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      Quinn Evans rubbed his jaw, peering at the petite young woman, her tank top and shorts showing off her perfect curves as she stared up at him. “You’re Gerry Madison? You’re a girl.” Quinn Evans groaned in disbelief.

      “And you’re a boy! Is this news?” Eyebrows drawn snugly together, Gerry Madison placed her hands firmly on her hips and lifted her chin.

      They scowled at one another across the space that separated them, between the pier and the sailboat. The cool breeze of Southwest Harbor, Maine, was blowing on shore, swirling the air between them as they challenged one another.

      Quinn turned his back to the sailboat on which Gerry stood and arched his eyebrows at his crewman, Allen. “Where did she come from?” he hissed as he shoved his ball cap back on his head and rubbed his beard. “We can’t sail to Bermuda like this.”

      He didn’t take his eyes off Allen’s face. He didn’t want to. The alternative was to look behind him at some strange female standing in the middle of the nicest, best-equipped sailboat he and his company had ever built. Quinn motioned to Allen to walk with him away from the boat while they talked. He didn’t want the woman to be hurt by what he had to say. “Look, we gotta do something and fast. We got to come up with something. We can’t have a woman...I mean she’s too small, isn’t she?” He glanced in the direction of the sailboat to see that she was watching them closely.

      Allen cleared his throat. “I swear, Quinn. I didn’t know Gerry was a she.” He fumbled. “I...I thought that with a name like Gerry, it would be a man.” He shrugged.

      Allen peeked over Quinn’s shoulder at the girl now seated in the cockpit of the boat with her hands in her lap watching them. “You read her application. She says she knows how to sail.”

      “We have only her word for that, right?”

      “Yeah?” Allen glanced at him quizzically. “You think she’s not who she says she is?”

      “I don’t know,” Quinn muttered.

      “She’s here. She’s on time. And we’ve got a deadline. And besides, Quinn, you didn’t specify in the ad that we wanted a man.”

      “I didn’t think it would be necessary. And I assumed that with a name like Gerry...” Quinn took a deep breath and scuffed the wood planking of the pier. If they delayed, the owners would be angry and the weather could close in.

      Hurricane season would soon be here, and Quinn feared the weather more than the new owners. Although, he did like the money he was being paid and there would be a tidy bonus if they delivered the boat ahead of schedule. He had already decided to put the bonus toward a new motorcycle.

      Quinn sensed someone standing beside him. “Can we try the introduction one more time? I’m Gerry Madison, your new crew member.”

      He glanced sideways. A smile tilted the corners of her lips as she held out her hand. He couldn't very well be rude about it. Quinn turned toward her and took her hand. He couldn't help but notice the frizzy, red hair that stuck out all around her face, and the freckles that laced her nose.

      Her smile widened to a grin. “You’re Quinn Evans?” she asked as she flipped her mass of red curls, barely held in check by an elastic.

      “Ah, yes. I’m Quinn.” Caught off-guard by her open friendliness, he rocked backed on his heels. “This is Allen Jamison, my partner.”

      “We’ve met.”

      “Oh, yeah, right.” Quinn fidgeted.

      Gerry glanced from his face to his hand still clutching hers. “Can I have my hand back?”

      “Oh!” Quinn’s eyes widened. “Sure!” As if scalded by her touch, he dropped her hand.

      “Look, lady,” he said, as he pulled his cap down on his forehead. “There’s been a mistake.” He watched her eyes and he could have sworn they changed from hazel to amber. “You see, this is a big sail boat. We need...” He rubbed his knuckles together. “We need a man.” He leaned down a little closer to her for emphasis.

      “We need someone strong, you know, able to carry his weight, so to speak.” The scent of something pleasantly floral drifted up to him. He looked to Allen for support.

      Allen was rubbing the bridge of his nose and studying the horizon.

      “That’s very interesting, Mr. Evans. But don’t you think your cave-man attitude is just a little over done?” She flipped a curly strand off her face. “Right now, I think you need a crewman. I understand you need to sail as soon as possible, before the tide’s against you.”

      Quinn shot a glance at Allen. How did she know so much?

      Allen gave him a guilty shrug.

      Without taking his eyes off Allen, he said, “Excuse us for a minute.” Moving a short distance along the pier, he beckoned for Allen to follow.

      “Go call your cousin, Tommy,” Quinn said.

      “You know I can’t do that. His wife’s expecting a baby.”

      “But we’ll be back in a few days, and she’s not due for two months.”

      “Now, Quinn. You know these new fathers. They’re encouraged to stay close, be part of it an’ all.”

      “What about Raymond Patterson? He crewed for us once before. I saw him in town the other day.”

      “He’s here for a wedding.” Allen rolled his eyes.

