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Prologue

 


The Isle of Skye,
Scotland

One thousand years
ago

 


A wave splashed over the bow of the
wooden ship. Its salty spray stung the Viking’s face. The massive
cliff with its rocky shore loomed ahead like a death sentence. The
high tide and broken sail made it impossible to change course,
otherwise he’d be back home in Noregr. Erik knelt at the helm and
prayed. Thunder crackled in the sky. Perhaps Thor heard his
prayers.

Like a beacon of hope, he spotted an
opening in the cliff’s façade, a cave. “Thank you, Thor!” Erik
gripped the wheel of the wooden boat.

Wind lashed at him, whipping his long,
sandy blond hair into his drenched face. His arm muscles strained
as he struggled to keep the bow of the ship headed straight towards
the opening of the cave. The stern rose, and a wave carried the
boat between the rocky walls of the cave. Inside the hundred foot
high cavern, the water calmed. The ship floated to the back of the
cave and lodged its bow on the rocks.

Relief washed through Erik. He didn’t
die today. He climbed down the rope ladder and hopped onto the
rocks. Scanning the cavern, he searched for a non-watery route.
Twenty feet above him there was a small hole in the wall of rock.
He returned to the ship and retrieved a wooden ladder and torch.
Placing the ladder below the hole, he ascended the rungs. He hopped
onto the narrow ledge and entered the small opening.

The tunnel ended abruptly after only a
few feet. Disappointment washed through him, and he rested his back
against the rock wall. Something colder than the rock touched his
head. Startled, he turned around and shone the torch light on the
spot. A vein of tarnished metal ran through the rock, glistening in
the light. Erik extended his hand, and his fingertips stroked the
precious metal. Rubbing off the tarnish, he ran his fingers across
the vein of silver and smiled.

I’ll stay here and mine
this silver. I’ll build a longhouse on the cliff above it to
protect my fortune with a garrison stronghold. Elation filled him as he admired his cave lined with
silver.


Chapter One

“Waa,” the triplets
screamed in unison.

Lilly shot upright in bed
at the cries. Turning to Grier who slept beside her, she lay back
down. Not my babies.

“Waa! Waa! Waa!”

Lilly’s eyes opened again,
and she read the 4 a.m. time on the clock. Luke, Gretchen, go to your babies. Then Lilly remembered, she and her mother, Charlotte, had
agreed to babysit for Luke and Gretchen’s wedding night.
Shit!

Sliding out of bed, she
draped a soft baby-blue robe over her shoulders before tying its
belt around her slender waist. The sound of Grier’s snoring pissed
her off more than usual. How can he sleep
through the babies’ crying?

She exited the captain’s
stateroom and traversed the long corridor of Grier’s enormous
yacht, the Lilly Beth. Since she’d handled the 1 a. m. feeding, she expected her
mother to take the next shift.

Lilly detoured to Mother’s
cabin and raised her fist to the door, intent on banging to vent
her frustration. The sound of laughter halted her.
Mother?

“You’re so beautiful,
Charlotte,” a man’s voice whispered from inside of her mother’s
room.

Colin?

Lilly shook her head,
incredulous her fifty-year-old, widowed mother got her freak on
with the nice Irishman. Yuck.

“Waa! Waa! Waa!” the
triplets hollered even louder.

Lilly distanced herself from her
mother’s shocking, nocturnal romp and continued towards the wails
of her nieces and nephew. Opening the door to the nursery, she
discovered Luke already there. His presence surprised
her.

“It’s about time the
world’s worst aunt arrived.” Luke shook his head in
frustration.

“Sorry, but it’s Mom’s
turn.” She instinctively picked up her favorite niece, Lilly, and
cooed into her ear. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Aunt Lilly’s here.”
Calming her namesake down, she placed her on the changing table.
She unbuttoned the tiny pajamas, changed the soiled diaper, and
returned her youngest niece, who continued to cry, to the
bassinette.

“I’ll feed you in a minute.
Let me change your sister first, okay?” Her high-pitched voice
soothed the infant.

