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      Twenty-eight years earlier…

      

      A primitive fear lodged in her throat.

      Panic flooded her veins.

      Her heart raced.

      Alexandra Stafford continued to run.

      Her gangly teenage legs ached and strained from the effort.

      Turning her head, she caught a glimpse of the man in a blue baseball cap chasing her.

      She forced herself to run faster.

      Her vision blurred and she could no longer see her assailant.

      She ran down the abandoned road, her eyes darting to the right and to the left trying to find a way to safety.

      A red-tailed hawk flew above her head and began to circle above a large field filled with tall, broken trees.

      The predator’s piercing screech filled the air.

      Shivers flew up her spine. The warning sound vibrated throughout her body.

      Dark clouds formed in the evening sky, a sense of foreboding setting her nerves on edge.

      All of a sudden, a deluge of rain poured from the night sky.

      The soil became wet and slippery.

      She needed to keep going. She needed to escape.

      Could she lose him in the thick foliage?

      With no time to lose, Alex turned towards the ditch and began to run through the thick trees.

      It was difficult to run through the tangled web of the foliage.

      But she didn’t have any other option. The road that had been her favorite place to run, had now become deadly.

      Alex’s heart pounded violently in her ears.

      Fear squeezed tight knots in her belly.

      Panic caused her throat to close in on itself.

      The crunching of the man’s shoes on the leaves could be heard behind her.

      Night was closing in around her and she couldn’t see the man’s face.

      She didn’t know who he was, but she was determined to do whatever she needed to do to escape.

      A sudden windy gale blasted another onslaught of rain against her body, soaking her clothes.

      The heavy weight of her drenched clothing made it even more difficult to run.

      Her legs were beginning to tire.

      Her lungs burned.

      Her body shivered from the icy cold.

      Branches stabbed at her arms and legs as she hurried through the dense crop of trees.

      How had her daily evening run suddenly turned so wrong?

      She glanced behind her.

      With the darkness crowding in, this time she only saw shadows.

      But the loud stomping sounds of his feet carried on top of the wind.

      His long strides were closing the gap between them.

      Turning back around, she tried to run faster but tripped and fell to the ground.

      Scrambling, she hurried to get back on her feet.

      A large rock’s sharp edges cut a deep gash in her leg.

      She spotted a large stain of blood on the corner of her grey sweatpants.

      Forcing herself not to think about the pain, she hurried on.

      Her legs — now bruised and bleeding — strained with the pressure.

      Without warning, she tripped and fell on an old tree whose roots stuck up out of the ground.

      In the distance, she could hear the church bells echoing across the island. It must be seven o’clock. Grams would worry if she didn’t return home soon.

      Taking a deep breath, she struggled to get back up on her feet.

      But, just then, strong hands grabbed her shoulders.

      His fingers dug into her skin.

      She winced in pain.

      “Let go of me!” Alex cried out.

      But her attacker only gripped her arm tighter.

      Alex struggled to get free, but she couldn’t escape from him.

      Without warning, something hard hit the back of her head.

      Then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Slowly, her eyes opened.

      She blinked, but couldn’t see anything.

      Everything was dark.

      A sulphuric-like smell filled the room.

      She nearly gagged.

      Thick cotton wrapped around her head, it’s tight thickness causing her not to see anything.

      It was a blindfold.

      She tried to reach up to pull it off, but her hands wouldn’t budge.

      Somebody had tied her hands behind her back.

      Stark fear coiled in her belly, weaving its way upwards where it clung to her throat.

      Who was this man? Why did he attack her — what did he want? Where was she?

      Her head hurt as more questions crowded in.

      She tried to reach up to rub the soreness at the back of her head. But her hands were bound by a strong rope.

      Panic gripped her.

      Her thoughts raced.

      Memories of what happened haunted her. She had been on her usual evening run, enjoying the quiet evening. Then, without warning, there was a man who chased her. He caught up with her and hit her head with something. 

      She had blacked out.

      Then, later in the night, the beastly man had violated her.

      Alex bit her lip as a sob escaped.

