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PART ONE: The Return







  
  
  Chapter 1: The Return

  
  




All of the most important moments of her life had happened right here. Her first friendships, first achievements, first love, first heartbreak, first goodbye…The low tide reminded her of memories she tried to bury: restless, endless, evermore. She hadn’t been back here in what felt like an eternity, but the moment she stepped out of her car and began to walk along the warm sand, it suddenly felt like she never left her home. The air smelled of saltwater and driftwood, the sunset a breathtaking blend of orange, pink and baby blue. All the memories she thought she’d tightly locked away started rushing back as she stood here on the shore.

The wind shifted, and Naomi Prescott took in a deep breath of the salty air, hoping the familiar scent would ground her, but it only made her throat tighten. It was supposed to get easier—at least, that’s what people said. Time heals. But what no one said aloud was how grief, with the anchor of time, could only continue to keep things buried deeper. Over time, it could slowly turn into other things, anger, resentment, regret. It could very easily turn into something that was sharp and ugly. She vowed to never come back to this place. But when her friend had received that letter, unsigned, with only a photograph of Rua tucked inside, blurry and distant but unmistakably her, something inside her stirred.

Rua Colson, standing on the docks, her long brunette curls swept in the breeze. Timestamped two weeks ago.

Impossible.

The police had called it an accident, that Rua Colson had taken a boat out alone and never came back, most likely drowned at sea. The Coast Guard found pieces of the wreckage, her phone washed ashore with a cracked screen. But there was no note, no confirmed sightings. No body. Ultimately, no answers. But Naomi never believed she was gone, not completely. And not without her leaving something, anything, behind.

She looked down at her cell phone where the photo was zoomed in so she could see the entire frame of the small polaroid. It wasn’t her best friend’s expression that made her feel uneasy. It was the shadow in the background, a male figure—half hidden, watching her. Naomi’s pulse quickened as she studied it. She’d never seen that face before. Who was he? Was he here now, watching her too?

She made a mistake coming back here. And when something metallic caught a piece of sunlight and shone in her direction, wedged between two small pieces of driftwood in the sand by the dunes, she crouched down to pull it free…she knew then and there that she definitely had made the wrong decision of coming home…

A small chain was half-buried in the sand. But it wasn’t just any chain. Her stomach dropped.

It was Rua’s necklace, with a tiny silver charm shaped like a crescent moon. Naomi still had the other half, a gold necklace with a sun charm.

She gasped and dropped it as if it were on fire. Her hands trembled as the realization hit her.

Someone had been here.

Someone wanted her to find the necklace.

Behind her, the cry of a seagull echoed in the sky, sharp and hollow. It was almost eerie. She turned slightly and scanned the dunes, the ocean, the path that led to the boardwalk and Main Street. No one. She was all alone. She slowly picked up the necklace again and slipped it into her hoodie pocket, every nerve in her body buzzing. She stood as the wind started to pick up, blowing her coily brown hair around her face. It was still low tide, and she was already standing far down the shoreline. She knew she needed to turn around and start walking back toward town before any rip currents came in, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone else was out here…

Her phone rang, and she looked down at the caller ID: Ivy Lang. Naomi breathed a sigh of relief. Ivy, one of her closest friends, had immediately sent her the picture of the photograph that someone anonymously dropped off at the police station earlier in the week. She answered the call quickly, hoping her friend wouldn’t hear the tremble in her voice.

“Hey,” Ivy said, “everyone will be at the café in about a half an hour. Do you need me to come pick you up?”

She was referring to the Sundream Café, which was Naomi’s and her friends’ beloved stomping grounds throughout their middle school and high school years. “N-No, that’s okay, I have a rental from the airport. I’m on my way.”

“Are you alright? You sound faint.”

“I’m great…” she lied. “See you in a bit.”

“Great. We’ll be at our usual booth. Bye.”