Picking up baby Charlotte, Lilly
recognized the evil eye. “You look just like your grandmother with
that mad glare. Just don’t grow up to be a hussie like her.” She
changed her other niece’s diaper and washed her hands. She
retrieved Lilly from the crib and settled into the recliner with a
baby tucked into each arm. Luke handed her two warm bottles of
thawed breast milk, and she fed both baby girls
simultaneously.

Her brother settled into the chair
opposite Lilly and fed his son. Baby Edward was named after their
father, who had died before they were born.

“Wow, look at you, a
married father of three.” She smiled with pride.

“It’s surreal, and you’re
about to become the Marchioness of Garrison.”

“I know. Wonderful, isn’t
it? I’m sorry Grier rescued your clone instead of you from Baby Cay
in the Keys.”

“I’m not. Then I wouldn’t
have met Gretchen on the Create Life cruise ship of clones. If
Grier had rescued me instead, I wouldn’t have my babies.” He
glanced down at his son finishing off the bottle. “But didn’t you
know it wasn’t me?”

“Mom and I suspected. But
with the doctors claiming amnesia and shock, it was hard to fathom
it wasn’t the real you. Besides, your clone is identical to you and
even acts like you.”

He laughed. “I can’t wait to trick
someone with the ole ‘bait and switch’.”

“I’ve only seen two of my
clones up close: the cancer patient in the Keys and baby Alexandra
Montgomery.”

“I saw your Lilly clones on
the ship. Eerie. Glad Gretchen and I escaped.”

“Grier plans to rescue them
all and take them to Castle Garrison in Scotland.”

“Did I hear you call Mom a
hussie?” Luke looked at his twin with a puzzled expression. Their
conversations often drifted as new thoughts entered the twins’
minds.

“You’ll never believe this.
I went to wake up Mom because it was her turn to feed the babies.
But just before I pounded her door down, I heard giggling from
inside of her room.”

“What? Mom is having sex?
Do you know who it was?”

“It sounded like Colin,
only without the Irish accent.”


Chapter Two

Grier Garrison’s internal alarm woke
him up at 5:30 a.m., and he rolled over to spoon Lilly Beth, not
caring if she yelled at him for waking her up too early. His heart
ached because he’d missed her so much the past nine months. He
extended his arm and expected a cranky response, but disappointment
washed through him when he found her spot in the bed
vacant.

Maybe she’s in the
bathroom. But Lilly didn’t return, and he
remembered her promise to babysit the triplets. The thought of
cappuccinos roused him from the empty bed. He pulled his plaid,
flannel pajama bottoms over his long legs and left his stateroom
without a shirt.

He bypassed the nursery and headed
toward the galley with the intention of bringing Lilly’s cappuccino
to her.

With eyes half closed, he heard a
click from an opening door. He glanced towards the sound. Shock
filled him at the sight of Colin emerging from Charlotte’s
room.

The door clicked closed. Colin caught
Grier’s stare. The Irishman held an index finger to his lips and
gazed at Grier pleadingly.

Grier winked and smiled at the
Irishman, but he wondered how long he could keep this juicy secret
from Lilly.

Arriving in the galley, he retrieved
the espresso beans from the cabinet. Still sleepy, he dispensed the
beans into the coffee grinder and pressed the lid on. The machine
hummed just before the aromatic espresso wafted through the air. He
smiled as he inhaled the potent goodness and anticipated its bold
flavor on his tongue.

“Can I get you anything,
captain?” Barnes, the cook, walked into the galley.

“No, thanks. You know how I
like to make my own brew. But I imagine an early breakfast is in
order with the babies keeping everyone up all night.” He poured the
freshly ground beans into the stainless-steel filter and packed
them down with a spoon.

“Yes, captain.” Barnes
turned to the pantry to begin prepping breakfast.

Grier turned the cappuccino machine on
and frothed the milk.

A phone rang.

Grier recognized the line from the
bridge and answered. “Good morning, James.”

“Good morning, captain. I
heard the coffee grinding and knew you were up.”

“What’s our
heading?”

“We’re off the coast of
Virginia. Seas three to four feet, winds a mere 10 knots from the
north. Calm weather all the way to New York.”

