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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane

      

      Jane Stafford jerked as loud beeps startled her.

      Glancing down, she reached for the pager attached to her belt. It was her neighbor and good friend Isabella’s phone number.

      Jane’s heart accelerated.

      Swallowing quickly, she shoved down the panic. Fear formed knots in her belly.

      There wasn’t any good reason for her neighbor to call on a Friday afternoon.

      It had been seven years since she had taken her small son and escaped her ex-husband. But still, it seemed strange to see her legally changed name on the screen. 

      Pearl Mallery.

      Jane had changed her son’s last name too. 

      She hadn’t wanted to make the change, but it needed to be done to keep them both safe.

      Jane decided she would call Isabella back in a few minutes, after she nailed down the rest of the details for this event.

      Time was of the essence.

      As a forty-year-old wedding planner and single mom, Jane couldn’t afford to lose this job. So, she pushed herself to pretend happiness while planning a happy day for yet another future bride and groom.

      Her job was beyond discouraging.

      It was soul-crushing. 

      With each wedding Jane planned, it was becoming more and more difficult to endure the painful reminders of her own past mistakes.

      She needed this job.

      She needed the money to support her son, Noah.

      She couldn’t afford to fail.

      Working hard to be perfect was something that was all too familiar for Jane. She’d been doing it since she was a young girl.

      A childhood trauma had forced her to make a difficult choice:

      No longer would anybody see her existence as a mistake. No longer would anybody see her as a burden to her parents or anyone else. No longer would anybody see her as unworthy of acceptance and love.

      Young Jane had resolved to be as perfect as she could be. Even at the cost of not having the chance to be who she truly was.

      She wanted to belong. She wanted to be safe. She wanted to be loved.

      Jane longed for the kind of true love her parents had for one another.

      Unexpectedly, a vivid image of her parents’ wedding anniversary party from her childhood returned.

      The reminder of her parents’ love for each other had been forever embedded into her mind as a cherished memory.

      It had been Christmas Eve and their grandparents and close friends on the island were together in the large great room at Gramps and Grams’ beach cottage.

      For weeks, Jane had been so excited as she and her grandmother planned her parents’ surprise anniversary party.

      It had been Christmas Eve and the party had gone very well. Family and friends were excited to celebrate the twenty married years of John and Anne Stafford.

      It was a big moment that all the people close to them enjoyed.

      Jane’s father and mother began to renew their vows to each other. Her parents stood near the Christmas tree. The large room full of guests was filled with all sorts of beautiful Christmas decorations.

      Then came the best part. 

      Her father and mother’s eyes had shone with all the love they had for each other as they looked deeply into one another’s eyes.

      At that moment, her father kissed her mother under the mistletoe.

      Vividly she remembered her heart swelling with a sense of love during that moment so long ago.

      All her life, that was what she yearned to have for herself.

      As a sensitive eight-year-old girl, Jane had been so caught up in feeling the emotions of love between her parents. At the most important moment of her parents’ celebration, Jane’s hands dropped the engraved crystal plaque that her grandparents had custom made for their vow renewal.

      To make matters worse, her mother’s younger brother, Uncle Tony, yelled at her in front of all their family and friends. Why do you always ruin things? Can’t you do anything right?

      That awful, humiliating experience with Uncle Tony ignited in Jane a resolve to do everything in her power to become perfect.

      With fixed purpose, Jane began her new decision by helping her parents as best she could. 

      Everyday she dressed herself in order to please others. She cleaned her room until it shone. 

      By the time she was a teenager, many of her weaknesses had been fixed, so that, to other people, she would appear almost perfect.

      But all that effort wasn’t good enough.

      When the first man she ever loved suddenly left college and abandoned her one Christmas, Jane knew she wasn’t good enough.

      Jane was heartbroken.

      In one fell swoop, she lost everything.

      In her despair, she lost the one man she truly loved, she quit college, and she stopped believing in her dream.

      Soon after, she started as a waitress in a run-down diner. It was there she met the man she married.

      That decision turned out to be her biggest mistake yet.

      Jane rubbed the faded scar on her cheek as memories returned to haunt her.

      She’d been forced to escape with her young son.

      She ran, and ran, and ran. Moving to seven different cities in the past seven years had made her dog-tired.

      Jane couldn’t help but be reminded how different her life might have been, if she hadn’t quit everything when Ward abandoned her in college.

      However, when Ward broke up with her at Christmas, after her first semester of college, she was so heartbroken. 

      In one fell swoop, she had decided to quit everything.

      Despair had filled her every waking moment.

      She began waitressing. 

      Day after day she barely made it through the day, working on autopilot. Her heart had been broken into a million pieces by the man to whom she had given her heart.

      Then, one day in the coffee shop, she met a man who thought she was beautiful.

      He used all the right words to win her, so one day she married him.

      This man was now her ex-husband.

      The day she married Devon was her biggest mistake and the worst day of her life.

      Jane’s mind burned with memories that haunted her to this day. Seven years ago, on Christmas Eve, Jane overheard Devon talking to a woman, whom he referred to as his wife. He talked about their daughter. 

