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  A Message From The Author


Many readers do not feel the need for content and trigger warnings. If that is you, please skip ahead and begin reading Cade and Mara's story. If, however, you want to know a little of what to expect when reading this book, then let me take a moment to share a bit with you. 
Across the Hall is meant for adults and contains open-door sexual scenes that are explicit and graphic in nature, and may not be suitable for some readers. This story also contains or has themes of Parental Death, Profanity, Alcohol Consumption, Unplanned Pregnancy, Stalking, and Abduction.
If any of these items are a possible trigger for you, please be prepared. 

It is this author's mission to never cause trauma to her readers. If after reading my story you find there is something you feel should be included in this list of warnings, please contact me at dawnloveofficial@gmail.com so that I can take a closer look at your concerns.
Much love from me to you,
Dawn
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  Dedication
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To my Dance Mommas: Thank you for always keeping my imagination hopping! 






  
  Epigraph
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"He knew that when he kissed this girl, and forever wed his unutterable visions to her perishable breath, his mind would never romp again like the mind of God. So he waited, listening for a moment longer to the tuning-fork that had been struck upon a star. Then he kissed her. At his lips' touch she blossomed for him like a flower and the incarnation was complete." 

THE GREAT GATSBY by F. SCOTT FITZGERALD








  
  Chapter One
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Waves rolled in and out, gently rocking, a soft lullaby in the cradle that is the Atlantic Ocean. A warm breeze blew across the beach as the sun faded into the beautiful pinks and reds that accompany sunset. Mara stared into the horizon while a memory tickled her subconscious. 
The last time she had strolled this beach had been twenty years ago. She’d had the time of her life. There had been a boy, though Mara couldn’t quite remember his name. They had become fast friends on the very first day of vacation, their rented condos being directly across from each other. 
Days in the sand and sun, building sandcastles, waging war, saving princesses and giggling with laughter as the ocean rolled in and carried the castles to sea. Ice cream cones dripping, salty beach fries and rides on the Ferris wheel. Nights sitting on the balcony talking about any and everything. She had fallen for him with all the love her eight-year-old heart could give.
She had been afraid that she was going to be bored. Her mother had planned their vacation months in advance and had been excited to get away from work and worries. One week. One precious week of solitude to recharge her energy, regain her focus and reset her life. 
Her mom had worked hard, often on set for twelve to fifteen hours every day for months at a time. And when she wasn’t on set, she was on press tours promoting her latest musical, always the star of the show.  The days had been long for her mother and even longer for her.
She had never been lonely, though. There had always been people around – cast, crew, fans, and of course her personal tutor. No, never lonely but certainly isolated and very rarely able to play with anyone her own age. So, when she had opened the door of their condo at the exact moment he and his family had arrived, her hopes had soared.
A family was moving in across the hall. There had been five boys in the hallway with luggage, bags, surfboards, and groceries. The oldest two appeared to be young teenagers and carried the look of boredom as only a teenager can, anxious to set out on their own and ditch their parents and younger siblings. The youngest two had been excited and were loudly chanting some silly song about swimming in the ocean. But it was the middle child that had caught her attention. 
He had been quiet, obviously taking in his surroundings, but there had been a light that radiated from him and drew Mara in like a homing beacon. He had turned and looked at her as she stood there taking in the small circus in front of her. When their eyes met, he’d smiled and so did Mara. There was no controlling it; he smiled not only with his mouth but with his eyes and no amount of resistance could keep her from smiling back.
From that moment until his parents’ car had driven away at the end of the week, they had been inseparable. And although they had promised to stay in touch, life had gotten in the way and after a few letters back and forth they had each moved on with their lives. Funny, Mara thought, how you can forget such a fun, life-changing experience and then have every moment come rushing back in a flood of memories so sweet and innocent. 
Life had been going well for her up until the last three months. With private tutors, she had managed to graduate early from high school and had taken college courses at sixteen. And while she’d worked hard and obtained her bachelor’s degree in Education, she never quite fit in the classroom and had ultimately determined that the education field wasn’t her calling. 
Photography. Photography had always pulled at her and once she had realized that was where her heart lay, she had thrown herself into photography courses with a vengeance. 
Through the connections she had made having a famous mother, she'd been able to study with some of the most well-known photographers. She had traveled and seen the worlds of her dreams. Better yet? She had photographed those worlds and those photographs had been featured in galleries and printed in magazines. Although she was known because of her mother, she had certainly begun to make a name for herself. 
Three months before though, her happy world had come crashing down. The wreck had taken the only parent she had ever known.  It had been instantly fatal, and Mara hadn’t been given the chance to say goodbye.  Now she found herself floating aimlessly, lost in a sea of grief.
While her mother had dated several men through the years, she had never settled down and never had other children. She herself had never done very much dating. She had always been too busy, too caught up in her own ambitions. With her mother gone now, she found herself very much alone. 
She had tried to carry on with her life, but after a few months she realized she just needed a break. A break just like her mother had needed that summer all those years ago. Once she’d made this realization it had only made sense for her to go back to the ocean. Back to Ocean City and back to the condo and try to rest and recharge, to reset her life.  Instead of a week, though, she had rented the condo for a month with no further plans than to see where life decided to lead her.
The sky was in full bloom of sunset as she looked at the horizon. Mara raised her camera and captured the illuminated sky in a series of photos that when printed would make the viewer feel as if they too had been standing on that beach, watching the sunset for themselves. All too soon, the sky darkened, and a chill floated on the breeze. Mara turned, walked up the beach, and climbed the dune back to the condo.

