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      Dylan Prince: The Sheriff of Swan Harbor and married to Molly Barnes Prince, who is pregnant with twin boys. He is the brother of Jessie.

      Molly Barnes Prince: She teaches first grade at Swan Harbor Elementary School and is married to Dylan Prince.

      Cameron Hunter: He is an architect with HCI and married to Jessica Prince-Hunter. Their story is told in From Darkness into Love.

      Jessica Prince Hunter: She is a social worker at Swan Harbor Hospital and married to Cameron Hunter. Sister to Dylan Prince and best friends to Sadie Martin-Hunter.

      Grayson Hunter: Engineer at Hunter Construction and married to Sadie Martin Hunter. Their story is told in The Memory of Love.

      Sadie Martin Hunter: The office manager of Swan Harbor Veterinary Hospital and an accountant. Married to Grayson Hunter. Best friends with Jessie Prince-Hunter and daughter to Anita Martin.

      Mary Hunter: A Psychiatrist at Swan Harbor General Hospital.  Married to Clint Hunter and mother to sons, Cameron and Grayson.

      Clint Hunter: Owner of Hunter Construction, (HCI). Married to Mary Hunter and father to Grayson and Cameron.

      Finley Reade: Owns a real estate business in New York City and is investing in real estate in Swan Harbor. Married to Ava King-Reade and father of Liam and Killian. Their story is told in Kisses, Family & Hope.

      Ava King: Philanthropist and businesswoman. She’s married to Finley Reade and mother of Emma Foster-Reade.

      Rusty Langley: He is an investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department and partner of Killian Reade. He is married to Rene Langley and father to Roland. Their story is told in The Power of Love.

      Rene Langley: She is the mayor of Swan Harbor and married to Rusty, and mother of Roland.

      Sally Miller Patterson: Owner of Sally’s Diner, the place to see and be seen in Swan Harbor. Sally is married to Daniel Patterson and mother to Christian Patterson.

      Danny Patterson: Married to Sally and the head of neurology at Swan Harbor General Hospital. He’s the father to Christian. His story is told in Welcome to Swan Harbor.

      Terri Patterson: She is a matriarch of Swan Harbor and mother to Danny, Beverly, Laura, Troy & Rhonda. Grandmother to many. Terri is also a mother figure to Captain Jack. Her story is told in Guided by Light.

      Killian Reade: Investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. Brother to Liam Reade and son of Finley Reade. Married to Emma Foster. Their story is told in Kittens, Puppies & Love.

      Emma Foster: The Veterinarian and owner of Swan Harbor Veterinary Hospital. Daughter of Ava King and Peter Foster. Is married to Killian Reade.

      Liam Reade: Chief Paramedic for the Swan Harbor Fire Department. Married to Elsa Winters. Their story is told in Brothers, Hope & Hearts.

      Elsa Winters: She owns a pediatric practice in Swan Harbor and is best friends with Emma Foster. Married to Liam Reade.

      Aaron Fowler: He is the Chief of the Swan Harbor Police and married to Brooke. Father to A.J and Eden.

      Richard Gold: He is a hedge fund manager and entrepreneur. His daughter is Catherine.

      Catherine Gold: She is her father’s assistant for the Lodge project, as well as Dylan Prince’s ex-girlfriend.

      Lois Duncan: She is an ex-spy but is currently working at the Sheriff’s Department, helping with the new computer system. She is married to Rupert. Their story is told in Guided by Love.

      Rupert Duncan: He is an ex-spy and is married to Lois.

      Captain Jack: Retired Naval officer and local legend of Swan Harbor who gives out sage advice to the town’s locals. Owner of Captain Jack’s Fine Dining, located at the newly renovated pier in an old Spanish galleon. His story is told in The Journey to Love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maine Street

        March 15

        1:00 p.m.

      

      

      The Killer noted the time and, seeing he was alone, ducked into the alley between two buildings. While he’d not succeeded in destroying the Lodge and keeping her secrets safe, his plans hadn’t all been for naught. The identity of the skeletons still remained hidden, and if he had his way, they always would.

      His phone rang, right on time, as he’d expected. After all, she was nothing if not meticulous, perfectionistic, methodical, detailed, and, above all, punctual

      “Hello.”

      “Well?”

      “Nothing new on the skeletons.”

      “Good. And the evidence?”

      “The room was a mess.”

      “That’s not what I want to hear,” she snapped. “I wanted everything destroyed.”

      “I told you I would take care of it,” he explained, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice.

      “That’s what you said about the Lodge,” she reminded him. “It’s time to go after his heart. Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready,” he assured her. “I’ve gathered some information that should cause quite the ripple effect in Swan Harbor.”

      “When?”

      “No time like the present,” he chuckled.

      “I’ll be listening for news.” Then she hung up.

      He’d just lowered his phone when Paula stepped out the side door of her pastry shop with a bag of garbage in her hands. When she gave him a strange look, he rushed to make an excuse.

      “I had to take a call,” he explained, holding up his phone. “Can I get that for you?”

      Paula handed him the bag. “Sure, I guess. Thanks.”

      “Not a problem,” he replied. “I’ll just take care of this.”

      But he didn’t let go of the breath he was holding until he’d deposited her garbage, and she’d disappeared back inside.

      With a last look over his shoulder, he stepped back onto Main Street, and his phone rang again. “What did you forget to tell me?” he barked.

      “Who were you expecting?” Catherine questioned, her jealous voice grating.

      “No one important,” he hastened to pacify her. “I was just thinking about you.”

      “You were?”

      “I was,” he purred. “I was just thinking how pretty you looked in that little lacy number the other night.”

      “Liked that, did you?”

      “Didn’t I show you how much?”

      “You did,” she giggled, “several times.”

      “I enjoyed myself, as well. In fact,” he tossed out, “when will you be free so we can do it again?”

      It was several minutes before she responded, “The investors of the Lodge are meeting tonight at 5:00 p.m.,” she explained. “If my father doesn’t need anything after that, I should be home by 7:00 p.m.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Later, lover,” Catherine whispered, and he had to assume her father had walked into the room.

