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      1815

      

      With the moon no more than a sliver, a scattered array of stars, tossed against the inky sky, were bright tonight.

      It was a lovely spring evening, chilly following the warmth of day. One of those evenings when lightning bugs sparkled as they left the ground to make their way into the trees.

      Inside her house along the shore of Lake Huron, Amelia moved from the window where other than fireflies, she saw little more than the faint glow of the lighthouse across the water.

      Pausing to study a painting on the wall, Amelia bit her lip and contemplated whether it should be moved to the other side of the room where she could see it while she drank her tea at breakfast.

      The painting was a rather nice likeness of her and her new husband, Carlton.

      Carlton was breathtakingly handsome in his British uniform and Amelia looked lovely in her wedding gown. They had been so very young. Barely out of leading strings, they had been consumed with that first blush of love reserved only for the young.

      The painting had been done in England, just days after their wedding, and right before Carlton sailed for America. That the painting had survived the voyage was a miracle in and of itself.

      Carlton had said he would build her a house and build her a house he did.

      He’d come here with the British soldiers to fight in what became known as the War of 1812.

      After the capture of Fort Mackinac, Carlton had sworn his allegiance to America and sent for his wife. He built this house while she traveled, but he had been called back before she arrived.

      They had been like two ships passing in the night.

      She received a letter just two weeks ago that he would be home by the end of June.

      The end of June had come and gone.

      But Carlton had not returned.

      With every knock at the door her heart leapt with hope that it might be Carlton.

      But when the knock came tonight after the sun had already set, she knew even before she reached the door that it was not Carlton.

      “Hello,” she said, opening the door to the soldier waiting on the other side of the door.

      “Mrs. Winters?”

      He was a kind man, young. Much as Amelia and Carlton had been when they had wed. After delivering the letter, he had left her alone again.

      Taking the letter with her, she went sit on the sofa, the painting on the wall in front of her.

      She sat there, holding it in her hands, staring at the images in shadows on the wall. After some time, after the clock chimed the hour, she pulled a candle close and slipped her finger beneath the fold, breaking the wax seal on the envelope. A seal she did not recognize.

      Carlton was not coming home. He had been lost at sea.

      She sat there, thinking nothing and everything for hours. She didn’t cry. She hardly felt anything other than an odd numbness.

      It was after the clock struck Midnight and the candle had sputtered out that Amelia managed to drag herself from the couch.

      She went to her writing desk, uncorked a bottle of ink, and began to write.

      
        
        My dearest Carlton,

        They tell me you were lost at sea.

        But I want you to know that I will never give up on you.

        If there is the remotest chance that you could still be out there somewhere, I will wait for you.

        Know that I will stay here at this house. Until the end of time. And I will wait for you.

        I will wait because true love never dims.

        Your truest love,

        Amelia

      

      

      Leaving the letter out for the ink to dry, she dragged herself upstairs and, not even bothering to undress, crawled beneath the blankets.

      She didn’t wake up.

      She died that night of takotsubo syndrome.

      A broken heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Bailey Winters

          

        

      

    

    
      Dark blue water, lapping against the sandy shore, stretched to the horizon where it blended into a hazy band, then blossomed into a light blue sky with fluffy fair weather cumulus clouds drifting lazily.

      A faint glow from the top of the lighthouse just out from the water’s edge deferred its warning sentinel to the bright mid-morning sunlight.

      Standing at my floor to ceiling living room window, I watched as a ferry, a tall spray of water following in its wake, sailed its way across Lake Huron. The ferry would be packed with early season tourists coming out to spend the day on Mackinac Island. As the ferry neared the island, the mournful wail of its horn echoed across the water.

      It was still hard to think of myself as anything other than a tourist.

      My living room.

      I came from a small family. No siblings. No cousins. My mother’s older sister, Aunt Meagan, never married, but she’d knocked her career out of the park.

      Started her own marketing company. Worked freelance. Made a stellar reputation for herself.

      I visited her often in the summers when I was in high school. She’d spent a little time with me, but mostly she worked. She’d always made it a point to spend a few hours every afternoon with me, an early dinner, then she’d park me in front of the television and go back to her computer.