“What’s our ETA?” Grier
watched the hot espresso drip into the mugs.

“We can arrive tomorrow
night if we press straight through.”

“Let’s press straight
through, then. I’m anxious to see my father.”

“Aye, aye,
captain.”

Grier ladled the frothed
milk into two oversized mugs filled with double espresso.
I reckon I better call the good doctor.
He glanced at his watch and remembered the early
hour. Cappuccinos with Lilly
first.


Chapter Three

The sound of footsteps creaking down
the hall woke Lilly. Opening her eyes, she stretched and looked
around. Three bassinettes lined the wall under the porthole. A
couch and two recliners rounded out the tiny living room. A built
in dresser doubled for a changing table, and a microwave perched on
top of a mini fridge provided a kitchenette for bottles. The chair
across from her was empty. Luke must’ve gone back to bed without
waking her.

She stood to check on the babies and
smiled at all three miracles sleeping peacefully. The smell of
fresh espresso floated in the air. The heavenly scent beckoned her.
She smiled and turned toward the door.

A bare-chested Grier stood at the door
with two oversized mugs of cappuccino in his hands. The sight of
her handsome fiancé took her breath away.

“Good morning, my love.” He
kissed her lips and handed her the mug.

“Thank you, handsome.” She
gulped nearly half of the cappuccino.

“I can’t believe you were
up before me.” Grier took another big sip.

She nodded towards the sleeping babies
and yawned. “They didn’t leave me much choice.”

He led her to the window, and they
looked out at the sea. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her
against him. “It’s smooth sailing to New York. I can’t wait to see
my father. I’m hoping he’ll voyage to Scotland with us.”

“What a wonderful idea.
Let’s pray Mother doesn’t toss him overboard.” Her chuckle
downplayed the high probability of such an occurrence.

“Your mother isn’t all
sticks and stones. She has a heart, too.” The corners of Grier’s
mouth lifted with his ironic laughter.

“Tell me about it. You’ll
never believe who I heard giggling in Charlotte’s room at 4 a.m.?”
She turned to him, anticipating his shock.

He smiled. “If you’d asked me this
yesterday, I never would’ve guessed either, but I just saw Colin
tiptoe out of Charlotte’s room on my way to the galley this
morning.”

“In a strange way, I’m not
surprised after witnessing the way they googly-eyed each other at
Luke and Gretchen’s wedding. But when I eavesdropped on their
pillow talk, I heard Colin say how much he’d missed her?” Lilly’s
brows lifted quizzically. She looked up at Grier and sipped the
frothy goodness laced with caffeine.

“Maybe he just missed her
from the night before.” Grier shrugged his shoulders.

“They’d just met a few days
ago, the night you and Jimmy struggled on my tin roof in
Charleston. Do you think they hooked up before last
night?”

“Maybe it was love at first
sight. Those beautiful blue eyes you and your mother share are
spellbinding.” He held her gaze.

Lilly smiled at the compliment. “Looks
like my nieces and nephew will be heartbreakers, too. I can tell
they already have my eyes. Aren’t they precious?” She looked down
at the sleeping babies and then returned her gaze to
his.

“We need to start a family
right away. Castle Garrison needs an ‘heir and spare.’”

“Although I’m looking
forward to making beautiful babies with you, I want to wait a few
years. But we can practice, can’t we?” Lilly smiled seductively and
winked at him.

“Oh, yeah, baby. I like how
you think.” He slipped his arms around her waist and let them drop
to her bottom with a suggestive grope.

Lilly deposited her nearly empty
cappuccino mug on the dresser and slid her fingers through Grier’s
overgrown, sandy-blonde hair. She stared into his sea-green eyes
and pulled his lips to hers.

He returned her kiss with equal
passion and slid his arm under her knees to pick her up. He carried
her back to the captain’s stateroom to finish what they’d started
in the nursery.

 


* * * *

 


After celebrating their love, yet
again, Lilly laid her head on Grier’s bare chest. His warmth
permeated her skin. She exhaled a sated sigh, and euphoria filled
her. She thought of their upcoming voyage to Castle Garrison in
Scotland’s Isle of Skye and her imminent title, Lady Lilly,
Marchioness of Garrison. Now nothing stood in her way of marrying
her true love, Grier Garrison.