      The Killer couldn’t stop his smile. The skeletons being found had set him back a few steps. And while the fire had slowed the process, he knew it wouldn’t stop Dylan Prince. Especially if he was anything like his father. But Robert had been stopped permanently - along with his meddling wife and one son. It was time to go after the second.

      He signed into the app that allowed him to hide his identity and typed a quick message. It was going to be interesting watching Dylan try to save his heart. Would he have a breaking point like Robert had?

      The Killer shoved the phone back in his pocket, just as the Sheriff stepped out of Sally’s. It seemed the opportunity to see if there were any updates had just presented itself.

      “Dylan,” he called. “Have a minute?”
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy The Innocence of Love, be sure to check out my offer for more Molly & Dylan at the end.

      With that, enjoy!
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        Swan Harbor Elementary

        Friday, March 15

        1:45 p.m.

      

      

      “Bullies,” Molly Prince exclaimed, “are not welcomed in my classroom. Nor are they welcomed in this school.”

      She pinned each of her first graders with a stare meant to make them shake in their boots. Except, just as he had every other time she’d talked to the class, her culprit paid little attention.

      “Are there any questions?” she asked once she’d finished her lecture.

      “Yes, Paisley?” Molly chose the child whose hand had gone up first.

      “Mrs. Prince,” Paisley began in her ‘much too serious voice,’ “why do some people have such a hard time understanding it’s wrong to bully others?”

      That’s what I want to know, Molly thought with a sigh. She couldn’t say much of what she was thinking out loud, though. Especially thoughts that circled this situation, as the pain still cut deep.

      “I’m not sure, Paisley,” Molly replied. “What do you think?”

      “I think they’re just du⁠—”

      “We don’t say that,” Molly cut in.

      Paisley huffed, “Fine. Perhaps they need to listen more.”

      Molly fought the grin that wanted to break free at the child’s precocious comment. To keep the conversation going, she agreed and moved on to the next hand.

      “Mason.”

      “Where are bullies welcomed, Mrs. Prince?”

      “What?” Molly sputtered.

      “You said bullies weren’t welcomed in your class,” Mason went on, “or our school, right?”

      “Right,” she agreed, seeing the trap she’d walked into but not knowing what to do about it.

      “Then where are they welcomed?” Mason asked again. “Are they welcomed at other schools?”

      “I know,” Olivia cried, waving her hand wildly in the air. “I know.”

      “What do you think, Olivia?”

      “Bullies are not welcomed anywhere, Mrs. Prince,” Olivia stated. “They need to learn not to hurt other people’s feelings. Right?”

      “Very good, Olivia,” Molly grinned. “That’s exactly right.”

      “I’ve been listening,” Olivia preened.

      “Yes, you have,” Molly confirmed, wishing that of all her students. But how could she get through to the one who’d made another child cry?

      She couldn’t help but notice that Carter kept shifting in his seat. He also looked away when she glanced in his direction. Which meant he understood what she was saying. Maybe...

      “We’re all different. Right?”

      The class nodded, even the boy she needed to hear her.

      “And Josh, just because your hair is blond and Carter’s is red,” Molly brought the boy’s best friend into the discussion, “that doesn’t make your hair better, does it?”

      “Well,” Josh side-eyed Carter, “my hair doesn’t stand up all the time like his does.”

      “Hey, take that back,” Carter jumped in.

      The expression on Carter’s face had her thinking his feelings were hurt.

      “Why didn’t you like what Josh said?” Molly asked, as if curious rather than scolding him for his tone.

      “Because,” Carter sputtered. “I can’t help what color my hair is.”

      “Bingo,” Molly beamed. “Remember that book we read, Ten Big Toes and a Prince’s Nose?”

      “Yes.”

      “The book shows us that who we are comes from inside, right?”

      A sentiment that would have saved her a lot of heartache when she was younger. Would she have listened? Would she have believed it?

      A quick peek at the clock told her it was time to close down for the day. Molly glanced around her classroom, hoping for a bit of inspiration, when an idea popped into her head.

      “I want each of you to go home and think of one thing you don’t like about yourself. And one thing you do like. Write them down. On Monday, we’ll talk about them.”

      “Do we have to, Mrs. Prince?” Garrett whined. “I didn’t call Charli Chubby. That was Carter.”

      “I didn’t just hear those words come out of your mouth, did I?” Molly asked.

      Garrett sent a dirty look in Carter’s direction but thankfully backed down, “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you, Garrett,” Molly murmured. “It’s almost time for the bell. Please gather your things. We’ll continue this discussion in the next class.”

      When everyone complied, she took the opportunity to sit. At thirty-two weeks pregnant with twin boys, her back was killing her. However, since she needed to grade a handful of papers and speak to the principal regarding the minor incident, her day wasn’t quite over.

      After she said goodbye to her students, Molly took out the papers she planned to grade. With everyone she completed, it seemed like two more were added to her pile. Her eyes became heavy, and her thoughts drifted.

      “Look at her! Molly is as big as a mountain!”

      “Leave her alone, Kathy,” Dale snapped. “There’s no need to be mean.”

      “I’m not being mean,” snickered Kathy, “just telling the truth.”

      “Molly?”

      At the sound of her name, Molly glanced up, still lost in the memory.

      “Molly?” Eden Fowler, a second-grade teacher, repeated, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m f-fine,” Molly stuttered, giving herself a mental shake. “Did you need something?”

      “Our appointment with Joy,” Eden reminded her.

      “Already?” Molly frowned. “I must have lost track of time.”

      “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?” Eden asked again.

      “Just tired,” Molly assured her. “Really. I’m ready to go.”

      “If you’re sure,” Eden looked at her carefully, “I can just as easily...”

      “Stop,” Molly waved away the concern, “I’ve been wanting to ask you about Travis.”

      “Travis?” Eden echoed.

      “Yes, Travis,” Molly laughed. “The hunky new fifth-grade teacher.”

      Eden side-eyed her. “How did you⁠—?”

      “—Know about you and Travis?” Molly laughed.

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t really,” Molly admitted. “But at our staff meeting Monday, I noticed the looks passing between you two.”