      She confronted her ex about it. Devon admitted that the day he married Jane, he had hired a friend to pose as a fake member of the clergy. Her ex said the marriage license documents they signed were fake. In fact, their entire marriage was all fake. He was still married to his first wife.

      When Jane asked why he lied to her, Devon flew at her in anger, hurting her over and over again. 

      Her son tried to save her, but her ex harmed their Noah.

      That was the last straw.

      In the middle of the night, Jane risked it all to escape Devon’s tight control over them.

      The day Jane and Noah were finally free of Devon was the best day of their lives.

      Still, after all these years, her ex’s cruel insults circled around and around her brain, filling her head with insecurities and doubts.

      You’re nothing but a dumb blonde. You’re weak and pathetic. Even your beautiful face is starting to fade to nothing. I don’t know what I ever saw in you. You aren’t good enough to be my wife. Looking back, what I should have done is left you to slowly die as a waitress in that dirty diner years ago.

      Alongside those vivid memories, bile surged up her throat.

      Quickly, she swallowed as the soft sounds of women’s voices floated in the air around her, interrupting her dark thoughts.

      The bride-to-be and her mother had arrived.

      Jane waved in their direction and then looked around, surveying the beach area where the nuptials would take place in a couple months.

      She hoped the wedding date that the bride and groom chose in December would be a warm day.

      Looking up, she spotted dark clouds hovering in the normally blue sky. It taunted her and forewarned of a coming storm.

      Her thoughts shifted and an uneasiness knifed through her body, mirroring the stormy clouds.

      With a quick glance around, Jane adjusted the large sunhat she wore over her black wig and sunglasses. 

      Jane had become quite good at hiding her true identity over the past few years.

      Sadly, living with a fake identity had been necessary.

      People in this city knew her as Pearl Mallery, the wedding planner.

      Jane longed to go back to using her real name. But that was impossible.

      Her ex-husband would find out about her every move.

      For Jane, the safety of her son was the best reason in the world to hide away.

      Her mother’s heart wouldn’t allow her to do anything less.

      She was willing to do whatever it took to protect herself and her son, Noah.

      For now, the two of them were safe.

      But at any hint of danger, they would be forced to quickly move again.

      Her eyes scanned the area again, pulling the wide brim of her hat downwards with a shaky hand.

      As she didn’t see anyone suspicious, she released a wobbly sigh of relief.

      She was tired of living in fear.

      She was tired of sleepless nights.

      She was tired of living on the run.

      Tamping down the negative thought spiral, Jane turned to focus on the project at hand.

      Grabbing her camera, she took a few photos of the sandy beach area. She would look through them later to help her plan the best places for the wedding accessories.

      Finally, the bride and her mother reached her.

      After a conversation about their desired Christmas accessories and their insistence that this be a romantic holiday wedding, the two women left.

      Watching them leave, Jane couldn’t help but be surprised that the twenty-something bride insisted on a Christmas Eve wedding.

      It was risky to plan a wedding outside — especially with the cooler December weather.

      As if to prove her point, a rumbling began in the dark sky above.

      Jane shivered.

      This wedding day was to be held on her most dreaded holiday.

      Jane hated Christmas more than any other holiday.

      For most people it was a joyful and hopeful time.

      For her, it was a painful reminder of suffering and loss.

      Her first love left her on Christmas Eve.

      Then, a few years later, Jane and her son endured the cruelty of her ex-husband. The most narcissistic man she’d ever known.

      The same man who was supposed to love and protect her and her son, turned out to be their worst abuser.

      Shaking her head, Jane did her best to shake off the terrible memories.

      She forced a smile on her lips.

      She should be happy they could live in this beautiful city near the beach. Noah was safe and she had many clients who wanted her services. What more could she want?

      Still, worries flooded her mind.

      Without warning, the loud beeping from her pager filled the air.

      “That’s my pager,” Jane whispered to Kara, her assistant.

      Panic welled up from somewhere deep inside.

      Looking down, she reached for the pager attached to the belt at her waist. She noticed the name and phone number highlighted there.

      Her neighbor and friend Isabella was trying again to get in touch.

      Jane’s heart accelerated.

      There wasn’t any good reason for her neighbor to call on a Friday afternoon.

      Forcing herself to breathe slowly and deeply, she tried to quell the panic.

      Isabella wouldn’t call unless it was urgent. 

      She needed to leave… now.

      “Kara, I need to go. If you could finish up the last few details for the Crenshaw wedding, that would be helpful.” Jane spoke in low tones to her assistant.

      “Of course. I’ll call you later.”

      Jane barely heard her assistant’s voice over the loud beating of her heart.

      Anxiety flooded her.

      Questions plagued her.

      Why was Isabella calling? Did something happen to her son?

      Jane ran towards her car as the panic increased.
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        * * *

      

      “Isabella, I got your message. What’s up?” Jane dialed her neighbor’s phone number as soon as she sunk down into the front seat of her car.

      As she locked the doors, she could hear her neighbor’s strained voice on the other end of the line. “There’s something important I need to tell you, Pearl. Hurry home.”

      From her friend’s anxious tone of voice, Jane sensed something had gone terribly wrong.

      “Is my son alright?”