He had been watching her for a long time as she’d stood staring out at the ocean. Her beautiful waist-length red hair had caught his attention. He had a thing for women with long red hair. The long white tank dress she wore tangled around her shapely body with each touch of the gentle breeze.
While he couldn’t make out minute details of her features, he could tell she was radiant, a bright light shining. Yes, she was attractive, very attractive. He watched as she turned and started towards the boardwalk, to where he stood. As she did, he couldn’t help but feel she was coming directly towards him. Almost as if she was returning to him. 
Cade had been coming to Ocean City for vacations as long as he could remember. The trips had started as family vacations with his parents and four brothers. And there was that one time that he and some college friends came during spring break. That was certainly a wild time, he reminisced. And while he had enjoyed each and every trip to the shore, one summer had always stood out in his mind above all others.
It had been hot and the ride to the condo had seemed to take forever. Cade’s older brothers were too busy talking about riding the waves and meeting girls. His younger brothers had spent the ride being silly and making up songs. Being stuck in the middle, in birth order as well as the back seat, wasn’t always fun.
There were times he just wanted to be alone, or at least with friends who wouldn’t tease him like his older brothers and drive him crazy like his younger brothers, and this trip was definitely one of those times. They had arrived at the condo, unloaded the car, and walked inside being their normal noisy selves. 
As they were standing in the hall waiting for the condo door to be unlocked, the door across the hall from them opened to reveal a little red-headed girl with big green eyes. She had stood there with a curious look on her face as if she had never seen such a large, crazy group before. 
Cade had smiled at her, hopeful that he might have someone new to play with, and she'd returned the smile, revealing a missing tooth. He had never forgotten that vacation, nor had he forgotten Maralynn. They had become instant friends and even made a pinky swear that one day they would meet again.
He had grown up, gone to college, and struck out on his own. College, he thought, had been a magnificent experience as long as you didn’t look too closely at his transcripts. Unfortunately, they told a different story. 
Music was his life, not sitting in a classroom with a stuffy professor teaching him about geology. The only rock he cared about sang from his guitar. It had taken a while, but he had finally started making a name for himself. Eventually, headlining artists were calling him up and asking him to lay down tracks. Now he was one of the most sought-after studio artists and songwriters. 
He’d had a stroke of luck a couple of years before when on a whim he had picked up a lottery ticket on the way to a gig. 300 million dollars on a single ticket. He could hardly believe it when he checked his ticket. 
He hadn’t needed the money – not really. But he had been raised to believe three things: 1. Everything happens for a reason. 2. If you get – give back. 3. When you find love, grab on with both hands because it will be a wild, bumpy ride. So he had given back. 
He had paid off his parents’ mortgage, helped put his baby brothers through college, and helped his older brothers open their business. He had donated to every environmental cause he could think of and had even started a foundation for the sole purpose of purchasing land to revert it to natural habitat up and down the eastern shore. He, of course, had made some investments along the way, and as with everything he had done since purchasing that ticket, those investments had been golden.
He performed occasionally at local bars, was very active in the studio helping musicians get the exact sound they wanted on their albums, and he wrote music. He couldn’t live without his music. He had, however, become a little pickier about the jobs he chose. He had time and money on his hands and planned to spend the rest of his life doing just what he wanted when he wanted. 
His windfall hadn’t changed him too much. Even though he had money to burn, he lived life simply. Well, with the exception of the purchase of the condo. He had always had a special place in his heart for the home away from home in Ocean City. Two months before he had made an offer, not just on the condo, but the entire complex. So now, instead of coming to the beach just for a vacation, he lived there year-round. 
In jeans and an Aerosmith t-shirt Cade leaned back against the railing, hands in pockets, and continued to watch the redhead as she walked up the dune. He had been correct, he thought. She was gorgeous. She also looked a little lost, as if she had recently had a major change in her life that she was contemplating. She looked up at him as she went to walk past, and she smiled.
Cade’s world stopped.
He would recognize that smile anywhere. Yes, her adult tooth had grown in, but it was the same smile. His heart skipped a beat then quickly fluttered back to life. Unable to do anything more than stumble over his words, he blurted, “It’s you!”