      “Oh!” A slight blush covered Eden’s cheeks. “We’ve only been out once.”

      “Did you have a good time?”

      Eden grinned. “I did. Almost too good of a time, you know?”

      “Oh, I get that,” Molly laughed. “Dylan and I ...” She pushed her story away and brought the conversation back to the date. “Where did Travis take you?”

      While Eden talked about her evening, Molly’s thoughts drifted to how much the younger woman had changed. After everything that had gone down with Cameron and Jessie, she’d worried they would have a strained working relationship. But that hadn’t proven to be the case.

      “Just enjoy yourself,” Molly jumped back into the conversation, “and listen to your heart⁠—”

      “—Because it always knows,” Eden laughed.

      “Exactly.”

      “Molly, Eden,” the school principal, Joy, greeted them. “Come on in and tell me what happened.”

      “It’s about Charlotte Gibbons ...” Eden began.

      “Being bullied by Carter Ross,” Joy guessed.

      “Yes,” Molly sighed.

      “It was during lunch,” Eden added.

      “Poor Charli,” Joy murmured. “Tell me what you’ve done so far.”

      Molly took out her notes, hoping a third set of eyes could come up with a suggestion she’d missed.
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        Dylan & Molly’s Home

        Friday, March 15

        6:30 p.m.

      

      

      Wilby was waiting next to the door when Dylan arrived home. “Hey, boy,” he scratched the dog between his ears for several minutes while he took stock of the house.

      The soft music and fragrant smells led him to the kitchen. Molly was standing in front of the stove, trying to wipe off the red splatters on her shirt.

      “Honey?” Dylan started toward her. “What happened?”

      Molly glanced up, the disgruntled expression on her face telling him she was annoyed, not hurt.

      “I dropped the spoon in the spaghetti sauce, and it splashed,” she cried, her voice cracking.

      “It’s just a shirt.” Dylan reached to take her in his arms, but she pushed him away.

      “No, you don’t want this on your clothes too. Besides,” Molly glanced up, and a single tear trickled down her face. “It’s my favorite maternity top.”

      Dylan was wearing old jeans, an even older t-shirt, and tennis shoes. While he understood her emotions were all over the place because of her pregnancy, something still felt off.

      “I’m probably dirtier than you are.” He tugged her close despite her protests. “We spent the day going through what was left after the evidence room fire.”

      She sniffed. “You do smell like a chimney. Go shower.”

      “That was my plan,” Dylan peered around her at the stove, “unless you need me to help with dinner.”

      “Not now. It needs to simmer.”

      “Molly,” he began.

      “Go,” she shooed him away, “we’ll talk at dinner.”

      Something was going on. “Are you⁠—?”

      “Go,” Molly interrupted.

      “You could come scrub my back,” Dylan suggested.

      “With this?” She ran her hands over her stomach. “I’d be afraid I’d fall. Go.”

      “Should I take Wilby out?” he asked, still trying to ascertain what was going on.

      “Dylan!” Molly put her hands on her hips and spoke in what he deemed her exasperated teacher’s voice. “Go. I can deal with the dog. When you return, you can tell me what happened today.”

      “Only if you do the same.”

      He dropped a kiss on her mouth and left her alone. The need to protect her had grown lately, but he couldn’t decide why.

      Was it because she - and those babies she carried - were his heart? If anything happened to any of them, he wasn’t sure he’d survive. Or was it the feeling that had lingered since the fire at the Lodge?

      It had been a month since the explosion on the mountain. One man had died, Gray had lost his memories of the last few years, and secrets had been exposed. Swan Harbor was trying to tell them something. But what?

      Dylan returned to the kitchen to find Molly staring at her phone— a distinct smell of something burning in the air.

      “Honey!” He pulled the burned remnants of their garlic bread from the oven. “It’s not like you to get lost in something on your phone.”

      Molly looked up, and the expression on her face sent a shiver up his spine. Something was definitely going on.

      “What is it?”

      She took a deep breath. “Today at school, Carter called Charlotte Gibbons chubby.”

      “Ouch,” he winced, knowing there was more.

      “Yes, ouch,” Molly agreed, straightening her shoulders, and her voice grew stronger. “It’s not the first time either.”

      “Did Joy get involved?”

      “Eden and I met with her after school. She wanted to know what we’d done.”

      While she was talking, Dylan tossed out the burned bread and popped in more. He drained the spaghetti and began to fill the plates.

      “Knowing you, I’m sure you’ve tried several things.”

      “I have,” Molly sighed. “Killian came in and read Ten Big Toes and the Princes’ Nose and Chrysanthemum.”

      Dylan’s lips twitched that one of his best investigators enjoyed reading to his wife’s class. Especially knowing Killian’s past.

      “And those stories have lessons for bullying?” Dylan guessed.

      “Yes,” Molly insisted, beginning to get worked up. “Also about accepting yourself. I think I’m going to stop at the library this weekend. Maybe Amanda will have something new.”

      He set the plates on the table and pushed her chair in. “What else?”

      She cut a look in his direction. “How?”

      “I know you,” he kissed the top of her head, “you’re nothing if not thorough.”

      “Thank you,” she dimpled.

      “Have you brought the parents in yet?”

      “Eden spoke to Charli’s.”

      “Were they angry?”

      “Understanding,” Molly frowned.

      “Last time I saw Charli, she was just a little thing,” Dylan murmured. “What happened?”

      “Steroids,” Molly explained. “Charli was in the hospital with pneumonia in January. Then her asthma flared and⁠—”

      “Steroids can cause a weight gain?” Dylan asked.

      “Apparently so.” Molly nibbled on her lip for a second before pushing her phone across the table. “What do you make of this?”

      Dylan’s gaze dropped to the phone, where messages had been left open. Someone had sent a text from a fake number - (333) 333-3333. Plus, a two-word message.

      I know.

      That shiver from earlier turned into something a lot larger.

      “This arrived hours ago.” He pinned a gaze on her, wondering if this was the something wrong. “And you’re just now showing me?”

      “No,” she grumbled, taking a bite of her bread.

      “No, what?” Dylan pushed. “It did arrive hours ago.” He showed her the time stamp. “And I’ve been home a while. So...”