      Sometimes I would slip out and walk down the sidewalk along the shore to downtown Mackinac. I’d just sit on a bench and watch people with the fascination of a teenager. I’d wondered what it would be like to be here on this romantic island with a boyfriend. I imagined how we’d get ice cream and watch the sunset.

      But Aunt Meagan. She had worked hard. She’d been very successful.

      She’d died far too young and as far as I knew, alone.

      It was not a happy story for her.

      I’d learned from her. I’d learned how to be successful and work hard. But I had also learned the importance of taking time off.

      I’d learned, from Aunt Meagan’s way of life, the importance of family.

      I’d dated, seriously, one guy in college. After we’d split up, I had pretty much avoided relationships. Just because it was my fault, didn’t make it hurt any less.

      Then just when my life seemed to be settling in for the long haul, Aunt Meagan had gone and left me this house on Mackinac Island.

      I was only twenty-six. Too young to live on this island alone. Or so I had thought until I got here.

      There was a magic on Mackinac island. I’d always attributed it to the fancifulness of youth. Since I hadn’t been here since I was seventeen, I saw it differently through my adult eyes.

      Now as an adult, I knew it had not just been my childhood imagination. It really was magical.

      Maybe it was the view. Maybe it was the cool air blended with the bright sunshine. Maybe it was the way the tourists carefreely rode their bicycles up and down the path along the lakeshore.

      But still, I packed. I packed up a woman’s life. A woman who had a successful career. Had she been lonely, I wondered? Or content in her own world?

      Holding a roll of packing tape in one hand, I leaned against the window frame and watched an airplane approach the island. It was a small jet. A Cessna.

      My college boyfriend, an aviation major, had been into airplanes and had loved to tell me all about them.

      I didn’t care about airplanes, but I cared that he cared. And whether I had wanted it to or not, information had soaked in. I was like that. A sponge, my father called me.

      The ringing of a phone startled me. I checked my cell, but that wasn’t it. Then I remembered.

      My aunt, oddly enough, still had her landline. The same phone number she’d had for years.

      I already fielded a couple of phone calls—that had been unpleasant to say the least.

      “Hello?” I always answered my aunt’s phone with a question.

      There was silence for a moment.

      “This is Betty from Houston. Is Meagan available?”

      Taking the cordless phone with me, I dropped onto the sofa. I hated, hated doing this. Explaining to people that Aunt Meagan wasn’t here anymore. I could say the words now, without emotion. I suppose I had developed some self-protective numbness.

      “Give me a minute and I’ll call you back,” Betty from Houston, her voice a little hoarse, said after I finished my narrative.

      As I sat there waiting for her to call back, I stared at the painting on the wall in front of me. The painting had been here in this same spot for as long as I could remember. It was a faded painting of a young couple. A man in his uniform and a young lady in what I always imagined to be her wedding gown.

      Even in the faded black and white painting, I could see the happiness the artist had captured in their eyes.

      Five minutes later, Betty from Houston called back.

      “Sometimes your aunt rented out her guest room to my employees.”

      Did I know that? There was a guest room behind the kitchen and now that I thought about it, it was obviously for guests. It hadn’t occurred to me to consider what guests.

      “I didn’t really know that,” I said. “Employees?”

      “Worthington Enterprises,” Betty said. “Not all the time. Just a night or two here and there.”

      “Okay.” While I’d been going through my aunt’s things, I’d noticed some odd notations that now made sense.

      Maybe it was how she kept from being lonely.

      At any rate, it was time to tackle Aunt Meagan’s financial records. I needed to be sure.

      “But I need it for six months this time,” Betty said. She named off an amount that left me momentarily speechless.

      “We pay ahead and I can transfer the money electronically to your account.”

      “Okay,” I said. The amount would cover my apartment rent in Dallas for at least two years. I gave her my cell phone number that linked to my bank account.

      “Great,” Betty from Houston said. “I don’t know which of my guys it will be yet, but I’ll go ahead and send over the money to reserve the room.”

      Just minutes after we disconnected, I had a notice on my phone that the full amount she named had just been deposited in my account.

      The guest could rent the whole house for that amount. I’d be out of here soon anyway.

      

      Nine days later, however, I was still here.

      At the time Betty from Houston had called, I figured I’d rent out the room, put the house on the market, and go back to my life in Dallas.

      But I was still here.