      “I’m sure he’s fine. Just pick him up from school and hurry back here, okay?” The urgency in Isabella’s voice didn’t help to calm Jane.

      “Alright. I’ll pick up Noah from school. Then we’re on our way home.” She hung up the pre-paid phone and stuffed it inside her purse.

      Jane’s mind raced with worry as she steered the small, used car through the busy city streets.

      Thirty minutes later, Jane parked in front of the school. Hurrying inside, she looked at her watch and realized Noah would just be finishing his last class for the day.

      She didn’t have long to wait before she spotted her son walking towards his school locker.

      His blue eyes widened when he spotted her. “Hey, Mom. You’re early today.” Noah placed a couple of books in his backpack and slipped it over his shoulders. 

      Jane slipped an arm around her twelve-year-old son, giving him a quick hug. “I am early. But I couldn’t wait to see you.”

      That was true enough. Ever since the phone call with Isabella, she had all but raced to see her son again.

      It wasn’t too far-fetched to believe that her ex-husband would somehow find Noah.

      Jane was convinced he would take her son away from her.

      It was her worst fear.

      Together they walked quickly to the car. They got inside, and Jane began to drive.

      As they meandered through the streets that led to their neighborhood, she asked Noah, “How was school today?”

      Noah sighed. “It was okay. Same old, same old. How was your day, Mom? Did you go to the women’s shelter today like you planned?”

      “I had a good day. But, sadly, I didn’t get to the women’s shelter. My appointment with the bride and her mother took longer than expected.” She couldn’t help feeling disappointed that she missed talking to some of the women she had been helping to heal from abuse. “But maybe I’ll go tomorrow. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll stop by in the morning.”

      Jane smiled warmly as she was reminded of the place where she spent time helping a few hours a week.

      The women who showed up for help were escaping verbal, physical, or financial abuse from their boyfriends or husbands.

      Each woman arrived at the shelter with bruises or some type of trauma.

      Many of them came with children by their side.

      They were in a similar position to where Jane was years ago.

      “I’m glad you help other moms and kids who are in trouble. Just like we used to be, right, Mom?” her son said softly.

      Jane glanced at him. “That’s right, Noah. And I’m glad to help someone else.”

      She was grateful her only child had a compassionate heart. He wanted to help others.

      Noah looked out the car window as they passed an old house. A boy his age and his dad were playing ball in the front yard. 

      “Mom, where do you think Dad is now?” 

      Jane’s heartbeat accelerated as she slowed to a stop at a traffic light. “I imagine your dad is still at his house in Las Vegas.”

      “I guess.” Her son’s dejected tone made her sad.

      “I’m sorry, son. I know you miss having a dad. But your birth dad isn’t safe for you to be around.” Jane sighed.

      Noah turned his head and after a few moments whispered, “I know, Mom. I still have nightmares from that Christmas when I was five years old. He hit you over and over and when I ran from my bedroom to try to help you, Dad slapped me so hard that I flew across the floor.”

      Jane parked the car one street over from the run-down apartment where they lived.

      Turning to her son, she gently slipped her hand in his and squeezed.

      “Oh, Noah. I do remember that day,” she whispered, sad at all the scars he carried at such a young age. Reaching one hand up, she gently cupped his cheek. “I’m so sorry that happened to you, son. No child should ever have to live through that.”

      Noah’s shoulders slumped. A crease forced between his brows whenever he talked about his dad.

      Her son turned to look at her, a hint of moisture in his large blue eyes. “Mom, I’m alright. I’m just glad we left when we did.”

      “Me too, Noah. But I should have left your father sooner, before he had a chance to hurt you.” Jane’s eyes misted and memories washed over her. “I was too weak, too timid, and too afraid. And I’ll always be sorry for that. But that’s no excuse.”

      Her son grabbed her hand. “Mom, it's okay. I was afraid too.”

      Jane waited. She knew her son well enough to know that he needed time to share his deepest feelings.

      His dark brown eyebrows scrunched together. “I guess, I just miss…”

      Her son swallowed and shook his head.

      Jane swallowed, understanding all too well. “I understand, son. You miss having a dad that loved you — you miss what you never had.”

      “Yeah.” Noah shrugged.

      With a gentle hand, Jane brushed the stray blond wisps of hair that hung over his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Noah. If I could change the past to a happier one, I would.”

      “I know you would, Mom. It’s alright.”

      Regret clung to her belly like a painful sore that never healed.

      What had she been thinking?

      Her most important job had been to protect her son and she failed.

      She had waited until the situation between her and her ex-husband had gotten out of control before she found the courage to escape with her small son.

      Why had she waited to leave that horrible man? What was wrong with her?

      Jane swallowed back bile as memories circled round and round in her head.

      Insecurity, rejection, and fear clawed at her soul, tightening their grip ever further.

      For as long as Jane could remember, she suffered terrible insecurity, fear of rejection, and abandonment. Feelings of unworthiness and never being good enough always went in tandem with those other thoughts.

      Her parents had loved her, but with their sudden deaths in the boating accident when she was nine years old, her heart had filled with abandonment and loss.

      There were other events from her childhood that only added to those painful memories.

      A knot formed in her belly as she remembered.