      Quinn threw his arms up in despair. “Well, what are we going to do?” He glanced back in the general direction of the boat. “She’s worse than useless. Look at her size, we’ll be lucky if she can lift a frying pan.”

      Allen offered up a wry expression. “Well, at least she’s not gonna take up a lotta room. And besides, she’s already stowed her gear in the aft cabin.”

      “With whose permission?” Quinn shot a dark glance at Allen. “Never mind, I already know the answer.”

      Quinn looked out across the wide expanse of gray-blue water. “She probably doesn’t know the first thing about the new navigation equipment on this boat. She’s probably a real fussy female and all we need around here is the smell of nail polish and her underwear flapping from the foresail.” Quinn pushed his ball cap off his forehead. “And you know what else? She’ll probably get sea sick.”

      “Quinn. Relax, will you? Don’t forget that she was the only applicant that fit our time requirements. She claims to have crewed on boats this big. And what about our bonus?”

      Quinn squinted at Allen and then looked back at Gerry. She was sitting cross-legged on the stern counter of the boat, reading something. To think that she was the only chance he had to collect the cash he needed for a down payment on a new motorcycle.

      He shook his head in disbelief. “You’re sure you want to have her catch you in your underwear some morning?” Quinn raised his eyebrows at Allen.

      “Well, I’d just look on it as an occupational hazard.” Allen grinned, as he scuffed his sneakers on the weathered planking of the wharf. “Anyway, she could really add a little spice to our life. It’s a long trip, and you’re not always the most engaging conversationalist.”

      “Spice?” He gave Allen a crooked smile. “All right, mister cheerful, if you can handle the gossip when we get back. A red head leaving on this boat with the two of us? Here’s hoping you don’t have any jealous girlfriends...” Quinn stopped.

      Gloria. He didn’t dare think about how she would feel about this. The library in Bar Harbor where she worked would be open, and Gloria would hear the news about the new member of their crew by noontime. He'd have to call her and explain before they set sail.

      He sighed in resignation. “Well, let’s go. I hope I don’t live to regret this decision.”

      “Of course, you won’t. She’ll work out just fine, you’ll see.” Allen ducked around Quinn, a smug smile on his face, and strode toward the boat.

      The arrival of a woman upset the whole order of things as far as Quinn was concerned. His father had said that women on boats were a bad omen. He didn’t necessarily believe in something like that, but he still couldn’t help but wonder... Why would any woman want to sail alone with two strangers on a boat bound for Bermuda? Two men she’d never met. Wasn’t she concerned about her safety? She didn’t know either of them. He didn’t like this one little bit.

      Something wasn’t right.

      

      Gerry leaned back against the stanchion. The cool steel did nothing to steady her nerves. This could turn out to be a major mistake. Alone on a boat with two men she didn’t know was risky. But what choice did she have?

      If they didn’t leave today, she'd have to make some excuse and find another way to skip town. She hoped that didn’t happen, because this chance was perfect. After all, who would think to look for her on a sailboat bound for Bermuda?

      Yet, their decision seemed to be taking forever. She knew she had Allen on her side. Quinn Evans could prove to be more of a challenge. He certainly was surprised to learn that she was a girl. Southwest Harbor must be in a time warp all its own. She scowled at the book resting in her lap.

      Stowing her gear had been a smart move. That way it was harder to get her off the boat and more importantly, it kept them from seeing what she had brought on board. If they knew about Ernest, they'd never agree to take her. And she couldn't leave her cat Ernest behind. He had been left once before and that was enough.

      She tried to concentrate on the book she was reading, but the words didn't make it past her eyes. Without raising her head, she sneaked a look in their direction. They were still talking. What could be taking so long? She didn't see that Quinn had any choice but to take her.

      In a couple of days she would be in Bermuda and free of her problem. Everyone had tried to warn her about getting too involved in her cousin Ken’s issues, but she wouldn't listen. Being so sure of her abilities to control the situation had cost her. She flipped the pages of her book and grimaced. Jail held no appeal.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Gerry saw them moving toward the boat. Sliding forward into the cockpit, she stood up and waited. As they neared the boat, Gerry took a deep breath and forced a smile across her lips.

      “We’re ready, are we?” Gerry’s face felt as if it would crack open, right along the lines of her nervous smile.

      Quinn stepped on board. “We are, if you understand the conditions.”

      She wiped her sweaty palms on the back of her jeans and nodded, trying not to let the elation show in her eyes. “Anything you say, Captain.”

      He scowled. “All duties will be divided evenly between the three of us. When we've delivered the boat in Bermuda, our airplane tickets back to Maine will be waiting at the airport in Hamilton and...”

      She couldn’t listen to the rest. She was free. All she had to do was get them to leave port. Now.

      “I accept your conditions.” She smiled at him. “How soon do we leave?” she asked, flicking the stray strands of her hair back behind her ears and tightening the elastic on her frizzy ponytail.