She hung up and turned to walk back up the dunes to where her rental car, a flashy newer Ford Bronco, was parked in the barren beach parking lot. She didn’t need the fancy, high-tech SUV, but it was the only vehicle available for a long-term rental on such short notice. She got in and turned on her headlights, which shone in the now navy-blue sky that was getting darker by the minute. She knew her way to the Sundream by heart, and she drove away into the night.
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She drove down Main Street, the heart of Liberty Beach and the township of Nanticora. Sitting in the Friday night traffic, Naomi remembered the umpteen Fridays she spent packed in one of her friends’ cars to go to the mainland to shop on this street, going to the hottest new restaurants, and scoping out beach parties that were being thrown by other classmates at their high school.

The little Sundream Café sat in the middle of the historic district of Liberty Beach, which was bursting with life when she pulled up to the brick building in the town square. There was nowhere to park on the street until she snagged a spot from a couple that was leaving the local winery, and anxiously parked the large car in a slightly crooked parallel. She got out and smoothed her clammy hands over her canary-yellow pantsuit, and tossed her purse over one shoulder. She didn’t know why she was so nervous to see her best friends, maybe it was just her five-year absence racking her nerves. Ivy reassured her over text that her coming back to Liberty Beach and also the island was going to be a wonderful thing, even if she was only staying until the end of the summer.

The Sundream was a beachy, chic themed café that specialized in pastries, coffees, desserts and other treats with rooftop seating, lounge areas and a small stage in one corner for monthly open mic nights and local music entertainment. A memory of her, Lillian and Rua dancing in a trio on that very stage as teens flashed in the back of her mind, and she smiled faintly. But as she walked down the sidewalk, she couldn’t ignore how the people looked at her now. It wasn’t with pity anymore—she could see it in their eyes. Now it was laced with something else…suspicion, maybe guilt? She tried to shake off the paranoia, but couldn’t.

The café was oddly quiet and peaceful inside despite the weekend crowds milling around outside. She put her hand on the door handle, took one more deep breath, then opened it, the cool air conditioning graciously hitting her face as she stepped inside. Thankfully, none of the patrons gave her a cold stare or suspicious glare as she walked past the bakery, then the stage toward her friends. Also to her relief, and ultimately her happiness, she saw each of the girls she’d grown up with…minus one. The three women stood from the booth with bright smiles on their faces, ready to welcome her home with open arms. Ivy, Samira and Lillian were each unique and vibrant in her own way and each held a special place in Naomi’s heart. They’d been inseparable since preschool—until the summer after their senior year. Although Naomi and Samira were born and raised on Tamalin Island, the other three on the mainland, they shared the same school district and attended the same dance and pageant studio.

“She’s finally back!” Ivy Lang was the first to hug Naomi as she approached their booth. “I can’t believe you’re actually here. It’s been too long, I’ve missed you—we all have.”

“Ivy’s right, we all couldn’t wait for you to come back.” Samira Teascone embraced her next, adorned in her usual flower-child attire, daisies braided into her long auburn hair, hazel eyes sparkling with happiness.

Lillian Winchester approached her next, looking her up and down before hugging her. “How was the flight from New York?”

Naomi shrugged. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be. The drive here from Baltimore was a little congested, but I made it home.”

“Yes, you did make it home, and now we can celebrate.” Ivy set down a tray of root beer floats and French fries on the table. Naomi knew Ivy rarely called to celebrate anything, she had a much more serious demeanor, but she had a feeling that Ivy wanted to postpone showing the group the photograph for as long as possible. Naomi didn’t blame her; she wanted this tiny moment of happiness to last, if only for a little while. They dug into the treat, catching up by talking about their college journeys, internship and job struggles, the careers they were trying to push their way into, family dramas, gossip and romantic entanglements, which was a sensitive topic for not only Naomi but Samira too.

Ivy nudged Naomi’s shoulder after taking a fry and dipping it into her float. “So, have you seen Carter yet?”

“No, and I don’t want to.” Naomi replied firmly.

“Oh? I thought you two ended on mutual terms.” Lillian raised an eyebrow.