Chapter Four

“Hello.” Dr. Michael
Garrison answered on the first ring.

“Hey, Dad.” Grier’s voice
broke. He hadn’t spoken to his father in nine months.

“Grier! How are you? Where
are you, son?” Michael’s excitement sounded muffled by
sobs.

“I’m fine, Dad. Sorry I
haven’t called. How’s the new ticker?” Grier covered his eyes to
shield the tears.

“I’m fine, son. I retired
from Create Life. Now I just putz around the house all day, waiting
for you to call.” His father’s sarcasm oozed in his guilt-inflected
words.

“I’m sorry about that. But
did you get my postcard? Did you figure out it was me?”

“Yes, son. I knew you were
alive after your boat, the Lilly
Beth, exploded in the Keys. And I
understand you couldn’t contact me while the feds were after you
during Create Life’s investigation.” His tone turned
sympathetic.

“I cleared my name now.
They just want my testimony against Tom-Tom. Dad, I gotta big
surprise for ya. My new yacht is headed towards New York City. How
’bout you pack your bags and come to Scotland with me?” Excitement
about reuniting with his father flooded Grier.

“You’re coming here?
Fantastic. Are we going to Castle Garrison in the Isle of Skye? A
father-son trip is just what I need.” Happiness resonated in his
voice.

“Yes, that’s exactly where
we’re headed. I have so much to tell you, Dad. But we’re not alone
on this trip. I gotta party going on here.” Grier scratched his
head, looked up, and mentally tallied all the souls on
board.

“Sounds delightful. Who’s
joining us?”

“Well, it’s a long story,
but we have a clone, triplet babies, the original Lilly, Luke,
Luke’s wife, Charlotte, and Colin, the Irishman.” Grier ticked off
the names on his fingers.

His father’s silence didn’t surprise
Grier. The name “Charlotte” probably still struck fear in his
father. Charlotte and Dr. Michael Garrison hadn’t crossed paths
since Create Life abducted Luke and Lilly over twenty-five years
ago.

“Dad? You still there? How
fast can you be ready? We should arrive tomorrow tonight.” Grier
stared at the distant shoreline from the bridge and anticipated the
upcoming sight of Manhattan’s magnificent skyline.

“Sorry, my mind checked out
for a few seconds. I’ll start packing. And, Grier?”

“Yeah, Dad?”

“I’m glad you’re
back.”

“Me, too, Dad. Me, too.” He
smiled into the receiver.

“You didn’t marry Lilly
Beth yet, did you?”

Worry filled Grier already. “No, but
I’m about to. I’m going to make her my Marchioness of Garrison. I
bought the castle from our bankrupt cousin Thomas
Garrison.”

“Thank God. There is
something I need to tell you, son. Before you marry Lilly, I need
to explain.” Michael’s tone was sober.

“I don’t care what it is.
There is nothing in the world that will stop me from marrying my
Lilly Beth.”

“It’s important, son. I
need to explain something about her birth. Remember I tried to tell
you just before my heart transplant?”

“I remember. But there’s
nothing you can say that will stop me.”

“I hope it’s just my
paranoia, but you need to be aware of the possibility, even if it’s
remote. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. I can’t wait to see
you, son.”

“Me, too, Dad.” Grier
pressed the end button on his satellite phone. He ran his fingers
through his hair.

With a deep exhale, he recalled his
conversation with his father in the ICU of St. Francis Hospital
just before the heart transplant. He knew Charlotte and Edward
Allen, Lilly and Luke’s parents, were infertility patients of Dr.
Michael Garrison.

His father’s words rang through
Grier’s head again.

 


“It’s about the early days
of my OB/GYN practice when we helped couples with infertility. It’s
about the donor sperm and where we sometimes got it.”



Grier shook his head,
denying even the remote possibility. No!
No! No!