Mara had seen someone standing at the beginning of the path to the beach but hadn’t paid much attention to him. He had looked nice enough and she hadn’t feared for her safety, but when he had made his exclamation she immediately had every scenario of what to do and what not to do to defend herself run through her head.
She was startled, but she put her head down and kept walking. It wasn’t until she felt a firm grip on her elbow that she began to panic. She jerked her arm trying to get away from him when suddenly she looked into his face and saw something familiar. It was his eyes, something in his eyes made her at ease. Then she saw it – there was a familiar smile in his eyes. 
“Maralynn? Is that really you?” For twenty years he had searched the beach and condo hoping she would magically appear and now here she was. “It’s me. Cade. Do you remember me?”
Mara was dumbfounded but recognition finally dawned and she relaxed. Cade. Yes! That was the little boy’s name. “Cade? Really?”  Suddenly she was caught in a hug so strong that she felt she might break in two.
It was as if she had conjured him from her memories. One moment he was in her thoughts and the next he was standing on the beach. She hugged him back and then slowly let go. 
They both began to talk at once, laughing when they realized they were asking the same questions. It was as if no time had passed at all. Cade pulled Mara to a bench and they began exchanging stories of what they had been doing for the past twenty years.
They had talked for almost an hour when it dawned on him that she hadn’t mentioned her mother. When he asked about her, Mara told him of the wreck and as she told him, she cried. She had thought she was past the grief and tears or at the very least that she had it under control. But the retelling of the story was overwhelming.
As she cried, he held her tenderly. Eventually, the tears quieted as she got herself under control. Appalled at the loss of her composure she apologized.  “I’m so sorry!”
“Don’t be. You obviously needed to let that out. I’m sorry to hear about your mother. I can only imagine what you’ve been through. I’m just glad that I found you after all this time and that I was able to be here when you needed a shoulder, Maralynn.”
“Mara. Please, everyone calls me Mara. “
“Alright. Mara.”
She sighed softly and glanced back toward the ocean. “Well, it's late, and it has been a long day with a long drive to get here. I think I will turn in for the night.”
“Wait. Are you staying at the condo? The same condo?”
“Yes,” she said. “The exact same.”
He smiled. “Awesome. Can I walk you to your door?”
As they walked the rest of the way back to the condo, they continued their earlier conversation. He told her about his family and talked a little about his music. She told him about one of her recent trips and her love of photography. When they reached the door of her condo Cade grinned. 
“Well, I guess I’ll be turning in, too.” And with that, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his keys. Mara stared at him as he unlocked the door and stood there like the cat that drank the cream. Then they both burst out laughing. 
“Goodnight,” they said at the same time and as they closed their doors, they each smiled and took one more glance across the hall.