      Her heart pounded as fear flooded her.

      What would this horrible man do to her next?

      The rope chafed at her skin as she struggled to free herself from the tight bonds.

      A thousand thoughts raced through her mind at once.

      Why did the man chase her and attack her? Who was this madman? What did he want from her? Where did he bring her — what was this place?

      Panic hit her and she tried once more to pull her hands free.

      The rope only tightened.

      Fear tightened its grip on her throat.
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        * * *

      

      Dread filled her belly.

      What would she do now? What was going to happen to her?

      Most of all, how could she escape?

      Alex bit her lip as her thoughts swirled.

      All of a sudden, she thought of her grandmother. She had always been a very wise woman. What had Grams told her? Whenever you get into a tight spot, don’t give up. Have faith. Then sit in silence, say a prayer and wait. You’ll be surprised how you’ll begin to get ideas and solutions that will help you.

      Alex forced herself to be still and slowed her thoughts down.

      Grams was always reminding her to have faith like a mustard seed. She prayed for a way that she could break free from her captor.

      Feeling sore, she moved her body a little. Her hands scratched at something that poked out of the wall.

      Her finger gingerly touched it again.

      It felt like a sharp nail.

      An idea formed. Would it work if she used the nail to try to cut through the rope?

      She had to try.

      With determination, she began to rub the thick rope forcefully against the edge of the nail.

      She could hear the fiber as it rubbed against the sharp steel end.

      A long time passed, but she continued to work at it.

      Touching it with her fingers she could tell her efforts were working. The rope was fraying at the ends.

      She was nearing the end of her efforts.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be long until she would be rid of the rope that bound her altogether.

      Suddenly, heavy footsteps drifted to her ears.

      The man was getting closer.

      She continued to work the pressing need even more urgent now.

      Alex fingered the rope again. It was thinning. As she touched it, it seemed almost thin enough now.

      She stopped rubbing the rope against the nail when she heard footsteps stop in front of her.

      The man was here.

      Her heartbeats accelerated.

      A popping sound echoed through the air as he bent his knees to crouch near her.

      She stiffened at his closeness.

      She wanted to escape, but her movements remained constricted.

      Suddenly, his rough hands touched her hair.

      At the touch of his cold hand, she jerked back.

      His low voice emerged in a raspy whisper, “So, my pretty Alexandra. I’ve caught you in my lair. My mother will be so happy for me. Both my mother and grandmother always thought I’d amount to nothing. But now that I have you, they will both be proud of me. Finally, a girl from the island’s well-known Stafford family will be mine.”

      Alex stiffened at his words.

      This stranger knew her name – and the name of her family.

      She shivered in fear.

      He touched her face and hair, grabbing her shoulders to pull her closer.

      All of a sudden anger erupted from deep inside of her.

      “I’m not yours to own. Get away from me!” Alex shouted at the man.

      He grabbed her tightly by her slender shoulders.

      “You are mine. Don’t fight me, or it will go far worse for you.” The man’s low voice had a harsh edge to it.

      Alex moved her torso, trying to get away from him. She pulled against the rope, trying again to free her hands from the constraints.

      The man gripped her shoulders hard.

      His fingers touched the angel necklace she wore around her neck.

      “I want this angel necklace. I must have it. It will remind me of you — my angel.” His low voice was hoarse.

      He started to tuck at the silver chain to pull it off her neck.

      Alex struggled to free her hands. Finally, this time, when she tugged her hands against the rope, it finally gave way.

      Her hands were free at last.

      With all her might, Alex pushed against the stranger, and cried out, “No! This necklace is mine. You can’t have what’s mine!”

      He grabbed her, quickly turning her so that his arm was around her neck in a chokehold.

      She wanted to take off the blindfold, but she was too busy fighting against him.

      “So you think you’re clever do you? You figured out a way to untie your hands. But I’m far stronger than a weak girl like you. You’ll never be able to get away from me.” His raspy chuckle mocked her.

      Anger flooded every cell of her body.

      She grabbed his arm and pulled with all her strength.