“No, we didn’t…but that’s okay. He hasn’t reached out to me at all in the last five years, and neither have I. So that must mean we don’t need to see each other anyway.” Naomi tried to sound confident but faltered. She averted her gaze down to her basket of fries and plucked one out.

“Well, I heard he works for the sheriff’s office now.” Ivy said. “In the Criminal Investigations Division.”

“Isn’t that who you interned for?” Lillian said. “The CID?”

Ivy took a long sip of her float. “Yeah, during our junior year. But I’m switching gears to intern with a PI firm part-time when the semester starts.” Ivy and Lillian attended the same university for pre-law. Lillian was going into her second year of law school, whereas Ivy took a gap year and worked for the county office. She would be starting her first year of law school when summer ended.

“That’s amazing.” Naomi patted Ivy’s hand. “I think I’m going to place a to-go order.” She stood and made her way to the counter.

“Oh, my goodness. If it isn’t our little Miss Coral Princess, Miss Rising Tide, Miss Liberty Beach and Miss Crowned Coast.” Cynthia, the owner of the Sundream, always called her by her major pageant titles—in order. “Naomi Prescott. Is that really you?”

“Yes, Cynthia, it’s me.” Naomi mustered a small smile.

But Cynthia could see through her smile easily; she always had a knack for reading people’s true feelings. “It should feel good to be back, but something’s eating at you. Are you alright?”

“Well, yes and no. But it is good to be back home.”

Cynthia nodded. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but didn’t. “You want your usual orders to go?”

“Yes, please. I’ll take all of my breakfast to-go orders for the week.” While she and her friends had busy competitive dance and pageant schedules, their parents would often rely on Cynthia Charles and the Sundream Cafe to buy easy on-the-go meals and snacks to keep them fed during twelve-hour dance competition days and weekend-long pageant runs. Even once Naomi officially retired from the dance circuit after high school and made an occasional appearance at a pageant or two, she and her friends would still frequent the Sundream that final summer the convenience of her pre-packaged meals.

Cynthia beamed at the large order. “You’ve always been one of my favorite customers.” Naomi chuckled at the statement. “So, five avocado toasts, yogurt parfaits, coconut chia bowls, smoked salmon croissants and macadamia pancakes?”

“Spot on.” Naomi pulled a small wad of cash out of her purse and handed it to Cynthia, generously over the total amount.

Cynthia’s smile dropped. “Sweetheart, this is way too much. Let this be on the house.”

Naomi raised her hand. “No, Cynthia, please. You’ve done so much for me and my friends, it’s okay.”

She nodded and put the money in the register. “It’ll be about twenty minutes to prep everything, is that okay?”

“Take all the time you need…” Naomi’s voice trailed off as the bell above the door chimed, signaling that someone had entered the building. She glanced over her shoulder and almost gasped, then her heart sank as she realized who was standing there.

Carter?

Ivy was right. Carter Harrington was working for the CID—Crimial Investigations Division—now. Naomi couldn’t help but take a quick glance at his polished uniform: navy blue blazer, dress pants and black tactical shoes. She also noted a sidearm in the holster on his hip, his gold badge displayed on his hip’s opposite side, handcuffs and a small radio. He was low-profile, but one could still tell he was an officer. His gaze met hers, but even as she looked away, he walked up to her slowly. Knowing she couldn’t avoid him, she turned around and looked up at him. As their gazes locked, just merely a foot away from each other, they both froze in place. The years between them seemed to collapse into one breathless moment.

Something glistened in his eyes. Was it surprise? Sadness? Anger? A combination of those things? His eyes searched hers for a moment. “You’re here because of the photo, aren’t you?”

She didn’t say anything at first. She was still taking in his soft doe-brown eyes, dark brown hair that sat in tight coils on the top of his head. He looked older, steadier, more guarded, but she could still see the same eighteen-year-old boy she had walked away from…She nodded slowly, trying to gather her thoughts. “Yeah…Ivy told me someone
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