      Molly rolled her eyes. “I’m not Jessie.”

      “Excuse me?”

      There was a tiny part of him that knew he might be pushing just a little too hard. But ….

      “I’m sorry.” Dylan took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves. “But I love you. When someone hurts you, I hurt.”
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      His words caused her anger to dissipate, and for the next few minutes, she focused on eating. She’d found if she pushed too long between meals, she got dizzy. Her doctor claimed it was her blood sugar dropping too fast. However, the fact the twins took up all of her inside space made eating larger amounts a little difficult.

      “I love that you want to take care of us.” Molly cupped Dylan’s square jaw. “But I don’t need to be treated like your little sister.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      She moved her thumb over his lips, which effectively shut him up. “First off, I forgot my phone today.”

      Dylan side-eyed her, and she knew he was thinking, ‘But what if there’d been an accident?’

      “I forgot, okay?” Molly shrugged. “I was running late this morning and forgot it.”

      “Okay.” He took her hand and enclosed it with his. “Do you think this has to do with Carter?”

      A zip of something caused her heart to feel like it flipped several times.

      “I do. What else could it be?” she asked, somewhat breathlessly.

      “Did you try to call the number?”

      “No.”

      “I’m going to take a picture and talk to Lois on Monday.”

      “Lois?” Molly frowned. “Lois Duncan?”

      “Yes.” Dylan let go of a light laugh. “Apparently, Lois is a wiz with computers. One of the very first females to graduate with a computer sciences degree.”

      “Wow.”

      Lois Duncan, one of the former spies who had worked for the Agency, was in her eighties. That Swan Harbor had several residents who had retired from the shadowy government organization was curious but accepted. However, the how...and why the little town would be their haven was unknown.

      “In the meantime,” Dylan went on, “you’ll tell me if you get any more?”

      “You think it’s something to worry about?” she asked, hoping he was overreacting.

      “I told you,” Dylan murmured. “I protect what’s mine.”

      She wanted to say something about his territorial stance. But she also knew a lot of that stemmed from the loss of his parents and twin brother when he was twenty.

      “I’ll be careful,” she promised. “But Carter is six. If I can get through to him now, then ...” He won’t continue to hurt others, but that part went unsaid.

      Dylan was quiet while he did something to her phone. Somehow,  though, she knew, her husband still wasn’t ready to let it go.

      “I blocked the number.” He set her phone down and crossed his arms on the table. “I don’t want you putting yourself in harm’s way.”

      “Dylan,” Molly huffed. “Carter’s six.”

      “Okay.” He went in a different direction. “How do you know you aren’t spinning your wheels?”

      “I don’t,” she replied quietly. “When you look at research on nature versus nurture, behavior is very much affected by our surroundings.”

      “True. And Carter’s brother Caleb was involved in that incident at the junkyard last fall,” Dylan grumbled. “Which wasn’t the only time I’ve been called about him and his group.”

      “What do Caleb’s parents say?”

      Dylan ran his hand through his dark blond hair, leaving it standing on end. Her fingers itched to brush it down, but then he started talking, and she had to fight feelings of another kind.

      “Eric, Carter’s dad,” Dylan began, “was on our high school hockey team. After graduation, he went to Swan Harbor University. I’m not sure what he was studying, but then Annabel ended up pregnant.”

      “Oh, dear,” Molly murmured, learning something new about her student’s family.

      “Eric dropped out of college, he and Annabelle got married, and for several years, he just worked odd jobs.”

      “But he’s a fireman now, right?” Molly asked.

      “Yes. And Annabelle is a waitress at Papa’s,” Dylan sighed. “Or she was until last year.”

      Molly frowned. “Annabel had a baby, didn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, maybe Carter is crying out for attention,” Molly suggested. “After three boys, they have a new baby girl, and his mother never has time for him. Maybe I can give him some extra attention at school.”

      She sat back, pleased with her assessment. But the look on Dylan’s face said there was more.

      “Why do I feel like I jumped from C to E and skipped over D?”

      “They’ve been struggling,” Dylan went on.

      “Well, that makes sense,” Molly murmured. “Both parents work, a new baby, four children. It’s a lot.”

      “Eric said that since Caleb’s incident, he’s been impulsive and acts out.”

      “Because of his head injury?”

      “That’s what they were told.”

      “Is there anything that can help?” Molly asked, her heart aching for the family.

      Dylan shrugged. “He’s in therapy - both with a counselor and cognitive therapy. But …”

      “But?” Molly frowned, “There’s more?”

      “The baby,” Dylan swallowed, and Molly immediately locked her hands over her stomach as if to protect her boys, “was born with a cleft palate.”

      Molly covered her mouth as tears sprang to her eyes. “Why didn’t I know this?”

      The expression on Dylan’s face gave her the answer.

      “You didn’t want me to know, did you?” She pointed her finger at him. “How could you have kept this from me?”

      “I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “Gee!” Molly smacked her forehead, “Do you really think not telling me something kept me from worrying?”

      “Well, no⁠—”

      “You’re darn right,” she barreled on. “When you’re carrying a baby, you worry about everything. Plus, when it’s twins, that’s double worries.”

      Heat climbed up her neck, and she took a drink of her water, trying to calm down.

      “Look,” Molly pushed up from the table, “this kind of knowledge might have made a difference. Carter has been difficult all year, and if I’d known this⁠—”

      “Come here.” Dylan swung her up into his arms, and his little grunt when she settled had that old feeling racing through her.

      He carried her into the front room, sank onto a sofa, and situated her on his lap. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should have told you.”

      “How’s the baby?”

      “Carrie, the baby,” Dylan explained, “had surgery to repair her cleft palate today.”

      Molly pressed her lips together, fighting the tears that wanted to fall, “I need to ...”

      “You need to sit right here with me,” he responded. “Now that you know, I’m sure you’ll have a few ideas.”

      “Are they struggling financially?” Molly asked quietly. “I’m assuming Annabel hasn’t been working.”

      “Eric has been working overtime.”

      “Which creates other problems, doesn’t it?”

      “I think so.”

      The remaining frustration and annoyance at her husband’s protectiveness drained, leaving her feeling very lethargic.