      The man resisted. She couldn’t get him off of her.

      It was time to resort to drastic measures.

      She bit his arm and pushed him away as hard as she could.

      He yelled in pain, quickly yanking his arm away from her neck. Once more she pushed against him with all her might.

      She could hear his feet stumble against the wood floor.

      As he fell, her fingers grabbed something and pulled it off his arm.

      His watch.

      Yanking the blindfold off her eyes, Alex turned to see her attacker. His face was hidden by a black ski mask.

      All she could see were hate-filled brown eyes.

      He clutched his leg with one hand. Did the fall hurt his leg?

      The man struggled to get back on his feet.

      Panic flooded her at the determination she saw in his eyes.

      She needed to escape.

      Alex realized she only had a few seconds to make her getaway.

      She ran out the door.

      She hurried to get away, focused on finding safety.

      She had to trust her instincts because she was lost. She didn’t recognize any familiar landmarks.

      Alex continued to run.

      “You scarred my arm and stole my watch!” Alex heard his loud voice, out of breath, as the man shouted from behind her. “I won’t forget what you did! I will hunt you down, if it’s the last thing I do! You hear me?”

      Fear made her run even harder. With all her strength, she ran.

      The one thing on her mind was that she needed to escape.

      She intended to run as fast as possible to get to safety.
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      Alex

      

      A chilly wind blew across the ocean as the ferry made its way across the blue water to Martha’s Vineyard.

      Staring out at the rolling white-capped waves, nausea began to churn in Dr. Alexandra Stafford’s belly.

      Swallowing quickly, she shifted her focus.

      Thunder rumbled from the darkening storm clouds in the sky above.

      She shivered.

      Alex caught her first glimpse of the island in the distance.

      Fear gripped her heart.

      Memories that haunted her for years spun through her mind like a pack of vultures circling their prey.

      She was going back to the place of her life’s most painful moments.

      Agonizing experiences flooded her thoughts. Her twin sister’s death, her parents’ deaths from a boating accident a few years later and then the terrible attack from a stranger when she was a teenager still haunted her memories.

      Alex’s throat closed in on itself and panic swelled in her chest.

      How would she be able to handle living here again?

      The island was the one place she’d vowed never to return.

      In a twisted turn of events, she was coming back to stay.

      Alex fingered the St. Michael’s pendant she wore around her neck.

      She wore the treasured necklace every day. At night was the only time she removed it.

      Her mom and dad had given Alex the necklace for her birthday the year after her twin sister, Anne, died.

      Her twin had always loved to hear the story of their great-grandfather Captain Henry Stafford and how he had saved the life of the young princess.

      Anne had always dreamed of finding the tiara with the pink diamond someday.

      She was grateful her parents commissioned a custom designed necklace. It had a warrior angel figurine — like the angel on the Saint Michael’s pendant — and, as a surprise, they added a small pink diamond.

      The pendant was made of gold and the jewel was a truly authentic, rare pink diamond.

      It looked like the angel was holding the pink gem in one hand.

      For Alex, the angel was a symbol of protection and a source of comfort against the dark and evil forces in the world around her.

      The pink diamond reminded Alex of her twin sister’s dream to one day find the missing tiara. Last year, Lizzie found the tiara in the secret room at the beach house, but the pink diamond was missing.

      Warmth flooded her as memories returned of her parents and the people she’d known from her childhood.

      There were a few islanders that were long-time friends. Dr. Grace Waverly and her best friend from childhood, Becca Featherstone.

      Becca had called a few weeks ago. The two of them talked regularly throughout the years, ever since Alex left Sweet Beach Cove.

      In fact, her friend was the person she called whenever she needed encouragement or advice.

      The day Alex called to tell Becca she was moving back to the island, she had been excited.

      “Alex, this is the best news I’ve heard all year,” Becca gushed over the phone line. “I’ve always wanted you to live nearby again so we could have coffee and chat together like we used to.”

      “Becca, I’m glad. I’m a little nervous about returning to the island. There are too many unknowns. Will it work out to get the children’s medical clinic going? Will I be able to reconnect with friends from years ago without it being awkward?” Alex questioned.