      Unexpectedly, she was pulled out of those dark thoughts by the rumbling sounds of her son’s belly.

      Grateful for the interruption, Jane grinned. “Sounds like we need to get some food for you. Let’s get going.”

      Together they walked to the next street over, to the dilapidated apartment building which they had made their temporary home.

      They hurried up the steps of the paint-chipped building. She looked both ways to see if anyone was watching or following them before going inside.

      They hurried up two flights of stairs to the third floor.

      As soon as they reached her neighbor’s door, she knocked.

      “I need to stop by to talk with Isabella, Noah,” Jane whispered.

      Her son’s eyes lit up. “Can I come too? I want to play the new video game with Rafael.”

      “Sure.” Jane smiled. She was glad Noah had a friend nearby to spend time with.

      She knocked on her neighbor’s door.

      Isabella opened the door wide and gestured for them to come inside.

      “Come in, both of you.”

      Noah hurried to where Rafael sat playing a video game.

      Jane followed Isabella to the kitchen table.

      They had become good friends when Jane first moved to the apartment a little over a year ago.

      Jane was grateful to have a friend.

      Assured that Noah would be busy for a while, Jane whispered to Isabella, “You called my pager. What’s going on?”

      Her friend spoke in a low whisper, “I have some news. You’re not going to like it.”

      “I thought as much.” A sense of foreboding swept over Jane. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

      Isabella went on to explain. “Do you remember when you asked my sister Maria to keep her eyes open for the man in the photo?”

      Jane swallowed, nodding slowly. “I remember.”

      Knots coiled tightly in her belly, anticipating the worst.

      “Well, it turns out, that man in the photo showed up this morning at the coffee shop. Maria said he looked like the man in your photo, except his blond hair was thinner and his belly larger.” Isabella’s dark eyes searched hers. Her neighbor held out the photo her sister had taken this morning at the coffee shop. “This man is Noah’s dad, no?”

      Jane sucked in a breath as she stared at the photo. The man wore a 1940s dark grey Fedora hat with a wide black band that circled the middle.

      Despite the disguise of the hat, Jane recognized the thick black eyebrows, the beady dark brown eyes, and the thin lips firmly pressed together.

      Jane nodded. She should have guessed that her friend would be able to put the puzzle pieces together with her story. “Yes. It’s him.”

      Her voice shook as she explained, “That man is my ex-husband. But he’s not safe. I need to keep him from finding my son. Years ago, he abused us both. I’ve been desperate to get away from him ever since.”

      A shudder ripped through her at the thought of her former husband finding Noah.

      In her worst nightmare, Noah’s father would kidnap him and begin to abuse him like before.

      “You better sit down. You’re as white as a sheet.” Isabella gently gripped Jane’s hand and led her to a chair at the kitchen table.

      She swallowed back the bile that forced its way upwards. “I can’t believe he’s here. It can only mean one thing. He’s found us again.”

      Jane brought shaky fingers to her throat as a shudder ripped through her.

      “What are you going to do?” Isabella reached across the table and held her other hand.

      Jane closed her eyes for a moment, trying to think past the fear that flooded her mind. A shaky whisper was all she could manage, “I don’t know.”

      Her friend was quiet for a moment before she said, “Perhaps you should call one of your sisters. Go back to the island for a visit. They will help you.”

      Jane remembered the last phone call she had with her best friend Kenna Macleod.

      They had grown up on the island and throughout the years continued to call or send each other letters and cards.

      In their last phone call, Kenna had asked Jane if she would consider moving back to the island. She was convinced her son Cameron and Noah could become good friends.

      Most of all, Kenna reminded Jane that the two of them would be able to go shopping and get together for coffee. To truly be there for each other again.

      The thought of going back to the island to be close to her best friend appealed to Jane.

      So did the idea of being close to her sisters.

      But she didn’t know how that would be possible.

      Jane turned to Isabella. “Maybe I should call my sister. I’ve only been back to the island a few times. But there are some secrets I haven’t told my friend or my sisters about my life. They might be shocked if they knew the real me.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time you told them. I think you might be surprised how sharing secrets with those you love can bring healing and give you the support you need,” Isabella whispered. “But make your decision fast, because I don’t think you’ll want to wait for Noah’s dad to find your son.”

      Jane swallowed back emotion and nodded. 

      Turning, she stared at her innocent son.

      Noah was the most precious gift she’d ever been given.

      Jane was not about to allow that violent man who had terrorized them back into their lives.

      “Isabella, you’re right,” Jane spoke in a raw voice. “I need to act fast. There’s no way I’m letting that man get within one mile of Noah. I’ll call my sister tonight.”

      A chill ran up her spine. Her thoughts spun in circles.

      Jane needed to move herself and her son out of this city.

      She needed to act fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane

      

      Jane paced the small living area in her apartment as she dialed her friend Kenna’s phone number.

      Her overwrought nerves caused her hand to shake as she held the phone against her ear.

      Fear flooded her body from the news Isabella had given her.

      She desperately needed to talk to someone she could trust.

      “Hello, Jane?” Kenna’s calm voice on the other end of the phone line was soothing to Jane’s troubled heart.