  
  Chapter Two
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The dream began innocently enough. 
Mara was on the beach with a shovel and pail digging contentedly in the sand, humming to herself. She looked over to the beach chair where her mother lounged under an umbrella with a book in one hand and a margarita in the other. 
Mom has been so relaxed, she thought, and she turned her attention back to the moat she was digging around the castle. A young boy flopped down next to her to help her dig. It was a nice castle with four turrets and a drawbridge. “It needs some flags with a coat of arms,” said the boy. “I’ll see what I can find,” and he disappeared. 
When she looked down, she realized that her hands were no longer that of a child, but of a young adult and she stared questioningly at them. The boy reappeared with flags for the castle, but he wasn’t a boy any longer. He too had grown into adulthood, into the man she had rediscovered the night before. Her heart skipped a beat at how handsome he had turned out. 
His hair had changed from dark brown to glistening black. His crooked smile and dimple added charm, but it was his deep blue eyes that drew her in. Mara called to her mother to tell her she had found Cade again but there was no response. She looked back to the beach chair in confusion, but it was empty.  Her mother was no longer there. No longer on the beach. No longer anywhere.
Mara woke slowly, struggling to surface from the dream. One look out the sliding glass doors had her longing for a cup of coffee to sit on the balcony with to start the day. As she hadn’t had time to stock the condo the day before, she decided the best thing to do was to shower quickly and go hunting for caffeine.
She had just stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around herself when suddenly there was a knock on the door. She quickly tiptoed to the door and looked out the peephole. There stood Cade with two cups of coffee and a bag that said Sunnyside Bagels on it. 
She was so glad to see the coffee that she forgot she was standing there in a towel. She threw open the door and grabbed the cup from his hands. “Oh my God! Coffee!” She closed her eyes as she took her first sip and let the flavor and aroma refresh and rejuvenate her. 
She opened her eyes and was about to thank Cade when she saw the look on his face, longing masked by amusement. It took her a minute but suddenly she realized what she had just done. Embarrassment bloomed in her and her face flushed scarlet. 
“Good morning! Maybe I should come back?” said Cade, grinning as he gestured at the towel.
Well, she thought, in for a penny, in for a pound. “Ummm, no. No, please come in. I’ll just go put on some clothes. I won’t be a minute.” She quickly made her way to the bedroom, closed the door, and leaned against it with a sigh.
Cade walked into the condo and straight through to the balcony.  He needed a moment to catch his breath. When she'd opened the door, it was like opening a gateway to an angel. The white fluffy towel did not hide one curve on her luscious body, and when she had taken a sip of coffee, she'd moaned. Not just a little moan, but a deep moan of appreciation. 
His body had immediately come to attention, every part tingling, almost bringing him to his knees. It had taken all he had in him to play his reaction off as amusement when what he had really wanted to do was to yank the towel off her and see just what she was trying to hide beneath. 
He had spent the night feeling restless, his thoughts swirling. For years he had thought of Mara as the fun-loving eight-year-old that had dribbled ketchup from her hotdog down the front of her yellow sundress while they waited in line to go in the Ripley’s museum. 
She had grown from the awkwardness of childhood into one of the most desirable women he had ever seen. Cade told himself to stop thinking of her standing there in the towel but no matter how many times he said it he couldn’t. If he didn’t get the image out of his mind, he wasn’t going to be able to get his body under control. Deep breathing. Lots of deep breathing. 
It wasn’t long before she joined him on the balcony, coffee in hand. “Thanks for the coffee, Cade. I feel like I need to apologize. I don’t normally answer the door wearing nothing but a towel.” 
Well that’s a shame, thought Cade. “Not a problem. I think we took each other by surprise.” Cade laughed lightly. “I kind of guessed that you probably hadn’t had time to stop at a store and I know how I am when I don’t have my coffee in the morning. It can be ugly. Very, very ugly.”
Giggling, she sat down in one of the wrought iron chairs and stretched out her long legs. “We have that in common, then.”
Cade sat in the other chair, opened the bag, and pulled out an assortment of bagels and cream cheese. “I was fairly certain about the coffee, but I guessed on the bagels. How’d I do?”
He watched as she picked up a blueberry bagel and gave it an appreciative sniff. “Blueberry bagels are one of my favorite indulgences!”
She spread cream cheese on her bagel and took the first bite, having much the same reaction that she had when she took her first sip of coffee. He inhaled and looked away quickly to try to concentrate
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