      “You’re thinking about Sam Chadsworth aren’t you?” Her friend asked. “I see him around the island often with his young daughter. I think he looks lonely.”

      “I hurt him years ago when I refused his marriage proposal, Becca. I don’t know if Sam will want to talk to me,” Alex explained.

      Becca sighed. “I know you have regrets, Alex. But I still think you should try talking to him.”

      “Maybe.”

      Her best friend had been one of her biggest supporters throughout the years since she moved away from the island.

      There were other friends and mentors. Dr. Grace Waverly was both. She was the woman who inspired Alex to become a doctor. It was Dr. Waverly who took care of her after that stranger’s attack when she was a teenager.

      However, it was the friendship she’d once had with Samuel Chadsworth — the one man she’d never forgotten — that had been the most on her mind.

      Last year, Alex talked with Sam briefly when she’d joined her six sisters for the test weekend at Lizzie’s inn.

      Her former high school sweetheart from long ago was as kind and handsome as she remembered.

      He had briefly shared about the death of his wife. Later on, he talked happily about his young eight-year old daughter, Zoe.

      Alex couldn’t help but notice he was guarded in his conversation with her.

      She didn’t blame him.

      Memories surfaced of that day years ago when she had refused his proposal of marriage. They had been childhood friends. As they continued to get to know each other, they became more than friends.

      The two of them started to date soon after Alex’s sophomore year in high school.

      It was at that point that something happened that changed her life forever.

      It was during the weeks after the start of Alex’s junior year, she was brutally attacked by a stranger.

      Everything shifted from that day on.

      Alex began to put more distance between her and Sam. Yet he continued to pursue her. He wanted the two of them to continue to remain close.

      Later, when Sam visited Alex during her first year of college, he proposed.

      Alex had quickly refused his marriage proposal.

      Her fears of getting close to a man — any man — were very real.

      Her refusal not only ended their dating relationship, but it had also ended their childhood friendship.

      Ever since that day, there had been a big hole in her heart.

      A big part of the trauma she had suffered was a secret that hardly anyone knew — except two women. Dr. Waverly and her late grandmother.

      Alex never told anybody because of the deep shame and anguish that flooded her soul each time she remembered.

      There was something about her now — that would make Sam reject her if he ever found out the truth.

      Regret clung to her like a deep wound that wouldn’t heal.

      Somewhere deep inside, she longed to restore her friendship with Sam again.

      Now, if by some miracle Sam wanted her back in his life — she would never be able to give him what he’d always longed for — a family.

      It was something she had yearned for, for a long time.

      But time had forced her to give up on that dream.

      Yet, Alex couldn’t help but long for a fresh start and healing of old wounds from the past.

      Would that old house she’d inherited from her grandmother become a place of heartache or healing?

      The shuffling sound of feet near her interrupted her musings.

      A man wearing a yellow raincoat leaned his elbows on the ferry’s rail beside her.

      “I couldn’t help but notice your bright purple t-shirt with the yellow handprints. Looks like a combination of fun and sunshine. Perfect for the beach,” the man spoke in low, even tones.

      Briefly, Alex looked down at her shirt.

      What in the world inspired her to put this old t-shirt on today?

      Silently, she shook her head, upset with her choice of clothes.

      Memories returned of that day years ago. It was during the summer festival that Sam had the idea for them to create matching shirts. Together, they dipped their hands in yellow paint and placed both palms on the purple t-shirts.

      Warmth flooded her as she remembered all the laughter and fun they’d had that day.

      Alex shoved down the longing that rose up inside her whenever thoughts of Sam swirled in her mind.

      “Thanks.” She didn’t know what to say to this stranger’s comment.

      He continued talking. “Is this your first time visiting Martha’s Vineyard?”

      Alex turned to him. “No, it’s not. I grew up on the island. Now, I’m returning to stay.”

      Her voice sounded flat to her own ears.

      “You used to live here?” One eyebrow lifted with curiosity as he waited for her answer.