      “I need to clean the kitchen.”

      Dylan kissed her. “Rest, Honey. I’ll deal with the kitchen.”

      “Be still, my heart,” Molly murmured, barely able to keep her eyes open.

      “You three are my heart,” he murmured, and with a gentle pat on her stomach, was gone.

      There was a part of Molly that wanted to make plans. To find a way to change Carter’s behavior and ensure that Charli’s life didn’t resemble her own. But when Wilby lay on the rug in front of the sofa, her fatigue was too strong. Then, secure in the knowledge she was safe, she allowed sleep to claim her.
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        Swan Harbor General

        Sunday, March 17

        1:00 p.m.

      

      

      Captain Jack stretched out his long legs and tried to get comfortable in the chair. Over the last few weeks, he’d spent more hours than he could count, sitting in the hospital’s lobby.

      He knew that just a few floors away lay his son. A man who’d been arrested for doing things Jack still didn’t quite understand. But every time he’d decided to confront Wes, something had always held him back.

      Wes’s last words were on a loop inside his head. And every time he stopped and listened to them, they ripped him apart just like they had the first time.

      “I came to Swan Harbor for you.”

      “Me?” Jack looked around wildly. “Why for me?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      “No,” Jack frowned.

      Their dark eyes locked across the distance, and the silence stretched on. Jack had just about decided the other man wasn’t going to respond when he heard the words he hadn’t anticipated.

      “I’m your son.”

      “My, my son?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you’re my son,” Jack whispered. “Where’s Edythe?”

      It was several heart-wrenching seconds before Wes said anything.

      “She’s gone, Jack. Has been for a while now.”

      Jack knew it wasn’t logical. Knew his behavior was more that of a child and not of a man north of seventy. Except that didn’t help. In his head, if he didn’t ask questions, he wouldn’t have to hear the answers. Those were what he feared the most. Without those, there was still hope. The only thing for him to hold on to that even after fifty-plus years, that Edythe would walk back into his arms.

      “Captain Jack?”

      Jack forced his eyes open, meeting Elsa’s concerned ones. “I’m okay,” he assured her. “What brings you to the hospital on a Sunday?”

      “I was just checking on a patient,” she grinned. “How’s Wes?”

      “I don’t know,” Jack admitted.

      “Privacy compliance?” Elsa asked.

      “Yes,” he acknowledged with a sigh. “How’s little Carrie?”

      “Who?”

      “Your patient,” Jack prodded. “How is she?”

      “You know I can’t talk about my patients, Jack,” Elsa scolded. “But where did you get that name?”

      “This isn’t New York,” Jack pointed out. “You know our gossip line is pretty active.”

      Elsa rolled her eyes, “Yes, and my husband is one of those active participants.”

      Jack laughed. “I was quite impressed with how quickly Liam jumped in the middle of that.”

      “Liam’s like an old woman,” Elsa sighed. “Just don’t tell him I said that.”

      “Mum’s the word.” Jack mimed, zipping his lips. “But I heard about Carrie from my neighbor, Dorothy.”

      “Dorothy Mann?”

      “Yes.” Jack went on to explain. “Carrie is Dorothy’s granddaughter.”

      “I see.” Elsa’s eyes twinkled. “I guess you’ll have to ask Dorothy about Carrie then.”

      “You wound an old man,” Jack muttered.

      Elsa giggled. “I think you’ll survive.”

      He might survive a few barbs, Jack couldn’t help but think. Except those weren’t the wounds he was worried about.

      “How’s your mom?” he asked. “I haven’t seen her since Emma and Killian’s wedding.”

      Elsa’s mother, Patty, had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease several years previous. Jack knew it added an extra layer of worry for the young couple.

      “Mom’s caretaker has been keeping her close to the house,” Elsa admitted quietly. “First it was a cold, then a mix-up with her medications. In fact, I’m on my way there now.”

      “I’m sorry.” Jack squeezed Elsa’s fingers. “You let me know if I can do anything.”

      “I will. Thanks, Jack,” Elsa replied, her voice thick with unshed tears. “Do you need anything before I leave?”

      “No.” Jack shook his head. “Ava and Finn were here earlier. But this is my problem. I need to deal with it.”

      Elsa studied him for several seconds, and in her eyes, he saw sympathy, compassion, and empathy. All traits that made her a good pediatrician.

      “Except sitting in the waiting room isn’t dealing with it,” she pointed out.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Listen to your heart, Jack,” Elsa threw the sentiment he’d been saying his entire life. “It always knows.” Then without waiting for a response, she kissed him on the cheek and headed toward the door.

      The saying reminded him of a conversation he’d had with Terri Patterson. She’d been like a mother to him for over seventy years, and he’d been thinking of something she’d said a lot lately.

      “You know, Jack,” Terri began. “Happy endings can be different things to people. For some, it’s finding a mate; for others, it’s family, health, or a calling. Have you ever considered yours might not be exactly what you expected?”

      “No,” Jack admitted. “The first time I saw Edythe, it was as if I heard my heart say out loud, ‘there’s my mate. Go get her.’ and yet, here I am.”

      “Life doesn’t always take us on the path we’d planned,” she murmured, her dark eyes showing how much she cared.

      He wasn’t surprised to see her enter the hospital just as Elsa was leaving. Terri stopped just inside the door for several seconds while she assessed the lobby. Then, the moment she spotted him, she started his direction.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” Terri stated without any preamble.

      “Don’t give me that,” Jack grumbled. “Ava tattled on me again, didn’t she?”

      His great-niece was used to having her way, just like her mother at one time. And there were some things he was perfectly willing to allow the women in his life to have some say over. Just this wasn’t …

      Terri grunted, which he took as an affirmative answer, and dropped her jacket over a chair before sitting.

      “How long are you going to keep doing this?” She put him on the spot.

      “As long as it takes,” he tossed back stubbornly.

      “For over fifty years, you told anyone who would listen that Swan Harbor’s hope rested on Jonesy’s feathers. That there was a reason why the women in the Swan and Prince families didn’t live to see their forty-fifth birthdays.”