      “Yes, it’s me, Kenna. Is this a good time to talk?” Jane asked, wanting to respect her friend’s time.

      “Of course, Jane.” Her friend hurried to explain, “I always have time for you. How’s it going?”

      Jane sighed. “I thought all was well — until today.”

      “Oh?” She could tell from the inflection in Kenna’s voice that she was wondering what had happened. “Did something go wrong today? Is Noah doing alright?”

      “Yes, my son is well. In fact, Noah’s visiting one of his good friends across the hallway from my apartment. My neighbor invited Noah to stay overnight with her son. The two of them wanted to finish playing a new video game.” Jane couldn’t help the smile that turned up the corners of her lips as she thought about her son.

      “I’m glad your son is alright.” Kenna sounded puzzled. “So if you’re not calling about your son, tell me what went wrong today? I must say, your voice sounds a little stressed.”

      Jane swallowed, trying to think of how to tell her friend what was going on.

      “I am stressed.” She forced a calmness she didn’t feel. “Okay, here goes. When I got home from work, I stopped by my neighbor’s apartment. Isabella informed me that Devon, my ex-husband, was seen at the coffee shop down the street.”

      Jane bit her lip as she remembered the photo that Isabella had of her ex-husband. 

      “My neighbor’s sister works at that coffee shop. Months ago I’d sent her a photo of Devon. I asked her to let me know if he showed up at the coffee shop where she works. As it turns out, he made an appearance this morning.”

      “Uh, oh. That’s not good.” Worry and concern clouded Kenna’s voice. “So what are you going to do?”

      Jane sighed. “I’m not sure. I mean, could it be a coincidence that my ex-husband just happened to show up at a nearby coffee shop?”

      “Jane, I think you know the answer to that.”

      She sighed. “I know. But I want to know how he could’ve found my location. I mean I’ve been using my other name, Pearl Mallery, ever since Noah and I moved here.”

      “Well, I don’t doubt Devon has his ways. After all, your ex-husband did inherit his late father’s business and the truck load of money that came with it,” Kenna reminded her. “I wouldn’t put it past him to use his money and influence in order to find you.”

      Jane began to pace her apartment as anxious thoughts flooded her mind.

      Once more, she was grateful her son had decided to stay overnight at her neighbor’s apartment. A mother’s protective instinct rose up with the fierceness of a mother bear protecting her cub.

      She was determined to do everything in her power to protect Noah from her conversations about what his father was up to.

      “I suppose that’s true.” Jane looked outside her window, noticing the red glow of the setting sun. She looked along the opposite street, her eyes darting back and forth to see if she saw anyone who looked like her ex-husband. “Sadly, Devon always was determined to control me and Noah.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      Jane ran a hand through her hair. 

      What was she going to do? 

      Anxious thoughts crowded her mind. “I don’t know.”

      Kenna said, “I think you and your son should return to the island. There are so many very good reasons for you to come back, Jane.”

      Jane picked lint off her shirt, nerves getting the better of her. “That’s strange you should say that. I just called my sister Lizzie and she said the same thing. In fact, she invited Noah and I to stay at the Inn with her and Jonathan until we can get things sorted out.”

      “See? I’m not the only one who is telling you it’s time to come back home.” Her friend chuckled.

      “But I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.” Jane didn’t really want to return to her childhood home. There were too many painful memories of growing up there. 

      “You said there are reasons for me to return. What do you mean by that?”

      Kenna released a sigh. “If you move back, you’ll live close to your sisters. They are the only family you’ve got left. And don’t forget, if you were nearby, you could help your sisters find out what happened to your parents in that boating accident.” Her friend paused. 

      “Of course, you and I would finally be able to see each other anytime.” Kenna chuckled. “But let’s set that aside. I believe the most important reason for you to return is so you can finally be at peace. You’ve spent the last few years on the run and hiding. I really think it’s time for you to move away from your painful past so you can embrace the freedom to be who you are, Jane.”

      Anxious thoughts caused a tightening of the knot in her belly.

      “I just don’t think I can do that. Not with my ex-husband still determined to find me and my son.”

      Kenna said, “I understand that. But have you thought that by moving back to the island, it might be your best chance to have a fresh start? You would be safer than you’ve ever been if you returned to the Sweet Beach Cove community. Many people love you around here. I really believe folks here would support and help to protect you.”

      A longing so swift and intense flooded Jane that it nearly took her breath away. 

      She desperately wanted to finally be free of the constrictions that had been around her life ever since she took her son and ran away from her abusive ex-husband.

      Was it possible for her to finally be free of the chains that kept her in hiding for all these years?

      Just as quickly as that thought came, she rejected the idea. “I really can’t see that happening, Kenna.”

      “Well, I believe it is possible. But let’s save that talk for another day, Jane.” Kenna spoke softly, “I think perhaps there’s another reason that’s stopping you from returning to the island.”

      “Like what?” Jane was curious what her friend was going on about.

      Kenna sighed. “Ward Hampton. You loved that man years ago and wanted to marry him. Did you know he’s retired from his job at the news station in Boston and has moved back to the island?”

      Jane expelled a breath. “My sister mentioned Ward moved back to the island to help take care of his father in his senior years.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Ward is a good man,” her friend added.