Chapter Five

Grier’s taxi arrived at his
father’s apartment building in Midtown Manhattan. He habitually
glanced over his shoulder while he stepped out of the taxi, always
hiding from Tom-Tom and his goons. Although he worried less and
less about Tom-Tom following him, he’d prefer his father meet him
at the yacht docked in the East River. But his dad wanted to speak
to him privately before
joining him on the yacht.

Using his keycard, he rode the private
elevator up to the penthouse. He paused as the elevator dinged. The
doors opened, and Grier stepped into the opulent foyer for the
first time in nine months.

“Dad?” Grier’s holler
echoed through the penthouse.

“Son, it’s wonderful to see
you again.” Dr. Michael Garrison, ‘Mike’, stepped forward and
embraced Grier.

“Hey, Dad. You look well.”
He returned the embrace and kept his tears in check. He once
thought his dad’s heart wouldn’t survive long enough while waiting
on the transplant list. So he had secretly acquired one of Create
Life’s cloned hearts to save his father’s life.

“New ticker works great.”
Mike smiled and pounded his chest like Tarzan.

“Glad to hear it. Are your
bags packed and ready to go?”

“Yes, son. But before we
sail to Scotland, there’s something I need to tell you.” Mike’s
cheerful expression turned serious, and he gestured for Grier to
take a seat.

Grier sat in one of the wingback
leather chairs in front of the fireplace even though he’d rather
pace the floor to burn his nervous energy. “Just tell me on the
boat. Whatever you need to tell me can wait.” He looked at his
watch and sat at the edge of his seat.

“I mustn’t wait any longer.
Besides, I’m afraid you might toss me overboard.” His dad looked
terrified.

“How bad could it be?” he
asked, even though his vivid imagination already conjured the worst
scenario.

Another possibility had
entered his mind just after he spoke to his father. Just before the
heart transplant, the cardiologist said he’d never seen a more
perfect donor match. Although Grier dismissed the comment at the
time, he remembered something Lilly told him after they reunited on
the yacht in Charleston. When they discussed the Baby Cay
catastrophe, she mentioned her discovery of the clones’ files and
how she learned Dr. Michael Garrison’s new heart was harvested from
one of Luke’s clones. How could Luke’s
clone’s heart be a perfect match?

“I should’ve told you years
ago.” He dropped his head and ran his hands though his thick, wavy,
gray hair. “Before the whole cloning disaster, I made great strides
in my infertility practice. I helped so many infertile couples
conceive children. I’m proud of that part of my career. I helped
bring so many lives into this world, both literally and
figuratively.

“But, sometimes, male
infertility patients suffered from a low-sperm count. Male patients
with low sperm counts made their ‘contributions’ in a cup in the
little room with porn and Playboy. But once their specimen was
cleaned and sorted, very few viable sperm remained. The sperm bank
got involved more often than not. But utilizing donor sperm proved
an administrative nightmare. The ordering, the handling, and the
unthawing of sperm proved expensive and time consuming.

“Once Create Life prepped
the female infertility patient to be ‘turkey basted,’ they needed
viable sperm ready to go. Otherwise, they were forced to reschedule
the procedure until the next ovulation. Waiting another month
disappointed everyone. Sometimes, Create Life simply cut corners.
Sometimes, the males in the office ran a quick batch of their own
sperm. Working with fresh sperm for in vitros or artificial
inseminations proved much easier than getting a rush order from the
sperm bank.

“My colleagues and I didn’t
think about the implications of our actions at the time. We all
just did whatever proved necessary to get the job done. The birth
parents were none the wiser, just thrilled to learn Create Life
successfully helped them conceive. Many of our patients even gave
birth to twins and triplets.

“Luther and Lillian Allen
were the miracle babies. I remember the first time Charlotte and
her husband, Edward, entered the Create Life office for an
infertility consultation. The couple had everything in the
world—beauty, wisdom, wealth, success, and the highest social
status in Charleston. They had everything anyone could possibly
want, everything except for a child.

“I helped Charlotte with
conception. I still remember my own excitement when I summoned her
into my office with the news of her pregnancy. She couldn’t wait to
tell her husband, Edward, that night at their anniversary dinner.
But you already know Edward was killed in a car crash that
afternoon and he never learned of Charlotte’s pregnancy.