      “I was right, wasn’t I?” He cut in.

      Terri sent him a disgruntled look. “That’s beside the point.”

      “Then what is the point?”

      “If you would stop cutting me off,” she grumbled. “I’ll tell you.”

      Jack opened his mouth to argue, but then he clamped his lips shut. He knew Terri Patterson. If she had something to say, she wouldn’t stop until she’d said it.

      “By all means, share away.”

      She readjusted her chair, forcing him to look at her. “What are you scared of?”

      His chest tightened at her words, but where had her question come from?

      “Why do you think I’m scared of something?”

      “Jack,” Terri sighed. “I’m almost ninety-one and have raised six children. I can tell scared when I see it.”

      “What if what Wes said is true?” he asked quietly.

      “Which part?” She hesitated a beat. “The part about being your son ... or the part about Edythe being gone?”

      He tipped his chin to that last part of her question. “Edythe left me when Leo told her about the fate of the Swan women. When she. left, she was carrying my child. Is it possible she left me to save herself, yet my family’s curse got her anyway?”

      “Jack,” Terri sighed. “Of course, anything is possible. Except Edythe wasn’t yet a Swan woman. Now was she carrying a girl. It doesn’t fit with everything else we’ve read.”

      “You’re right,” he sighed. “Logically, I know that.”

      “But love is not logical, is it?”

      “Doesn’t seem so.”

      “You can’t move forward until you face the past,” Terri reminded him, something he knew to be true.

      “Except if I go in there, and Wes says Edythe is gone,” Jack murmured. “Then I have to admit there’s no hope.”

      Terri hummed. “You know, Jack, the word gone doesn’t necessarily mean dead.”

      A zip of something raced through Jack at what Terri had said. Had he ever considered the possibility?

      “I know that.”

      “Do you?” she shot back. “Ava told me Finn had been searching for Edythe for months⁠—”

      “He’s found nothing,” he interrupted.

      “Don’t you think the private investigator searched obituaries first thing?” Something he’d not thought about, because it hurt too damn bad. “Why haven’t you asked Finn what he’d found?”

      For the same reason, he’d not confronted Wes. If you didn’t ask the questions, you could hold on to hope.

      “Yes,” Terri continued as if he’d replied. “The answers might not be what you want to hear. What if they are, though? There’s always a 50-50 chance that what you think might be the truth isn’t really the truth at all.”

      “But what if it is?”

      “It’s just like with your health, Jack,” she reminded him. “You put that off until finally you were forced to deal with it.”

      “And it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was,” Jack realized.

      “Everyone has problems,” Terri murmured. “I’ll not deny that there are some really awful things that people experience. I also believe that many times when you give your concerns voice, they lose some of their power.”

      “So, what you’re saying is I need to man up?”

      Terri patted him on the knee, just like she always had when he’d been a boy. “You said it, I didn’t.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “You do that.” She pulled her jacket back on in deference to the still cool Maine temperatures. “I need to go. There’s a big family dinner tonight at the diner.”

      “I’ll be there,” he confirmed. “I’m betting Harper and Aiden have some news.”

      “A wedding?”

      “And the closing of a circle, of a different sort, between the Jones and Patterson families,” Jack murmured.

      “I think Henry and Ian would be pleased,” Terri grinned, mentioning ancestors of the two families.

      “I know they would.” Jack spontaneously hugged the older woman. “You’re an old busybody, but I appreciate it. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Don’t be late,” she scolded.

      “I won’t,” he promised. “And I will think about everything you said.”

      Except his stomach was churning, because thinking and doing were separate things. The question was, did he have the strength to do what was hard?
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        Molly & Dylan’s Home

        Sunday, March 17

        2:30 pm.

      

      

      Dylan was lightly dozing on the sofa when the front bell rang. With Molly upstairs talking to her mother, there was a moment when he considered ignoring it. Until Wilby barked.

      “Wilby?”

      There was a thunk as if something was dropped, and Wilby went crazy.

      “Wilby?” Dylan slowly approached the door while carefully observing the dog’s unusual behavior. “What is it?”

      Another shuffle, then he heard, “Help me with this damn box,” and again, thought about pretending they weren’t home.

      “Open the door, Prince!” Gray pounded three times, just like when they were kids. “We know you’re in there.”

      “Dylan,” Molly scolded, coming down the stairs, “open the door.”

      “Sorry.” He sent her a sheepish smile, feeling much like one of her students. “I’m thinking about it.”

      She pushed him out of the way and tugged open the door. “I’m so-”

      “What is it, Honey?” Dylan slid his arm around her so he could see.

      Their front porch was covered with rather large boxes. To one side sat several cans of paint and bags from the hardware store. And in the center of it all - family and friends.

      “What’s all this?” Molly exclaimed.

      Mary Hunter, his late mother’s best friend, and his and Jessie’s surrogate mother, stepped forward. She pointed to each item as she recited, “Cribs, changing table, chest of drawers, rocking chair, highchairs, and bassinets.”

      “There’s also paint,” her husband Clint added, “for the nursery. Have you decided which room will be the boys?”

      “Oh, Mary,” Molly murmured. “This is so⁠—”

      “Ruth’s not here, so I’m taking the initiative as an honorary grandmother.” Mary hugged Molly. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      Dylan’s heart flipped at the sentiment, and he pushed the lump that threatened to climb into his throat back down.

      “No!” he exclaimed. “Of course not. Come in.”

      They stood back as Mary and Clint were followed by Jessie and Cameron and then Sadie and Gray.

      “There are a few more boxes out there, Prince,” Gray tossed out on his way by. “Liam and Elsa, and Killian and Emma will by for a few hours, but they have that special dinner at Sally’s later.”

      “Special dinner?” Dylan frowned.

      “That’s right,” Molly responded. “I forgot to tell you. Eden said Harper and Aiden have called the families together.”

      “New hope,” Dylan murmured. “Is this Swan Harbor’s way of saying, every dark cloud has a silver lining?”

      “What’s the silver lining?” Rusty, his old partner and one of his best friends, asked, grabbing the last bags left outside.

      “Harper and Aiden’s news.”