      A warm glow filled her as she listened to Kenna’s words. She thought of all the good memories she had of Ward. 

      But, immediately following that thought, memories of the sharp pain of his rejection caused her to catch her breath.

      She couldn’t forget how he suddenly decided to transfer to a different college. To leave her alone.

      “I’ll admit, I’m scared to allow myself to get close to Ward again,” Jane whispered. “If I let myself fall in love with that man again, I’m afraid my heart wouldn’t be able to handle it if he abandoned me a second time.”

      Kenna sighed, then spoke softly, “I’m so sorry Ward hurt you, Jane. But maybe he’s changed since your college days.”

      “Maybe. But I just don’t think I can open my heart again.” Jane rubbed the back of her neck as worry and fear warred inside her.

      Kenna was quiet for a long moment. “Well, my friend, I think at the very least, you should give Ward the chance to explain what happened. I think you owe it to yourself and to him.”

      Jane sighed. “It’s all water under the bridge.”

      “No, my friend, if you’re still bringing it up years later, the wound is still festering.”

      Sometimes Kenna’s ability to be a truth-teller was frustrating in the extreme. 

      Yet, if she were honest, her words were exactly what she needed to hear.

      “I suppose you’re right.” Jane sighed. “I’ll consider having that talk with Ward.”

      “Good.” Her friend chuckled. “And one other thing. Jane, even though you have many reasons for not wanting to return to the island, I still think you should consider it. You have friends and family here who love you. Moving here might be just what you need to heal.”
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        * * *

      

      One hour later, Jane was still thinking about her friend’s words as she drove to the women’s shelter.

      Was it possible for her to finally find healing on the island where she had experienced so much pain and loss?

      Maybe. 

      But she couldn’t help feeling like that was an impossible hope.

      She parked her car and began walking towards the back door of the women’s shelter. 

      Loud, rolling thunder rumbled in the stormy night sky, echoing the disturbing tempest in her own emotions.

      Using her staff-controlled key, she opened the door and stepped inside the large building. She was grateful to be able to volunteer and help the women who came here from abusive homes.

      Jane spotted Martha, a staff member, talking with a young blonde-haired woman who looked agitated and distressed.

      There were other women walking into the common area, some with crying children, doing their best to calm them.

      Martha saw her, and motioned for Jane to join her.

      “Jane, I was wondering if you could talk with Eden?” Martha asked. “She’s new to the shelter. I need to help Janice in the kitchen.” 

      After Martha walked away, she started to speak with the distraught woman,

      “Of course, Eden, I’m Jane. I’m happy to get to know you.” Jane glanced at the two empty chairs near the front entrance. “Why don’t we sit down over here and we can talk.”

      The woman followed her to the chairs and sank down. Stray tears continued to make a trail down her red cheeks.

      “Why don’t you tell me the reason you came here tonight, Eden,” Jane spoke in a soft voice, hoping to calm her fears.

      She couldn’t help but notice that the woman’s fingers shook as she gripped a white handkerchief.

      “Seven years ago I married my husband. We were happy and in love. I worked as a secretary and helped to put him through his college courses until Ray finished his degree as an accountant.” Eden went on to explain. “We decided together we would try to have children after he finished his degree. Then just a few months later we agreed on the subject again, just before Ray finished his schooling.”

      A sob escaped and, with one hand, the woman dabbed the tears that streamed down her cheeks.

      Jane reached over and gently held her other hand, in an effort to reassure her that someone cared.

      Eden continued telling her story. “To my surprise, I learned I was pregnant this past week. I told Ray tonight when he came home. I thought he would be excited that we were finally expecting the baby we dreamed of together. Instead, Ray got very angry with me.”

      The woman shook her head. “Not only did he get angry, but Ray told me he was leaving me. My husband said he wasn’t ready to be a father. Then Ray admitted he was having an affair.

      “When I asked why he was doing this to me, he told me he didn’t love me anymore. Then he said I needed to move out because he decided to sell the house. I reminded him that I had been the one paying the mortgage for the past five years to put him through college. That’s when Ray yelled at me. He said he needed the money. Then he threatened me. He said there would be trouble if I didn’t agree to sell the house.”

      Jane's eyes widened as she listened to Eden’s story. 

      A sob escaped Eden’s lips. “I can’t believe my husband would do this to me. I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Sobs shook her shoulders and Jane reached over and wrapped the woman in a hug.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to you, Eden. You definitely didn’t deserve to be treated this way.” Jane leaned back after the woman’s tears lessened. She looked down and noticed red and purple bruises on her arm and on one cheek.

      “Did your husband hit you, Eden?” Jane asked softly, already knowing the answer.

      Eden swallowed and nodded slowly. “I’m as shocked by that as by anything else. In all the years we were married, he only hit me twice. But he was always sorry and said he wouldn’t do it again. Now I realize Ray wasn’t telling the truth. I shouldn’t have trusted my husband.”

      Jane embraced her a little while longer, letting Eden lean on her for comfort and support.

      Finally, the woman sat back in her chair, and shook her head.

      Turning to look at Jane, she said, “Now, what do I do? I’m pregnant and alone. And I have no home.”

