’t fathom. She needed happy thoughts to replace the bad. Something—anything—positive. Her mind reached for the summer stories Jordan had told her, the ones that brought his warm brown eyes to life. There’d been a tale of crabbing at night with a flashlight and bucket under the stars, and someone’s toe getting pinched. Flying colorful kites in fierce winds to see how high they could soar. Catching waves on his boogie board under a cloudless sky. That tiny dent in his pinkie finger where he’d broken it hitching a boat. He’d laughed when he’d explained the freak accident, though it had been painful.

Would she ever truly laugh again?

She turned back to take a step toward the shoreline. Bright blues and greens shimmered, colliding with the beige sand that was marred with wavy indentations from the receding tide.

A sandbar jutted far into the Atlantic waves. It called to her like a siren song to come and draw, to pour her agony into her art. Her feet continued through a small, cool tidal pool and onto the grainy ridge above the water. What would it feel like to walk as far as she could on this little peninsula? Another tear rolled down her cheek. She let it plummet to become one with the ocean’s salty water, like the sea of tears she’d cried since Jordan’s death.

What would it feel like to just keep walking into the abyss? To let waves crash over her head, to let the currents fill her lungs, to let the water stop her heart from hurting so?

No. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.

That verse again. She held in a groan. How many times had she wished she’d died that day with Jordan? But the bullet had only ripped through her shoulder. The idiot who’d shot them could have aimed better. He’d missed her heart by four inches. With the bullet, at least.

Her parents, counselor, and pastor all told her she’d survived for a reason. What reason? To drown in misery? To be the cover model for those trendy new don’t do drugs or you’ll damage someone’s life billboards?

Tamping down the despair, she plopped onto the wet sand, unfolded the sketch pad, and let her thoughts stop, allowing her hands to do what they knew.

Her pencil followed what her mind saw against the horizon. Shiny cresting waves, low-hanging white clouds looming closer, gulls fighting the currents of wind in some sort of melodious discord. Several minutes later, she stood to stretch her legs but continued drawing, imagining the palette of colors she could use on a canvas. The shades of cobalt and silver and emerald. If only she could paint like she used to...

The encroaching tide lapped in small circles around her feet where there had been packed sand a few minutes before. She glanced down for a moment. Maybe she should head back. A squawking pelican pulled her gaze to the azure skies with pink tinging the wispy strands in the west. The bird soared below a plane, which cut a milky whitish trail above her. She’d draw a few more minutes. It wasn’t like she had anyone to get back to.

The murdering mugger had seen to that. Anger coursed through her once again.

Even the desire to create had been taken from her most days. The colors came out muddled and black. How could she draw beauty when the darkness of grief shadowed her soul?

But the new sketch pad Jordan had given her had made it through the terror without as much as a smudge. Jordan’s words written inside the cover were burned into her mind, heart, and soul.

The beauty you paint comes from the pure light within you, for within you, I see the true Light of the World. Thank you for introducing me and everyone in your delightful, whimsical path to that Light. Keep shining bright for Him!

Love always,

Jordan

Sometimes she felt the person she’d been before had died that September day. The light was gone. Had been buried under six feet of river sludge. The person who’d been left behind was no more than a bitter and broken shell.

But she would paint again. For him. And for Him. Today was the time to start. A churning in her spirit wouldn’t seem to leave her alone. An urge nagged her to create anew. Her hand continued its journey on the page, shading and texturing.

A wave smacked her calves, splashing rivulets of water across her waist, and she turned back to face the shore. A river of raging ocean seemed to block her path now.

A deep ravine of fear carved into her chest.

Maybe she didn’t want to die after all. Raising her drawings up high above her head, she swallowed hard.

Think, Rivers.

How was she going to get back?

~~~
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ALMOST BACK TO THE dock after his volunteer patrol, he spotted something. Flapping or waving? He squinted through the glare beaming off the waves. Not a something. A silhouette, a someone?

She was stuck on a sandbar as the tide quickly rose.

His pulse zoomed into high gear. A girl or woman stood waving her arms. She was tall and incredibly thin with a long neck almost like a heron, but with a shock of short, light-blond hair topping her head. Cooper pushed up the gas, accelerating the boat toward the stranded bird-woman, likely a crazy tourist. A heron would have more sense.

The boat bounced hard over the waves until he neared and cut the motor. “I’m coming to help,” he called over the ocean breeze.

The girl turned and waved more furiously. When he neared, she yelled, “Thank the Lord. Take my sketch pad.” She stretched to push a tablet of paper toward him.

Yep, he’d found a really disturbed tourist this time, trying to save a pad of paper instead of her own life. “Let that go, and I’ll tell you when to grab hold.”

“No. Take this. Keep it dry.” Her eyes, twin pools of blue, stared at him as if he were the idiot. “I cannot lose it. You don’t understand!”

Was she drunk or high? He dropped his anchor over the other side of the deck, checked the straps of his life vest in case he had to dive in. The girl might be in need of some sort of treatment. She was thin enough, and she had that wild, desperate look on her face. Cooper held in a groan. His job seemed to follow him wherever he went.