      She nodded, taking a moment to really look at the man beside her.

      He looked like a man of Native American heritage. His light brown skin, black, wavy hair, and large, dark eyes reminded Alex of one of her friends from childhood.

      “Yes. My sisters and I grew up on the island,” Alex replied. It frustrated her that this man looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t recall where she had seen him before.

      “Sounds like there’s a story there.” His easy going manner made her want to blurt out her life story.

      She nodded and sighed.

      “I’d love to hear it. I love stories.” He grinned. “But first let me introduce myself. My name is Chesmu Sagamore.”

      He held out one hand in greeting and she shook hands with him.

      “Your name sounds familiar.” Alex paused, trying to remember. It slipped her mind. “My name is Alexandra Stafford. But my friends call me Alex.”

      His smile grew wide, revealing even white teeth. “Nice to meet you, Alex. My name might sound familiar because I go to different events, singing songs and sharing stories about my people, the Wampanoag tribe.”

      “That’s probably where I heard your name then.” Alex nodded.

      She would mention this man’s name to her sisters. Perhaps they would remember Chesmu.

      Looking back out at the ocean, she replied, “To answer your question, my decision to return to the island is a long and painful story. It’s too boring to get into the details now. But for now, it looks like I’m back on the island for the foreseeable future.”

      “What made you decide to return?” He leaned on the railing, turning to her, a warm light in his eyes.

      His friendly smile invited more conversation.

      “I was recently let go from my position at Mercy Children’s Hospital in Boston. The administrator cited budget cuts when I was given my notice.” Alex sighed heavily, still stunned at the way she had been quickly forced out of her position.

      She was convinced her former colleague Dr. Ross had a hand in convincing the administrator that Alex should be let go. Ever since she had refused to date him, Dr. Ross had held a grudge.

      “Sorry you were let go. That must have been difficult. But Martha’s Vineyard is a great place to be when you’re in the middle of change.”

      “I guess time will tell if that sentiment will hold true for me.” Alex swallowed back frustration.

      “It will.”

      The confidence in his voice was a little unnerving.

      Alex couldn’t allow herself to believe his words.

      She had plenty of reasons to become jaded over the years.

      The island had swallowed up too many people she loved.

      First her twin sister, Anne, died when she was six. When she turned ten years old her parents died in a boating accident. Later, when she was in high school, she was attacked by a stranger when she’d been out jogging one evening.

      She’d come home bruised and bleeding, her innocence lost.

      After her narrow escape, she ran back to Grams’ house.

      Her grandmother took care of her, insisting she go see the doctor.

      In recent years, she’d told her sisters what happened that night long ago, but they’d been sworn to secrecy.

      Alex had never told Sam about the attack that night.

      It was because of that terrible attack and her focus on medical college that she had refused his marriage proposal.

      Alex had made the decision not to trust any man to get close to her again. Being vulnerable wasn’t safe.

      Years ago, that choice had cost her the only man she’d ever loved.

      It had been a very costly mistake.

      In the end, Sam had married someone else.

      She shook her head, trying to shake free from the memories.

      Turning to Chesmu she asked, “What about you? You live on the island?”

      “Yes, I spent my childhood with my family here. My people are of the Wampanoag tribe in the town of Aquinnah on Martha’s Vineyard. My family ancestry dates back thousands of years,” Chesmu stated, a shimmer of pride in his eyes.

      “That is truly inspiring. A great legacy to pass onto your children,” Alex commented.

      Longing stirred in her for a family of her own. But she pushed it down. It was a yearning she realized that was forever out of reach.

      It was too late for her.

      “It will be. Someday, I will meet the right woman who will help create that legacy.” He chuckled.

      Alex sent him a wistful smile. “It’s good you still have your dreams, Chesmu. Sometimes, it’s too late. We have to accept what’s been lost.”

      He shook his head, a sadness in his dark eyes. “Alexandra, I don’t believe that’s true for you. You just need time to heal from old wounds and the freedom to believe in yourself and your dreams again.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Alex pondered his words, amid the loud crashing of waves against the ship.