      “Oh, right,” Rusty agreed. “Killian said even Aiden’s brother will be there tonight.”

      Dylan grunted, his thoughts going back to the first time he’d interviewed Killian Reade. Another one of those situations their little town had set up a piece at a time.

      “Where do you want this stuff while we’re painting?” Clint asked.

      “We’ve been cleaning out the room James and I shared when we were young,” Dylan began. “But I don’t think Molly should⁠—”

      “—Smell the fumes,” Jessie jumped in. “We’re a step ahead of you, Big Brother.” She grinned at him, and he felt a little squeeze in the center of his chest at how much she resembled their mother.

      “Meaning what, Brat?”

      Jessie giggled. “Meaning Sadie, Mary, and I are meeting Rene at the Foxy Lady. Every girl needs a mani/pedi sometimes.”

      “A mani/pedi?” Molly cried. “Really?”

      “What’s so special about a mani/pedi?” Dylan asked.

      “Have you seen my toenails lately?” Molly exclaimed.

      “Well, no,” Dylan replied.

      “Neither have I,” Molly pointed out, her hands smoothing over her pregnant stomach. “You’ll be okay, won’t you?”

      “And if I say no?” Dylan teased. “Can the guys and I go for a mani/pedi and leave you to paint and put together the furniture?”

      Molly exchanged looks with Jessie. “He didn’t just say ...”

      “Stop it, Dylan,” Jessie scolded. “Don’t make her worry.”

      “I’m sorry, Honey.” He dropped a kiss on Molly’s head. “I’m aware you’re perfectly capable. Just take your phone and be careful.”

      “I will. First, though,” she glanced around, “Clint, will you come with me. I want to show you what I want⁠—”

      “I know what⁠—”

      Molly sent Dylan a look over her shoulder, which shut him up. “I told you what I wanted. Except I saw your eyes glaze over.”

      “But why are you telling Clint?”

      “Because he’s going to be an honorary grandfather and will remember.”

      “She’s got you there,” Gray laughed.

      “Bite me,” Dylan muttered.

      “Where’s the swear jar?” Rusty asked. “Surely Molly’s started one at home.”

      “I know.” Jessie disappeared into the kitchen.

      Over the past few months, Molly had decided they needed to clean up their mouths before the babies’ birth. As such, Rusty had suggested a swear jar, and he’d been adding a dollar for every cuss word. He was convinced he was going to have the boys’ education paid for before they were born.

      Once Molly and Clint returned downstairs, it wasn’t long before the women left, leaving the men alone with the work.

      Dylan shut the door behind them, only to find Rusty waiting for him.

      “What happened?” his friend wanted to know.

      He thought about asking Rusty how he’d known but realized that had always been the case with them. They’d been able to read each other from the beginning of their association.

      “I don’t think it’s any big deal,” Dylan sighed. “But ...” Then he quickly filled Rusty in on the bullying incident at the elementary school. “Molly also received this text.” He handed over his phone.

      “(333) 333-3333?” Rusty frowned. “Is that even a number?”

      “A real number?” Dylan grunted. “I’m not sure. It can be dialed. Meaning when I call it, an answering device picks up and says the person I’m trying to call can’t be reached.”

      “Some kind of forwarding system?” Rusty guessed.

      “Maybe,” Dylan agreed. “I thought I’d ask Lois tomorrow.”

      “Good idea.”

      Dylan slid his finger across the screen to show the next picture. “And the message?”

      “I know?” Rusty read. “I know what?”

      “What you’re doing to my brother?” Dylan suggested.

      “You think it’s from Carter’s older brothers, Connor or Caleb?”

      “Who else?”

      Rusty shrugged. “Did you block this number?”

      “Yeah.” Dylan sighed. “I know I can’t put her in a bubble, but damn I want to.”

      “I get that,” Rusty murmured. “It’s why...” He gave his head a little shake. “I don’t want to talk about my problems today. Ready to paint?”

      “I need to get something, and then I’ll meet you up there.”

      As soon as Rusty headed up the stairs, Dylan grabbed the speaker from the bedroom. Before he got very far, there was a knock on the door. When he opened it, he found the Reade brothers on the other side.

      “Bloody hell,” Killian grumbled. “Don’t just look at us as if we’d grown a second head. We’re here to help.”

      Dylan laughed. “Where are your better halves?”

      “Sadie left a message for them to go straight to the Foxy Lady,” Liam replied. “You have us for two hours, then we have orders to meet our wives at the diner.”

      “The family dinner, right?” Dylan noticed Liam’s twinkling eyes. “You look happy about the news.”

      “Well, I am gaining a reputation as Swan Harbor’s matchmaker.”

      “So, the gossip is correct?” Dylan asked. “Harper and Aiden are engaged?”

      “Bugger that,” Liam groused. “Aiden asked for all kinds of suggestions at the beginning of his courtship with the lovely Ms. Taylor. But now when the big moment is here - nothing.”

      “Mum’s the word, huh?” Dylan sympathized.

      “Yes, Aiden’s keeping schtum,” Liam sighed. “So quiet, in fact, you’d think he was sitting on state secrets.

      Dylan laughed. “So, assuming Aiden and Harper are engaged, who’s next on your list.”

      “Quinn,” Liam immediately replied, naming Aiden’s brother. “That boy is wound tighter than a corkscrew.

      “Life is never dull, is it?” Dylan chuckled.

      “And getting less dull by the minute,” Liam murmured, exchanging looks with Killian.

      Dylan started to ask what he’d meant, but as soon as they reached the top of the stairs, Gray stuck his head out of a door, “Aren’t you supposed to be helping?”

      “First, though,” Killian replied, “show Liam and me what we can put together. We have instructions not to get paint on us.”

      “Women,” Dylan mumbled, leading the way into the bedroom where the boxes had been put. “They can be bossy.”

      It took several minutes for them to sort the boxes and decide what could be put together now and what could wait. With that taken care of, Dylan stepped into the hallway to set up some painting tunes.

      “Who were you talking to when I left on Friday?” Killian stuck his head out of the bedroom to ask.

      “What?”

      “You had a …” Killian waved his hand around as if searching for the correct word, “serious expression on your face.”