~~~
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DARK EYES AND BLACK, careless hair to match, her rescuer stared at her as if she were insane. Maybe she was. A current pulled her, launching her deeper into the rising tide. She could barely stand. Salty water splashed into her eyes and mouth. “Take this pad now! It’s getting wet!” She stretched her hand as high as she could, dog-paddling with the other to stay erect.

The man finally grabbed the tablet from her. Once both arms were free, she tried to swim toward the boat ladder, but a swell slapped her in the face. A moment later, strong hands grabbed her, pushed a red floating device under her, and pulled her toward the vessel.

“Just relax. But help me kick if you can.” He stayed close, guiding them along a rope tied to the hull.

At the ladder, he pushed her forward. “You go first. I’m right here. Let me know if you’re too tired to climb, and I’ll give you a shove from behind.”

The last thing she wanted was this stranger shoving her behind. “I got it.” She began her ascent, one waterlogged step at a time. “And I hope you put my sketchbook someplace dry.” The last sentence, she mumbled, since she probably should be thankful he’d come by at all.

“What?” The voice behind her sounded incredulous.

On board, she spied the pad lying on the passenger seat intact. “I said thanks for putting my sketchbook someplace dry.” She stood there dripping while he vaulted onboard.

“That is not what you said.” His brows furrowed under dripping strands of black hair.

Rivers took in the angle of his nose, observed the contoured lips leaving a small shadow above the scruff on his chin. There was something familiar and almost mesmerizing about his bone structure. 

“Are you even listening?” The man snapped his fingers in front of her. “Can I call someone to help you? Have you taken something? Are you drunk?”

“What? No. I don’t drink, and I haven’t”—she made air quotes—“taken something.”

His chin jutted forward. “Then what in the world were you doing out there? Trying to get yourself killed? The tide comes in with a vengeance, and you can be under water in no time.”

Had she been trying to...? No. She just hadn’t been paying attention. “I’ve never been here, and I was drawing. Now I know.”

The furrows between his brows softened, and he breathed a heavy sigh. “Now you know. The difference in the water levels can be from six to nine feet, maybe the most extreme on the entire Eastern Seaboard. Be careful. People have lost their lives on these sandbars.”

A wistfulness filled his expression until he made a sudden turn, reeled in the rope he’d used to save her, then another. An anchor landed in the boat with a clank.

“You might not be so lucky next time.” His tone was sharp. “Where do you want me to take you?” 

“To that beach right in front of us.” Where else would she be going? Certainly not anywhere with him.

“I can’t get the boat close enough to let you out on the beach. Your precious pad might get wet.”

Her sketchbook. Rivers looked down and surveyed the water dripping from every square inch of her body. “Well, I... I don’t know. I’m staying there. My car’s there. How can I get back?”

His dark brown eyes widened, the irises appearing almost as black as the pupils. “Exactly where are you staying?”

“It’s none of your business exactly where I’m staying.” Her hands flailed as she gestured. “Just near this section of beach is all you need to know.” She’d met her share of creepers. No way she would announce the address of the house she’d be sleeping in. By herself.

Dimples pressed in the center of his cheeks when he shook his head and sort of smiled— not a real smile, but one that said he was frustrated. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to stalk you. It’s just...someone I used to know had a cottage near that area. You caught me off guard.” Emotion seemed to twist his tongue for those final words. He cleared his throat and went to the driver’s seat. A second later, he tossed a ragged towel her way. “I can take you to the boat dock and drive you home or wait while you get an Uber or another ride.”

The motor hummed to life, and she took a seat on the back bench. The farther away, the better. The boat leapt forward, and she took in his tall and lean silhouette against the dimming sky. Last year, she’d learned too late to trust her instincts. Too late to save Jordan. She’d do better this time. And something about this man—her rescuer—wasn’t safe at all.
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Chapter 4
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PAY FOR A RIDE WITH a stranger or accept a ride with the stranger driving this boat? Rivers debated her options until they reached the dock. The guy hadn’t spoken, except to announce they were nearing his slip. The Atlantic breeze caressed her face, and the blue sky melted to a palette of pinks and purples. The outing would’ve been almost enjoyable if the circumstances were different. Pelicans flew in formation against a heavy moon suspended on the horizon, and her fingers itched to draw again, maybe even paint. Except she hadn’t finished a canvas since...

“You ready to get out?” A hand extended toward her, and she stared at the man offering to help her off the boat.

The wind had swept up his black hair in the front, revealing more of his dark brows and tanned forehead. Like a sculpture, his features had been shaped into a pleasing form. The angles and contours nicely matched, but gloom shrouded the edges of his eyes and mouth. She knew how sadness lined the face, had seen her share of sadness mark the children she’d counseled. Twinges of compassion and curiosity stirred in her chest. What tragedy had this man seen?

“Um, miss? Are you sure you’re okay? Do you need a doctor?” His brows met above the dark eyes. “I’m Cooper, by the way. I should’ve introduced myself before. It’s just seeing you out there with the tide...” His somber gaze drifted to another place. Maybe another time.