      “Time will have to convince you then.” He chuckled. “Do you have plans when you arrive?”

      Alex nodded. “I’ve inherited my grandmother’s house. My plan is to start a medical clinic for children.”

      “That’s wonderful. You’re a children’s doctor?”

      She nodded. “I am. It will take a bit of time, but I’m hoping to get the medical clinic up and running in a few weeks.”

      “The island needs a good doctor for children.” He looked like he was about to say more, when a woman’s voice interrupted them.

      It sounded like the woman’s voice was from the other side of the ship.

      “Chesmu, come over here,” she called again, “I want you to see something.”

      The man beside her grinned. “That’s my stepsister. It looks like I need to be going. I’m glad we could meet, Alex.”

      Alex smiled warmly. “It was nice to meet you as well, Chesmu.”

      He nodded before he hurried away.

      She turned to see him walk over and hug a woman with dark hair, but lighter coloring than him. Once again, a sense filled her that she had met the woman somewhere before.

      The vague memories were sure to come back to her at some point.

      Turning her head, she stared at the familiar sights of the island which were now closer and in plain view.

      Alex noticed the clouds above, darkened to a grey-black.

      A shudder rippled through her body.

      As she continued to look up, she spotted a red-tailed hawk flying overhead. The familiar sight reminded her of the terror she still felt from that night long ago.

      A red-tailed hawk had flown in the sky above her that horrible night, as she tried to make her desperate escape from the man who chased her.

      Without warning, the predator’s loud cry filled the air.

      Alex inhaled a quick breath.

      A foreboding flooded her at the bone-chilling sound.

      She shivered as the memories tried to force their way into her thoughts.

      Pushing them back, she swallowed quickly.

      Readjusting the shoulder strap of her blue tote, her grip tightened on the bag.

      With her other hand, she clung to the railing as the ferry began to dock at the island’s port.

      A crease formed between her brows.

      As she turned her head, her gaze swept over the large parking area near the docks.

      She stopped suddenly when she spotted a man and young girl walking their bicycles on the side of the area, near the trees. A dark brown dog trotted happily beside them.

      The man looked familiar.

      When the little girl turned and pointed at the ferry, the tall man turned to look at the large ship.

      Alex sucked in a breath.

      She recognized that face.

      Samuel Chadsworth.

      The man looked at the incoming ferry, with his daughter by his side.

      His eyes stopped when they found her at the ship’s railing.

      Did Sam recognize her?

      He stared for a minute longer, a frown forming between his brows. Without warning, Sam suddenly turned to his daughter. He spoke to her quickly and then they turned and rode away.

      Alex stared after them, biting her bottom lip.

      Her heart plummeted in her chest.

      If Sam recognized her and didn’t respond, what sort of welcome would await her now that she was back to stay?

      Thoughts of her old boyfriend from years ago wasn’t her only worry.

      Fear circled around and around in her head. Questions surfaced that had gnawed at her for years. Would she finally discover who her attacker was when she was a teenager?

      What about her parents’ deaths in the boating accident? Would she learn more details about what had happened to them?

      Alex wanted answers.

      Panic filled her chest again.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. Have courage. Those thoughts swirling her head were the voice of reason amid all her fears.

      Alex longed to be free of the fears that had haunted her all her life.

      What she really wanted was for the nightmares from the past, to finally stop.

      What she really wanted was to be left alone.

      What she really wanted was peace.

      She remembered Chesmu’s words. You need time to heal from old wounds. Then you’ll have a new freedom to believe in yourself and your dreams again.

      His words swirled around and around in her mind.

      Pain and heartache had paralyzed her for years.

      She had allowed fear to trap her for far too long.

      Maybe if she let go of the past, she would gather courage to face the future.

      Problem was, she didn’t know how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      
      Samuel Chadsworth slipped the front wheels of his bicycle inside the wooden rack.

      His thoughts spun round and round.

      The woman he’d seen on the ferry earlier today was the same woman he’d loved and lost.

      Sam breathed out her name with his next breath.