      “Friday?” Then Dylan remembered the call that had come in just before he’d left the office. “It was Candace Freeman.”

      Killian came farther out into the hallway. “Doctor Candace Freeman, the Forensic Anthropologist?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does she have an ID for us?”

      “I would assume so,” Dylan confirmed. “She’ll be here tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Seems like Swan Harbor is doling out some information.”

      “What do you bet it’s only for one of the skeletons,” Dylan sighed. “It would be too much to ask for all of them.”

      “You’re probably right,” Killian agreed. “Swan Harbor never does take the easiest route.”

      No, she doesn’t, thought Dylan. She always seemed to take the one with the most twists and turns.
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        The Foxy Lady

        Sunday, March 17

        5:00 p.m.

      

      

      Molly spread her toes and admired the bright purple polish that adorned them. It felt good to be out of the house and on the receiving end of a little pampering. But sitting in the Foxy Lady reminded her of Saturday afternoons in Twin Lakes before everything fell apart.

      Her mother, Sue, had always been an early riser. By the time Molly rolled out of bed, the smell of cinnamon, chocolate, and yeast would be in the air.

      It might be hours, but Sue would take Molly to the local beauty parlor after completing the pressing pastry orders. A mani/pedi for her and only a pedi for her mother. Then on the way back home, they’d stop for...

      “Ice cream,” Molly blurted. “The boys need ice cream.”

      Jessie’s eyes lit up. “Ice cream does sound good.”

      “I can’t,” Rene sighed. “I need to pick up Ro. But raincheck?”

      “Tell Ro hi from me,” Molly replied. “I miss having him in my class.”

      Rene smiled. “He misses you, too. But he thinks Miss Fowler is fine. His biggest concern was that Ethan would be in the other second-grade class.”

      “Oh, to have the problems of a seven-year-old.” Molly grinned. “Did he say anything about what happened with Charli on Friday?”

      “A little,” Rene admitted. “He told me Carter made her cry.”

      Molly’s heart wrenched for Charli again. “Ro’s right. Carter did make her cry. He’s been a challenge this year.”

      “So has Caleb,” Rene muttered. “As the mayor of our fair town, I’ve had more than one complaint about him and those other boys he hangs with.”

      “Dylan said it’s been a challenging year for the family.”

      “Which is why I’ve tried to play peacemaker,” Rene confessed. “And with Carrie ...” Her dark eyes went wide as if she’d exposed a secret she wasn’t supposed to.

      “I know about the baby,” Molly hastened to assure her. “Have you heard how the surgery went?”

      “No, but maybe,” Rene turned toward Elsa, “How’s Carrie?”

      “Carrie?” Elsa sputtered. “You know I can’t ...”

      “Carrie came through with flying colors,” Sadie jumped in.

      “How did you—?” Elsa began.

      Sadie hummed. “Gray and I had dinner last night at Papa’s and heard it there.”

      “The gossip line is alive and well.” Molly shook her head with exasperation. “But I’m happy everything went okay. I can’t imagine how scary that has been for the family.”

      They left the Foxy Lady with Rene going one direction and Emma and Elsa another. Except the craving for ice cream was still there.

      “Ice cream,” Jessie proclaimed, linking their arms and guiding them toward the docks where Two Scoops was located. “I’m glad you suggested it.”

      “The mani/pedi reminded me of when I was a kid,” Molly admitted. “Afterward, my mom and I used to stop for a treat.”

      “How is your mom?” Jessie asked quietly.

      “Managing,” Molly murmured, thinking about her last conversation with her mother. “Her speech wasn’t quite as slurred as it has been the last few times we’ve talked.”

      “Will she be able to come visit once the babies are born?”

      “I don’t know,” Molly sighed. “There are a lot of factors to consider.”

      “It will work out,” Jessie assured her.

      Molly had a hard time seeing a positive outcome, though. Her mother had been recently diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease and refused to accept help. It seemed that even after all the time that had passed, she was still blaming herself for some things and punishing herself for others. Which wasn’t a healthy way to live. Except what could be said that hadn’t been said before?

      When the conversation veered to Cassie, Jessie and Sadie’s friend, Molly found herself walking next to Mary.

      “How have you been feeling?” Mary asked.

      “Tired, hungry, full, cranky,” Molly laughed. “Baby A likes to hook his toes in my ribs.”

      “Ouch!” Mary winced. “That sounds painful.”

      “It’s not the most comfortable thing,” Molly agreed. “Lately, Baby B wants to use my bladder as a trampoline.”

      “Boys will be⁠—”

      “Don’t give me that boys will be boys speech,” Molly laughed. “I’m not buying it.”

      “Well, I do have two boys - three if I count Dylan,” Mary pointed out.

      “But you didn’t carry them all at once.”

      “True.” Mary’s smile grew melancholy. “I remember when Ruth was pregnant with James and Dylan, and I was pregnant with Gray. I’d complain about something, and she’d just give me a look.”

      “I get that,” Molly laughed. “Was Ruth’s pregnancy easy?”

      Mary hummed. “It wasn’t hard, but it wasn’t easy either.”

      “That sounds like mine,” Molly murmured. She swallowed, as the words she was going to say weren’t ones she often uttered out loud. “After my miscarriages, I began to think I’d never have a baby.”

      “And now you’re going to have two.” Mary winked. “It just goes to show you that when one door closes ...”

      “Another opens,” Molly responded, following everyone into the ice cream parlor.

      “I want a banana split.” Jessie pushed to the front of the line and ordered first.

      A banana split, a hot fudge sundae, a brownie fudge sundae:  each new item made Molly’s mouth water a little more. But her doctor’s words about healthy eating reminded her to order only a single scoop of chocolate chip cookie dough.

      She inhaled the first bite so quickly her tastebuds barely had time to register the change in temperature. And had just taken another spoonful when one of the affirmation bracelets on her right wrist caught her attention.

      Breathe.

      Molly set the spoon back into the bowl and flexed her fingers.

      Breathe.

      Her green eyes met Mary’s assessing gaze. “I’m okay,” she assured the older woman. “Really.”

      Mary acted as if she wanted to
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