“I felt so helpless. What
should have been the happiest time of her life was now bitter
sweet. All I could do was provide her with the best prenatal care
for her unborn twins. Shortly before Charlotte Allen delivered, I
made the mistake of telling Mr. Turner the heart-wrenching story
about the perfect biological couple expecting twins, a boy and a
girl, and the shocking death of the father.

“All Mr. Turner heard were
the words ‘twins conceived from the perfect biological parents.’ I
never learned until later that he ordered the abduction of the
perfect Allen twins. Had I known, I’d have done everything in my
power to stop it,” Michael said.

“So you feel responsible
for Lilly and Luke being abducted and cloned? Is that all?” Grier
asked, praying the worst of the story was over. He could live with
his father’s unnecessarily perceived guilt.

“No, son, it gets worse,
much worse. When we needed a fresh batch of sperm, we all
contributed.” His father glanced up at him, his eyes pleading for
forgiveness.

“Why would everyone do it?
Don’t you only need one?”

Mike leaned forward and clasped his
hands. “If we all went in, then we never knew who the father really
was.”

Grier lifted his fist towards his face
and clenched his teeth to refrain from punching his father. He
silently counted to ten before asking the million-dollar question.
“Is it possible that you’re Luke and Lilly’s biological
father?”

 



Chapter Six

Lilly stood at the stern of Grier’s
yacht docked along the East River. Manhattan’s enormous skyline
monopolized her view. What would her life be if Tom-Tom hadn’t
abducted Luke and force Grier into hiding? Would Luke still live
across the hall in his downtown apartment and extinguish fires with
the FDNY? Most likely, her news casting career would’ve flourished
after her big interview with Giuliani. She would’ve been picked up
by one of the networks, or even better, landed a spot with Good
Morning America or Fox News. Grier would still be running Create
Life from here. But Joe would be in Charleston caring for his
mother.

“You okay, Lil’?” Luke, the
real one, walked up next to her and wrapped his arm around her
shoulder. “Were you thinking about how your life would be if you
were still here?”

“How did you
know?”

“I’m in sync with your
thoughts, Lil’, twin telepathy.”

“I’d be on national
television by now if it wasn’t for Tom-Tom abducting you and
chasing Grier off to Scotland. But your life…”

“I know. I’ve been thinking
about it, too. If I wasn’t abducted, I’d be happy here. I’d never
have experienced the horror of Baby Cay or being held hostage on
the cruise ship of clones. But then I wouldn’t have Gretchen and
our beautiful babies.”

“So your life is
better.”

“Isn’t yours?” Turning to
face her, he studied her close.

“Look, here they come now.”
She pointed towards the two approaching men and evaded his
question. Is my life better
now?

Grier and Mike each wheeled
a suitcase down the cement dock. Grier toted a duffel bag over his
shoulder. Their grim expressions surprised Lilly.
Shouldn’t they be thrilled to reunite?

“Looks like we picked up
another passenger.” Luke turned to her.

“Did you know Grier’s dad
had his heart transplant?”

“Good for him. Glad he’s
doing better.”

“Did you know the heart he
received was from Create Life? From one of your clones?” She looked to Luke,
uncertain how he’d take the news, but he deserved the
truth.

“No shit.” He bounced back,
startled.

“Yeah, I saw it in the file
I found in Baby Cay.” The memory of the horrible incident turned
Lilly’s tone somber.

Luke nodded. “So in a back asswards
way, I like, saved his life.” His optimistic analogy brought a
smile to his lips.

“Mom’s going to crap when
she sees Grier’s dad. She hates him.” Lilly feared the inevitable
collision.

“Should be interesting.
Let’s get this party started.” He sang and snapped his fingers,
tilting his head.

The twins walked along the portside of
the yacht to greet the Garrisons. The cool September breeze blew
across Lilly’s face. She rubbed her arms to ward off the
chill.

Mike boarded first and took the
luggage from Grier. Surveying the deck, he appeared worried. Lilly
bet he searched for Charlotte, fearful of her wrath.

Her fiancé jumped on the deck and
tossed the duffel to the first mate. “Slight change of plans,
James. We’re headed back to Charleston before we cross the pond to
Scotland.”