      

      Quinn looked at Allen and nodded. “I guess we’re ready anytime.” He stepped into the forward area of the cockpit and started the engine. Allen released the spring line holding the boat to the pier and tossed it to Gerry. Quinn watched her reach for the line as it snaked through her hands and plopped onto the deck. He saw the pained look on her face as she rubbed her thumb.

      She didn’t know how to catch a line. “Great. Just great,” muttered Quinn.

      After releasing the remaining lines, Allen jumped into the cockpit beside him and started stowing the fenders under the seats. “What’s great?” He looked up at Quinn.

      “Did you see that?” Quinn rolled his eyes in Gerry’s direction.

      Allen pushed his glasses up on his nose and shrugged. “Nerves, maybe?”

      “Or she broke a finger nail,” Quinn said with a knowing nod of his head.

      “Maybe she uses the same acrylic to repair her nails as we do to repair fiberglass. What do ya bet?” Allen slapped Quinn on the back and grinned. “Your male chauvinism's showing.”

      Quinn gritted his teeth as he clutched the wheel. “I’m going to concentrate on the job at hand. Nothing more.”

      “Good idea,” said Allen, as he finished stowing the lines.

      “Maybe everything will be all right,” Quinn said. “Maybe, she’s stronger than she looks. Maybe, she could sail this boat single handedly.”

      Quinn watched Gerry tiptoeing toward the bow of the boat, clutching the life-lines along the rail as she inched forward. “And maybe pigs fly.”

      Allen gave Quinn a backward glance and grinned. “Just steer the boat and stop worrying.”

      With uncharacteristic caution, Quinn eased the boat into the channel leading out to the open ocean. The dark scowl of clouds along the horizon matched his mood.

      He wished he had his cousin’s glib way of talking to women. Manfred Parker had women eating out of his hand the minute he met them. A skill Quinn had no hope of developing. If he had he’d ask Gerry all the questions swirling in his mind. What was really going on here? There must have been a powerful reason for a woman to be willing to leave on a sailboat like this. What was she hiding? Why this boat and why now? And could she really sail?

      Something about this whole situation made the chords tighten in his neck.

      

      Later, Quinn leaned back and relaxed, the coffee cup in his hand created a comforting warm spot. There was nothing more perfect in the world than the smooth rush of a sailboat on the open water. They had left Southwest Harbor without a problem and were headed down the coast.

      He had had his doubts when they were casting off, but after that, Gerry seemed to be more than eager to do whatever was required. In fact, her enthusiasm was infectious. Maybe it was going to be all right, after all.

      Traveling under full sail, they were making good time. Quinn was thrilled with the performance of the Intrepid. Having a client who spared no expense had made building this boat a joy. He smiled to himself as he watched the boat being guided by the self-steering mechanism.

      “Quinn,” yelled Allen from the interior of the cabin. “You’re wanted on ship-to-shore.”

      Crossing the cockpit, he eased through the companionway and took the phone from Allen. Quinn sat at the chart table and rubbed the smoothness of the golden teak wood as he listened. It was the owner and he was pleased that everything was under control. Things were going to be just fine.

      “Well, it’s nice to have a happy owner,” he said to Allen as he hung up. “Now, let’s get down to business. Have we set the work schedule?” He looked around the chart area as he spoke, his gaze coming to rest on a photo of Gloria that he had placed on the book shelves. “Good God! Gloria!”

      “What about her?” Allen glanced over his glasses.

      “I forgot to call her.”

      “It’s the dungeon for you, mate.”

      “Never mind.” He made a mental note to call her when they were done. “Let’s get down to business.”

      “Should we wait for Gerry?” Allen asked as he shuffled papers.

      “She knows we’re working out the schedule, doesn’t she?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, we haven’t got all day. If she finds her duties interfering with her manicure time, she’ll have to trade with one of us.”

      “Now, that should be interesting.” Allen gave Quinn a look of wry amusement. “Aren’t you being just a tad judgmental? After all she’s why we’re able to sail today.”

      “Maybe, but I’m still not convinced we made the right decision.” He swung the chart chair so that he faced the aft cabin. Why didn't she come out to join the discussion? After all, it affected her.

      When they finished doing the work schedule, Allen went up on deck, giving Quinn an opportunity to make his call to Gloria. He could tell when she answered the phone that something was bothering her.

      “Hi, Gloria. It’s me.” He tried to sound off hand and light. “How’s your day?”

      She didn’t answer. Then, finally, “I’m fine. I hear you have a woman on board.”

      “Yeah, the Gerry Madison I told you about turned out to be a woman.”

      “No kidding. And you decided to take her?” Ice tinkled around her words. ”And you didn’t see any reason to call and tell me?”