      Jane squeezed her hands. “Eden, you made the right decision to come to the women’s shelter. You can stay here where you’ll be safe. Stay until you feel like you can move on.”

      “Thanks for that. I’m scared and alone. I feel weak and vulnerable. Even more so now that I’m pregnant.” A crease of worry formed between her brows.

      “I understand a little of how you’re feeling, Eden,” Jane whispered. “I was in your shoes seven years ago, when I took our small son and ran away from my abusive husband.”

      Eden looked over at Jane with a new awareness. “I didn’t realize that. But you got away from him and were able to find your way?”

      Jane nodded. “I got the help I needed at a women’s shelter too. So I want you to know you’ll be safe and cared for here.”

      “Thanks, Jane. I’m grateful I was able to find this place tonight.” She yawned.

      “Eden, you look tired. Let me help you find a room.” Jane went to talk with Martha who told her the room number. 

      She walked the distressed woman to her room.

      Eden reached for her and Jane embraced her in a gentle hug. “You’ll be safe here now. Just rest. Don’t worry about anything tonight. Instead, try to sleep.”

      Eden nodded. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Anytime.” Jane said her goodbyes and retraced her steps back to the kitchen. After helping to clean up the main rooms, Jane left the women’s shelter.

      The rain softened to a light drizzle as she began to drive home.

      Jane was about six blocks from home when she noticed the same car following her that she’d seen when she first left the women’s shelter.

      Turning down a side street, she thought she would try to lose whoever this person was.

      But the vehicle stayed on her tail.

      Jane needed to get home, so she raced to her apartment and parked the car.

      Grabbing her purse, she ran towards her building.

      Just as she opened the door to her apartment, she spotted the same car now parked across the street.

      The man behind the wheel wore a 1940s Fedora hat, just like her ex-husband always wore.

      His dark eyes narrowed as they bore into hers. 

      Fear swept over her. 

      She shivered.

      With hurried movements, she opened the door and went inside. 

      Jane ran up the flight of stairs to her apartment.

      Her heart raced.

      Her breath nearly stopped.

      Her body went into a cold sweat.

      Over and over again her thoughts went around in circles like a hamster wheel.

      He knows where my son and I live. Now I have no choice. I must do everything in my power to protect Noah.

      I must take my son and leave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Finally, he had found her.

      After seven years of playing this cat and mouse game, he’d finally found Jane Stafford — his ex-wife.

      Except she didn’t use her real name anymore.

      Jane must have thought she was clever changing her name to Pearl Mallery.

      But he had discovered her hiding place anyway.

      Thanks to his beautiful fiancé Brandi.

      His fiancé had been searching the Net for a well known wedding planner, when she discovered a list of the best wedding planners in the nation. 

      It turned out that the name Pearl Mallory from San Diego was on that list.

      When Brandi showed him the woman’s photo, he instantly recognized his ex-wife. 

      Even with the fake black hair and black rimmed glasses, he would never forget the face of the woman who escaped him.

      Years ago, she had managed to get away with their son in the middle of the night.

      Jane had stolen his only son, Noah.

      Devon was resolute. 

      He must get his boy back.

      It was time for a reckoning.

      At long last, his ex-wife would be forced to come face-to-face with the fact that she had deceived him. With how she had made him angry.

      Anybody who made him angry lived to regret it.

      When he was a little boy, his stepmother had done the same thing. But when he was old enough, he had made sure his stepmother regretted ever deceiving him.

      Jane would regret her choices too. He’d see to it.

      Devon watched her hurry into the run-down apartment.

      He watched and waited.

      His son, Noah, was somewhere in that building.

      Soon enough, Noah would be beside him again.

      Devon turned and pulled out the photos in his wallet.

      A photo of Jane and Noah from that Christmas just before they ran away from him. 

      A sudden streak of anger flooded him. 

      He ripped the photo so that half of his ex-wife’s face was cut off.

      There. That was just right.

      Now it was just Noah in the picture.

      Soon, they would be together, father and son, just like they were always meant to be.

      Now that he had found his ex-wife and son, he was determined that he would never lose track of them again. 

      Whatever it took, wherever they went, he would find Noah.

      This time, he would never let his son go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane

      
      Jane hurried off the plane, her son following close on her heels.

      As was her habit, she pulled the wide brim of her sunhat down, so that much of her face was hidden.

      Turning, she watched as Noah adjusted his red baseball hat so the brim shadowed his eyes.

      She had called Lizzie last night. Jane was relieved when her sister offered for them to stay at her place. 

      Lizzie had always been willing to welcome family into the large beach cottage she had inherited from their late grandmother.

      Jane couldn’t help but feel blessed to have such a kind sister.

      “Look, Noah, your aunt Lizzie is over there waiting for us,” Jane whispered to her son as they walked. As soon as they received their luggage they made their way to Lizzie.

      “Jane, it’s so good to see you. You too, Noah.” Lizzie briefly hugged them and then gestured for them to follow. “My car is waiting. When we get to the Inn, you have rooms waiting in the family wing, so you’ll be able to relax there.”

      A longing flooded her to finally be able to rest.

      Maybe she could do that now that she had returned to the island.