“Aye, aye, captain,” James
said and wheeled the luggage away.

Lilly shot Grier a questioning look
and assumed the worst. Mom was going to want to jump ship when she
saw the good doctor.

“I’ll explain later.” Grier
avoided eye contact.

“Dr. Garrison, it’s
wonderful to see you again.” She hugged him.

“Lilly, my dear, it’s good
to see you too. Please, call me, Mike.” He patted her back and
returned the hug. Then his limbs froze around Lilly before he
retreated.

She pulled away to see what was wrong,
but he kept staring behind her. Only one thing could cause such a
reaction: her mother and her evil eye.

“Mrs. Allen, it’s been a
long time.” Mike wisely kept Lilly between him and the enraged
Charlotte.

Silence filled the next several
seconds as everyone turned to Charlotte, awaiting her
response.

Charlotte’s nostrils flared, her gaze
on Mike.

At first, Lilly predicted a brawl, but
then she remembered the one thing refraining her mother’s
attack—Charlotte’s impeccable Southern manners.

“Dr. Garrison.” Charlotte’s
look of hatred chilled the balmy air to near frigid
temperatures.

Only Grier possessed the balls to
intervene. “Dad, I don’t believe you’ve met Colin. Colin, this is
my father, Michael Garrison.”

Mike extended his hand to shake
Colin’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Colin.”

Colin, who stood next to Charlotte,
shook Mike’s hand. “It’s me pleasure.” His Irish accent sounded
more pronounced than usual.

“You look familiar. Have we
met before? Many years ago, perhaps?” Mike’s gray eyebrows lifted,
and he stared at the Irishman.

Colin looked towards Charlotte as if
he needed her approval before answering. He avoided eye contact
with Mike and answered, “Nay, your son is giving me a ride across
the pond.”

The boat’s engine roared,
and Grier retrieved the rope, which tethered the yacht to the dock.
The Lilly Beth slowly retreated from its mooring.

Lilly glanced up at Manhattan’s
dominant skyline and silently said goodbye to her once
home.

Grier gave her a somber
look.

A sense of doom filled her. Something
bad had happened.

Grier slumped his shoulders and
exhaled a deep breath. “Lilly, Luke, Charlotte, my father has
something to discuss with you. Let’s all go below deck where we can
speak privately.”

Colin patted Charlotte’s hand and
nodded before he walked in silence to the stern of the
yacht.

She shot her mother a questioning look
and nodded her head back towards Colin.

Charlotte simply shrugged her
shoulders, but a tiny smile lifted the corners of her
lips.

Lilly grabbed Grier’s hand,
and they walked below deck. She looked up at his handsome face. His
worried expression filled Lilly with dread. How bad could it be?


Chapter Seven

Lilly slid onto the plush leather
sectional in the living room of the yacht. Grier slid next to her
and squeezed her hand. She clung to him and his strength and
watched the others file in.

Luke nodded toward his mother to take
a seat. She shook her head, electing to stand. Luke took the chair
next to Lilly while Mike seated himself on the opposite side of the
living room and faced the Allen family head on.

Grier stared at his father with anger
in his eyes. Lilly wondered what could cause Grier to hold such
animosity towards Mike.

Charlotte paced the living room floor.
“Well, get on with it.” Her tone rang with impatience.

“Lilly, Luke. I’m not sure
where to begin. So I’ll start at the end. There is a possibility
that I might be your biological father,” Mike said.

“Oh, dear God!” Charlotte
clutched her throat.

“Wh, wh, what did he say?”
Confused, Lilly looked up at Grier. Denial filled her. Surely, she
hadn’t heard Mike correctly.

Grier looked at Lilly with
regret.

They might be brother and
sister.

She turned to Mike. Too stunned to ask
him to repeat himself, she stared at him confused and reluctantly
asked, “What did you just say?”

“I might be your father,
Lilly, Luke.” Mike increased the volume of his voice.

“How is that even possible?
Mom?” Lilly turned to her mother and hoped she’d refute such
nonsense.

“I have no idea. I
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