      “I’m sorry, Gloria. I just plain forgot.” He spoke into the void between them. This conversation wasn't going well. “Look, it was really last minute, you know. And I won’t get that bonus if I'm not in Bermuda ahead of the deadline.”

      “I know all about your deadline and your motorcycle.” She emphasized the words. “I’m sorry, I have to go.” The line clicked.

      Gerry emerged from the darkness of her cabin, carefully closing the door as she did so, and gave him a warm smile.

      “I’ll call you from Bermuda,” he said to the empty line. He suspected Gerry had heard his conversation, but he wasn't going to admit to a problem in front of a stranger.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, as she stood beside the chart table.

      “Fine. Just fine.” The stiffness of his words increased the distance he felt between Gloria and himself. She was angry and he didn’t blame her. The gossips would have a field day telling everyone about the mystery woman on the boat.

      He sighed and turned back to the chart table. The printer was printing out the revised course, replotted to Bermuda. He tore off the sheet and looked at it. He didn't need all this fancy navigation equipment to find his way down the coast. He had grown up on these waters.

      Gerry moved closer to get a look at the print-out. “Are you familiar with these new gadgets?” he asked, mostly to cover his unease. He knew she had been watching him and the knowledge was unsettling.

      “Oh. I recognize this.” She took the printout from him and held it upside down.

      He took the printout from her hands and turned it right side up. “You mean you recognize this.”

      She lowered her head and laughed, a soft melodious sound. He liked people who could laugh at their mistakes, but he wasn’t prepared to like her. Not yet.

      “We all have to learn somewhere.” He moved over to make room for her beside him. “Here, have a look.”

      He began to explain the global positioning system. As he talked, her flowery fragrance encircled him. She was much more appealing in the enclosed space of the cabin than she'd been when he first met her on the deck. Her closeness made his heart thud against his chest.

      Anxious to be done with the explanation before he lost his concentration, he rushed his words. “And that’s about all there is. It’s not hard.”

      “Thank you. You make it sound so simple.” She flushed just a little. “Well, I’d better go out on deck. Allen is going to run through the cockpit instruments with me.” Her eyes looked decidedly green to Quinn as he watched her smile at him and then turn and go up the steps to the deck.

      He sat at the desk for a few more minutes, watching the instrument panel in front of him with its lighted dials and LCD displays. He wondered what Gerry was like and where she came from. She'd given her home address as somewhere in Maine. He couldn't remember where.

      Over the soft swishing sound of the water passing along the hull, Quinn could hear another sound. It seemed to rise and fall with the movement of the boat. It was high pitched, almost a whine or a wail and it was coming from somewhere in the aft cabin. It might be the propeller shaft. Anyway, Quinn wasn't worried. Very often there were transient noises in a new boat when it first sailed. This was probably one of those sounds.

      He heard it again. This time it was like…a crying sound. Like a baby crying? It couldn’t be. Could it? He shook his head. He was hearing things. Turning off the chart table light, he went out on the deck.

      “Who’s on to make lunch today?” he asked as he sat down across from Gerry. “I’m getting pretty hungry.”

      “I drew that job,” said Gerry. “Has anyone got any special requests?” She laughed and rubbed her hands together. “I guess I shouldn’t say that until I check the supplies.”

      Quinn liked her smile. He idly watched the mainsail strain against the wind. This trip might turn out to be downright enjoyable, especially if she could cook.

      He tilted his head forward and looked at Allen. “By the way, did you notice anything this morning below deck?”

      “No, nothing unusual. Why?”

      “Well, a few minutes ago, I heard a squeaking sound, coming from somewhere in the aft cabin. It’s probably just the water rushing around the propeller. We wouldn’t have heard it when the engine was on.”

      “That’s odd. We didn’t hear anything on the trial run. Did we?” Allen asked.

      “No, now that you mention it, we didn’t.” Quinn pulled at his beard. “Well, maybe after lunch, we’ll check it out. I’m sure it’s not serious.” He turned back to Gerry.

      The seat was empty.

      

      As they waited for Gerry to make lunch, the sun broke through the clouds sending dancing points of light skittering across the waves.

      Below deck the sunlight shone through the porthole into the galley, catching Gerry by surprise. She squinted in the bright light and wished that she could just go out on deck and relax. Instead, the muscles in her shoulders tightened with worry, a feeling she hated.

      What was she going to do? She knew the origin of the sound Quinn had heard. To stop him from finding the source, she had to come up with a better plan or Ernest was in real trouble.

      It would help if she could find Ernest. A careful search of her cabin had turned up nothing. Opening the fridge, she stared in at the food, seeing nothing that would tempt Ernest, except the milk. She'd make more coffee while she tried to come up with a solution.

      In the meantime, things didn't look too good. She was sailing on board a boat that she knew little or nothing about. What was even more scary, she was alone, at sea, with two complete strangers. What had she been thinking about? She sighed. What was she ever thinking
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