      Yet, as she looked out the window, fear coiled like a snake in her belly.

      Memories haunted her of what had happened here.

      Today, she returned to the island where she spent her childhood. This island was the place where she had lost the family she loved.

      Rejection and loss had been part of her life for years. And even more so after she married and later escaped her ex-husband.

      As Lizzie drove the car, Jane looked out the window. Familiar places like her late grandmother’s community church, her old high school, and her best friend Kenna’s street came into view.

      Familiar places stirred pleasant memories of the love of family, steadfast hope, and the joy of friendships.

      Like the friendship Jane had with her best friend, Kenna Macleod.

      Soon they would be able to see each other again, face to face.

      A wave of warm nostalgia flooded Jane.

      The car turned a corner and Grams’ old beach cottage came into view.

      Jane fingered the small pendant — the pearl necklace that graced her neck. 

      A gift from her beloved grandmother.

      This particular necklace had lesser monetary value than any of the other heirloom jewelry Jane had inherited from her late grandmother. Yet it was this pearl necklace that was the most meaningful. She loved it most of all.

      As she fingered the shiny white pearl at the end of the gold chain, Jane was reminded of her beloved Grams’ wisdom and her gentle advice. 

      It was right after her parents’ deaths that her grandmother held Jane in her arms and gave her the pearl necklace.

      Grams had whispered in her ear: Remember, Jane dear, whenever you get scared, think of this small pearl. Remember, a pearl is the only gem produced by a living organism. The pearl goes through an ordeal — because the pearl layer protects the oyster until it’s out of harm’s way. But after all the trouble it goes through, a beautiful stone is formed.

      The pearl emerges from the conflict, victorious and beautiful. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons the Good Book writes that a woman is said to be more precious than jewels and her value is far above rubies or pearls.

      That’s who you are, Jane.

      My darling granddaughter, you have just emerged from a fiery trial with the deaths of your mom and dad. You are like this pearl — emerging even more beautiful and stronger from all the hardships you suffered.

      I want you to always remember to hold onto faith, no matter what conflicts or trials you suffer in life. I’m giving you this pearl necklace to help you remember that, much like the precious stone of the pearl, you are valuable, beautiful, and precious. During difficult times, hold onto faith, hope, and love. Promise me you’ll do your best to remember.”

      “I promise, Grams,” Nine-year-old Jane had whispered with a wobbly voice, thick with emotion.

      As Jane fingered the shimmering pearl, her beloved Grandmother’s words once again flooded her heart.

      But, however she might try, just thinking of Grams’ words did not fill her heart with peace, like she hoped they would.

      Her face grew flushed and she shivered, trying to calm the fear rising in her heart.

      As they walked up to the door of her sister’s inn, Jane renewed the promise to her grandmother. It’s so very hard not to focus on fear right now, Grams. But I promise to do my best to remember to hold onto faith like you taught me.

      Turning to Lizzie, Jane whispered in a shaky voice, “Thanks again, Lizzie, for giving Noah and me a place to stay.”

      “Jane, you are family. There will always be room for you and Noah. Always.” At Lizzie’s reassuring words, Jane blinked back tears that pricked the back of her eyes.

      “You’re so kind to us, Lizzie. I don’t deserve it. But I am very grateful all the same,” Jane whispered as they walked the pathway towards the front door.

      Lizzie slipped an arm around her shoulders, pulling Jane into a quick hug.

      Opening the front door, her sister whispered, “Go and get settled in your rooms and then we’ll have some tea together in the den. My son Jake will be up to check on Noah soon.”

      Jane smiled through the shimmer of tears. “Thanks, Lizzie. I’ll be back for tea in a little while.”

      As she walked towards her bedroom, she removed her sunhat and sunglasses. She was grateful that her son’s room was next to hers.

      “Noah, your cousin Jake will be stopping by your room soon. He wants to spend some time with you. I’ll be downstairs enjoying tea with your Aunt Lizzie, alright?” Jane smiled at her son.

      “Sure, Mom. I like cousin Jake. I’m glad I’ll get to see him.” Noah’s eyes brightened at hearing his cousin’s name.

      Jane fingered the clothes Noah was taking out of his suitcase. She opened the dresser drawer and started to help him organize his new room.

      Noah began to refold his jeans, placing them on the bed.

      She looked over and noticed the discolored skin on his left wrist.

      “Noah, I can tell that your eczema is worse today. Is it because you’re feeling stressed?” Jane couldn’t help but remember the first day she’d noticed her son’s discolored and itchy skin. 

      It was the day after they escaped from her ex. Noah had only been five years old, but his little body had been showing signs of stress.

      Ever since that day, Noah had gone to several doctors. He’d been placed on medication that helped soothe irritated skin.

      “Yeah.” Her son nodded. Reaching into his duffel bag, Noah took out the canister that held his meds. 

      Grabbing his water bottle, he swallowed one of the pink, oval-shaped pills the doctor had given him.

      “Talk to me, Noah. Is it the move that has you worried?” She needed to hear from her son what he was feeling.

      “I think it’s because we left suddenly.” Her son turned to her. “Mom, what happened? Why did we need to move away again?”

      Emotion caught
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