      Alexandra Stafford.

      He still remembered everything about her.

      The reason he believed the woman he saw was Alex, was because of the shirt she wore.

      He never forgot that day years ago.

      The summer before their junior year, the two of them went to a hand painting booth at the summer festival. That’s when they decided to be creative and make their own unique t-shirts.

      They chose purple t-shirts and, as they talked and laughed together, they dipped their hands in the yellow hand paint and stamped their hand imprints on the front and back.

      They’d had so much fun that day.

      He smiled wistfully at the memory.

      That day was the last time he’d heard Alex laugh. A few weeks after they started their junior year, she changed drastically. She hardly said two words to him or anyone else at school.

      It seemed like the joy of living had been ripped away from her.

      He had been shocked at the change in his girlfriend.

      Despite asking questions, he never did learn the reason Alexandra kept him at arm's length.

      But they continued to spend time together. Eventually, Sam asked her to marry him during her first year of college.

      Alexandra had refused.

      It took a few years to heal from the pain of losing the only woman he had ever loved.

      Then, a few years later, he met Alice. She was calm, quiet, and a healing balm to his troubled heart.

      They had only been married for a couple of years before their daughter came along. Sadly, in only a short amount of time, Alice was diagnosed with cancer and was swiftly taken from them.

      Sam swallowed. There had been too much loss.

      Love brought too much pain and heartache.

      He decided he never wanted to fall in love again.

      From now on, it would just be him and his beautiful little girl.

      That would have to be enough love for him.

      His eight-year old daughter loudly called his name, shaking him out of his silent musings.

      Sam shook his head, forcing himself back to the here and now.

      “Daddy, it was fun to ride our bicycles. Just you and me.” Her smile grew wide as she removed her helmet.

      “I agree. I love when it’s just us together, sweetie. And it’s really great that you were home early from school today. It’s a perfect way to start the weekend with plenty of time to play outside.” Sam slung his head gear over the handlebars and grabbed his little girl into a big hug.

      Zoe giggled. Squirming out of his arms, she ran inside the house.

      He chased her across the front porch and into the house, where he grabbed her again kissing her cheeks.

      Zoe laughed out loud. “Daddy, you’re the best.”

      “Aww. I happen to think you’re the best too.” He hugged his daughter again until their dog tackled the two of them.

      The brown lab started to jump up and down, his gruff bark reminding them he needed attention too.

      “Milo, let's give you a quick rub down.” Sam began to pet their dog’s thick brown hair.

      Zoe giggled. “Milo wants some hugs too.”

      His daughter showered their dog with hugs and kisses.

      Then, just as quickly, she jumped to her feet.

      “Daddy, I’m going to my room to get my sketchpad. I saw some new flowers in the backyard and I want to try to draw them.” She waved and hurried down the hallway.

      “Alright, beautiful.” He grinned as she ran off to her bedroom with her dog running after her. He was thankful she was now back from the hospital from her bout with a bad cold and flu.

      His daughter was now her energetic self again.

      He pushed back the constant worry that tried to plague him.

      As a dad, he was determined to do everything he could to keep Zoe healthy and well.

      Sam rubbed his forehead, deep in thought.

      Even with all the loss he’d had in his life, he was very thankful for the one female in his life who filled his days with love and laughter: his daughter.

      That would have to be enough for him.
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        * * *

      

      The sea air enfolded Alex in a familiar cocoon of salt water and warmth, whispering in the breeze as she got out of her car.

      The dark clouds above had shifted a little. The warmth of the sun pierced through with welcome rays shining through the dark haze.

      Motionless, she stood beside her black, compact car on the driveway of her grandmother’s old home.

      It was an old, Georgian-style house, built with stone. There were a total of six bedrooms, a living room, parlor, and a large kitchen. Behind the large home stood an old-style carriage house.

      On both sides of the house, green vines had grown tall enough to reach the weathered shingles.

      When her parents were still alive, she remembered Gramps had hired a contractor to build a porch with a roof that extended to the outer walls.