“Sorry. I’m Rivers.” She took the hand. No wonder he’d thought she was on something. She was sitting there like a dumb statue, acting like a freak. His grip was strong but gentle, and his nearness almost soothing as she stepped onto the pier. Perhaps she’d been mistaken about him earlier. He seemed more damaged than dangerous.

“Your paper survive unscathed?” One side of his mouth pulled into a slight smirk.

Her fingers stroked the tablet, assessing it for moisture. Not even damp. Another survival story. “I know this doesn’t make sense to you.”

“You can explain on the way to wherever I’m dropping you off. I’ve been told that I’m a good listener.” He retrieved a phone from his pocket and offered it to her. “Unless you’d rather call another ride.”

Maybe he wasn’t a bad guy. He had rescued her, and her own cell was still in the cottage. “You can drive me.”

“I can, huh?” An edge of gee-thanks sarcasm rumbled his low voice, but the tone seemed more amused than harsh.

“If you don’t mind, I mean.” Her gaze traveled over his face again, searching the proportion and shapes, the slant of his nose, the slightest dimples in his cheeks, the square of his jaw, his Adam’s apple. Something burned in her chest, traveled down her right shoulder like an ember of a forgotten fire fanning to life. She pressed her fingers into the scar there, thankful she hadn’t changed into her bathing suit. If no one ever saw the ugly reminder, she didn’t have to contend with their probing stares and answer their inevitable questions.

“I don’t mind.” His fingers raked across the scruff shadowing his chin. “Is there something on me?”

Staring. She’d been staring. “I’m an artist, and sometimes I get lost in my own mind, taking a mental picture.”

“Are you going to draw me in your pad?” Mischief brightened his solemn eyes for a split second as he nodded toward her sketchbook.

“Who knows?” She shrugged. “I try to go where the Spirit leads.”

“What spirit?” His gaze stabbed into hers, penetrating and earnest.

“The Holy Spirit. I try my best to listen, anyway.” Or at least she used to. Her days as a volunteer worship artist seemed to be over. Or as any kind of painter for that matter. Some sketches here and there, but the colors had dried up in her mind when she lifted her brush, had turned into a hard lump of browns and blacks as she tried to block out the monstrous blood red of her nightmares.

A siren wailed in the distance, and he stepped toward the parking lot. “I’m into art myself.” He clicked the key fob. “The tan Jeep is mine.” 

She followed while he rounded the vehicle to the passenger side.

After opening her door, he made a grand gesture. “My chariot. Sorry about the smell. Got rained in a few times when I left the top off.”

Sucking in a breath, she sat, and a small smile fought its way out. “Almost as bad as my Volkswagen Beetle, but not quite. Apparently the first owner left the windows down on it too.”

“Man, that’s the worst. At least the Jeep airs out.”

“Yeah, I bought the car in the winter, and the dealership must’ve put some really fresh deodorizer in there to mask the sour. Once the Memphis spring came, the Stink Bug reared its stanky head.”

A chuckle spilled from his lips. “Stink Bug. I like it.” He clucked his tongue. “So we both like art and smelly cars. A lot in common.”

Was he hitting on her? Her smile faded into the black abyss. She wasn’t going to flirt with another man or let him flirt with her. Not with Jordan only gone a year. Not when she could still barely eat or sleep. Not when she couldn’t even manage in her regular position at work.

Not with this guy, and probably not ever.

The motor rumbled to life, and he backed out of the parking place. They zipped onto the street. The guy—Cooper—drove fast. Cooper... Cooper... Had he said his last name? She hadn’t given hers. Her abs tightened. Here she was in a car with a stranger, miles away from anyone she knew. No phone. Nothing. Hadn’t she learned anything about this dangerous world?

Wind whipped through the open windows and top. At least she could jump out if she had to. Drop and roll, right? Then what? How would she even know where she was? Dusk quickly transformed into night, and her sense of direction was basically non-existent. “Where are you going?”

“Back toward the beach you were on. Didn’t you say you were staying near that section, or you have the Stink Bug parked there?” At a stop sign, he glanced her way. “Right?”

Oh. Made sense. He knew that stretch of beach. “Right.”

“Did you say you were from Memphis?”

“Yeah.” More ammo if he was actually a serial killer. Hi, I’m Rivers, all alone, family hours away, and I’m unfamiliar with this town. Didn’t some psychos act normal and helpful at first?

Silence claimed the rest of the ride. Cooper-possible-serial-killer seemed to be lost in thought. Troubled even. Not the typical MO for psychopathic behavior.

The overgrown shrubs came into the focus of his headlights, and he slowed.

Finally something slightly familiar. “Turn here.” Rivers pointed to the street where the driveway connected.

He complied and stopped, his high beams landing on her Volkswagen. So much for him not knowing where she would be spending the night. His eyes narrowed. “You’re staying there? That house? That cottage?”

“This is my car.” She wouldn’t answer specifically. After all, he could think she was a guest.

“Are you
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