      And I’d somehow, through the process of setting up my own work area in my aunt’s upstairs office, gotten comfortable working here.

      I was inspired by the view of the lake that looked more like an ocean. The white birds that dipped down into the water and back up, often times with a fish in their beaks.

      Found comfort in watching the neighbor who walked his white Siberian Husky every morning at seven o’clock. And again in the evenings. Sometimes he tossed a stick into the water for the dog to chase after. Sometimes, when it was cold, they would just walk down the sidewalk, then hurry back home to the warmth of their own home.

      Maybe it was the horse and buggies, in lieu of automobiles, that passed by on the road below. There were no cars on Mackinac and that had always been something that I found to be enchanting in and of itself.

      There were only two ways to get on and off Mackinac Island. By ferry or by airplane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Cody Johnson

          

        

      

    

    
      A typical Wednesday morning for a flight.

      The early morning sun streamed in through the cockpit window on the right, glancing off the computer screens in front of me.

      The horizon stretched for miles in every direction, the blue sky blending into land. It looked like an artist had taken a brush and blurred the horizon into a haze so it was hard to tell where the sky stopped and land began. It was as if a molecular reaction occurred, fusing the land and sky together.

      It was an optical illusion, of course. But with only the occasional radio chatter coming through my headset, my mind was free to roam.

      A perfect day for flying, not a cloud in the sky, with radar assurance that the skies would be clear all the way to my destination.

      After adjusting my four-point harness, I set the controls to autopilot.

      It was just me floating above the world. No passengers.

      I leveled out at ten thousand feet. My favorite altitude. I liked it because for one, it was considered by many, my grandfather included, to be the safest for individual planes of this size.

      The second reason was purely personal. The view on the ground at this level still looked human. I could see highways, houses of all sizes, a small-town baseball field. A freight engine snaked its way along the miles and miles of track in what looked like slow motion.

      The movement of tiny cars and trains was reminiscent of when I sat at my grandfather’s feet playing with my miniature airplanes, flying them high over miniature cars and buildings.

      This Phenom 100 was a small jet compared to the others owned by Skye Travels, but it was smooth, responsive, and comfortable.

      What more could one want from an airplane besides smooth and responsive and comfortable? A touch of luxury. Check. Exceptional speed. Check. Lots of cargo storage. Check. My Trek off-road bicycle in a color called rage red fit easily in the storage area in the back with plenty of room left for my luggage and my golf club bag.

      I typically traveled light. Nothing more than an overnight bag. But this was a longer trip.

      Much longer.

      It would have been a typical Wednesday morning.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Only six months.

      I could live anywhere for six months. It wasn’t long enough to rent an apartment, but it was too long to live in a hotel.

      Betty at the office had reserved a room for me. That was all I knew at this point. A room in someone’s house.

      So I had closed up my twenty-first floor Uptown Houston apartment and asked the concierge to hold my mail.

      My job, flying for the prestigious Skye Travels Airline, required me to do whatever was needed. And since I was not only one of the newest hires, but also had no wife and kids, I was recruited to cover for Mike Phillips, a pilot on maternity leave.

      I’d met Mike, of course, and considered him to be an admirable fellow.

      Notwithstanding Mike’s situation, I had to do what was needed to help out the company. That my grandfather, Noah Worthington, was the founder and owner of that company didn’t give me more weight. Sometimes it actually seemed like being one of Noah’s grandsons gave me more responsibility by default.

      Noah had told me when I was younger, before I was even considering going to work there—not that I hadn’t always known that I would—that the company was ours and we had to do whatever it took to make sure it ran smoothly. I hadn’t really known what he meant by that at the time, but his words branded themselves into my brain and this particular responsibility seemed to be a perfect illustration.

      Another airplane flew in front of me, not close, but just close enough for me to know it was there. Two airships passing in the sky.

      One day the sky would be filled with airplanes just as the freeways were filled with cars today. Already, airplanes had autopilot. One day, probably not in my lifetime, they would be as simple to operate as cars, putting most us pilots out of jobs. I imagined that they would be made of some type of metal that, like holding two magnets with like poles close together, would repel each other, preventing the airplanes from running into each other.

      Perhaps they should build cars out of that type of metal, too.