      The large, stately porch columns reminded her of the grandeur of days gone by. Through the years, this house continued to stand tall and majestic.

      For a few weeks, one summer in her early teenage years, Gramps and Grams and her sisters had all moved to this old house while the cottage by the beach was being cleaned and renovated from unexpected water damage.

      Alex stared at the porch that was empty now, but still held the best memories of laughter and sweet iced tea.

      Quickly, she wiped away a stray tear as memories enveloped her.

      The house looked as resilient as it ever was, in spite of the unpredictable storms that had engulfed the island and the Stafford family over the years.

      The shrill ringing of her phone jerked her back to the present.

      “Hello, Alex.” Jane’s cheery voice was just what she needed. “I thought I’d check how it's going, since it’s your first day back on the island.”

      “Hey, Jane. Thanks for calling. It’s going well. I made it back here, so that’s something.” Alex chuckled. It was good to hear Jane’s voice and to catch up with her sister. “How have you been?”

      “It’s going okay. I’ve been busy planning weddings, so that’s always interesting.” Jane sighed. “But lately, when I help to plan the happy couple’s big day, I always feel a twinge of longing. ”

      “I think that’s a good sign, Jane. Maybe you’ve had a chance to heal from your old boyfriend. Maybe you’re ready to meet the right guy.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Jane said. “The trouble is, I've been a little gun-shy ever since I dated Devon.”

      “I’m not surprised you’re hesitant. I would be too if I found out the man I thought I was married to already had a wife in another state.” Alex was still shocked that Jane’s ex-husband had fed her such a massive lie. “But I have no doubt you’ll find the right guy for you.”

      “I hope so,” Jane said. “But enough about me. How are you?”

      “I’m doing alright. I’m back and trying to find the courage to take the next steps.” Alex grinned sideways. “It was nice to see you at Lizzie’s wedding.”

      “That was a fun weekend.” Jane chuckled. “I can’t believe Lizzie invited our old boyfriends.”

      Alex grimaced. “I believe our dear older sister was trying to play the matchmaker.”

      “So, it would seem. But I did have a good talk with Wade Hampton. It felt like the years fell away and we were back to being the good friends we were years ago.” Jane paused. “But how about you, Alex? I noticed you and Sam Chadsworth had a chance to talk.”

      Alex swallowed at the mention of Sam’s name.

      He was still one of the most handsome men around. His brown, wavy hair had some silver streaks in it now, but it only made him more attractive.

      Those large, hazel eyes had smoldered with intensity as he looked at her. For the first time in a real long time, she wanted to feel his arms around her again.

      “Alex?”

      At her sister’s voice, Alex was pulled out of her memories. “I did have a good talk with Sam. Life has matured him. But he is still as kind and compassionate as I remember.”

      Nostalgia wound its way around her heart.

      “Maybe you should have coffee with him now that you’ve moved to Sweet Beach Cove,” Jane suggested.

      “I don’t know. His wife died a few years ago and now he has a little girl to take care of. I don’t think that would be a possibility.” The walls around her heart began to close in on themselves.

      “Why not?” Jane exclaimed. “His wife passed away. Perhaps the man is lonely. Maybe he’s looking for a good conversation with an old friend.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Alex’s fingers toyed with her watch.

      Jane continued, “Maybe Sam would like to talk to someone he can trust about his daughter.”

      Alex nodded. “When we talked, Sam said he was grateful he could work from home so he could be there for Zoe. There have been a few times she’s been sick.”

      “That’s so sad.” Jane sighed. “That reminds me of our sister Anne. When Anne died suddenly from pneumonia at six years old, it was a very sad time for mom and dad and all of us.”

      Alex’s eyes misted with unshed tears. “I struggled for years with Anne’s death. She was my twin sister. We did everything together. There were some days when I was convinced we could hear each other’s thoughts. However, Anne’s death as a child was the reason, I wanted to become a children’s doctor. I wanted to do what I could to help sick children to get better so they could live long, healthy lives.”

      “Did you ever tell Sam about what happened to Anne?” Jane asked.

      She paused, fear forming
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