      My current, not really serious, girlfriend, Charlotte, had not been happy or particularly unhappy about this semi-permanent relocation. I hadn’t offered to bring her with me, our relationship wasn’t like that, nor had it come up in our brief conversation two days ago. I hadn’t seen or talked to her since then. That was one point of relief. I had honestly expected hysterics.

      The clear sky had white puffy clouds now, probably coming from the moisture of the great lakes.

      I was just thirty minutes out now.

      Just a three-hour flight and my life was about to be completely different. Sometimes it took three hours to get from my apartment to the airport north of Houston. Depending on traffic.

      As a pilot, travel was part of my life.

      That part was nothing new. Just a part of daily life.

      But moving to live in a different part of the country… that was something new and unexpected.

      Only six months.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting upstairs in my little office, I worked on a marketing plan for a client in Houston.

      I’d been at it for three hours and my eyes were starting to cross.

      I sat back in what was the most comfortable desk chair I had ever sat in and gazed outside. Aunt Meagan had the best of everything.

      The next-door neighbor was walking his Husky, a dog named Bandit, so named because the white dog’s fur had what looked like a black mask over his eyes.

      The sound of an incoming airplane caught my attention. As I watched, it came close enough for me to see that this plane was a Phenom, probably a Phenom 100 from what I could see from here.

      It made a sweep around the island, then went in for what I knew would be a landing.

      I’d only lived here for two weeks, but I already knew the patterns and was making some of my own.

      In fact, I checked my phone, it was time for me to take my midday break.

      I put on my lace up hiking books and grabbed a jacket before I headed outside.

      The cool air beneath the bright sunshine still surprised me. Born and bred in Houston, I was accustomed to stepping outside into uncomfortable heat and humidity in the middle of the day.

      But not here. Here the sun was warm and the air cool.

      I walked down what had quickly become a familiar path down the sidewalk along the shoreline towards town.

      Even though it was early in the season, the streets were a little more crowded every day. There was a little sandwich shop on this side of town that I liked for lunch.

      Instead of inside dining, it had a walkup window and picnic tables out front. I liked that I was almost always the only customer to sit outside at the tables. Most people got their orders to go.

      “Do you want the usual?” the girl behind the counter asked. Her name was Nikki and she always had a smile.

      “Yes, please.”

      Since there was no one behind me, I waited while the cook in the back prepared my chicken burrito.

      “You going to stay through the summer?” Nikki asked.

      “I don’t know for sure,” I said. “I still have lots to pack up before I can put the house up for sale.”

      “I can only imagine,” she said, leaning forward with her elbows on the counter. “Your aunt came here a lot, too.”

      “She did?”

      “Sure. It’s a quick walk and all.”

      “It gets kinda lonely in that big house,” I said, watching a big white bird swoop overhead and land near the sidewalk.

      “Yeah,” Nikki said, looking a little perplexed. “I guess it could.” She said it like she didn’t think my aunt was lonely.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Order up,” the cook called out.

      Nikki grabbed my order and bagged it.

      “Here you go,” she said, handing over my bag and soda. “Enjoy your lunch.”

      I thanked her and went to sit at one of the tables to eat.

      A chipmunk darted out, stood up on his hind legs and begged.

      “I’m probably not supposed to feed you,” I told him, then tossed him a bite of tortilla which he grabbed and ran away with.

      It was noticeably quiet without the roar of cars and other normal city sounds. It was so quiet I could hear the gentle lapping of the water against the shore.

      Two boys raced past on their bicycles.

      I wondered why Nikki had seemed surprised that I thought my aunt was lonely in the big house. It was a big house. It had the guest bedroom downstairs. Four bedrooms upstairs, one used as an office. The upstairs was set up so that there was even a small kitchenette. Just a refrigerator, microwave, and sink.

      When I was upstairs, I felt like I was in a whole different house than downstairs. I rarely even went into the downstairs kitchen except to make morning coffee.

      Nikki probably hadn’t meant anything by it. Sometimes I got a little confused by the northern mid-western accent. I’m sure they were confused by my Dallas accent, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Cody

          

        

      

    

    
      When I landed at the Mackinac runway—there was no actual airport on the island—there was a cargo wagon waiting for me.

      Betty would have set that up. She had set everything up, including the room I would be living out of for the next six months.

      I had all the information in my phone, but turned out I didn’t need any of it. The driver already knew everything, even the address.

      The sun was bright, overhead now, but away from the runway itself, it was cool in the shade of the trees.

      I’d been to Mackinac Island before, but only to drop off or pick up. I had never spent any time here and had never toured anything other than what I could see from the sky.

      With six months, I would have time to see everything, including the Grand Hotel and the old fort.

      Betty, who knew everything about all Skye Travels activity, said an average of one flight a week out was chartered. I was going to have lots of time to explore in between charters.

      Since Mike was married with one child and about to have two, it was the perfect schedule for him, giving him lots of time for family.

      I think I would go stir crazy living here.

      I had to admit, though, as I climbed up on the front of the wagon, and we started down the road toward town, there was a certain charm to the island.

      There were only two ways on and off the island. Boat and airplane. There was no bridge to drive over to get here. I found it fascinating that there were houses of all sizes here including the Grand Hotel. The Grand Hotel where Somewhere in Time had been filmed carried the distinction of having the longest porch in the world.

      We traveled through downtown, an area populated with tourists, then kept going, traveling along the shoreline now.

      As we left town, the only sound was the steady clip-clop of the horses’ hooves and the mournful wail of the ferry’s horn out on the water.

      From here the lake looked like an ocean.

      Outside of town, the houses along the shore as Main Street turned into Lakeshore Blvd were called cottages, but they looked more like historical Victorian and Gothic style mansions to me. The lawns were well-manicured and all had pink and yellow flowers giving them pops of color.

      The driver stopped at one of those Victorian mansions, a cute house with lots of roof cuts in its three-stories. The house was a light gray, a color that matched the sky on a stormy afternoon. And my, it had windows.

      “This is it,” the driver said.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, checking the address on my phone.

      The driver laughed. “What were you expecting?”

      I ran a hand along my chin and shook my hand. “I don’t even know, but it wasn’t this.”

      “Let’s get you unloaded, shall we?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I hopped off the wagon. What had I been expecting? Certainly not a high-rise. Maybe I had been expecting more of a cabin.

      Whatever it was, I decided, it would be an adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      I took my time getting home, walking along the shore, enjoying the soothing lapping of water against the shore. Birds gliding in the wind.

      I waved at one of the neighbors out working in her front yard.

      It was just so unbelievably peaceful here. When I had been a teenager, I had been too interested in friends and boys, boys mostly, to appreciate it here.

      But now, ten years later, I had come a long way. I stopped and sat on one of the benches to watch a ferry as it left the docks, taking people toward the mainland.

      I’d learned that there were ferries for tourists and there were boats that residents could charter to take them to the mainland for things like shopping, doctors, anything really. Once on the mainland, they could rent a car and go wherever they wanted.

      The chartered boats were a lot more affordable than taking a private jet, but there were plenty of those coming and going, too.

      I wondered how my aunt traveled. By ferry or boat or plane. I’d come in by ferry when I visited and the two of us didn’t travel anywhere other than around the island while I was here.

      There was so much I didn’t know about her and yet she had left this house to me. I’d done a little research and learned that houses on Mackinac Island, like the one she left me in her will weren’t easy to qualify for.

      I was becoming rather attached to living here. At twenty-six, I would probably be the youngest single person living here alone, at least on purpose. I hadn’t exactly done a survey, so I could be wrong. My neighbor with the Siberian husky lived alone, but he was more my aunt’s age.

      My extended lunch break over, I headed back to the house. I could get in a few hours of work before sunset. Watching the sun set was my next scheduled break time.

      I reached the sidewalk leading to my front door—none of the houses had driveways—and turned right following the walkway.

      About halfway down, surrounded by the sweet scent of magnolia blossoms, I stopped, my feet frozen to the sidewalk.

      There was a man sitting on the steps of the front porch, his head down, looking at his phone. He was surrounded by three suitcases, a red bicycle, and a golf bag.

      What the—?

      My thoughts raced through possibilities. Another relative. Someone at the wrong house?

      Then I remembered my conversation with Betty. I hadn’t forgotten about it—it was too much money to forget about, but I wasn’t thinking about it right now.

      It had been so long, I’d actually been waiting for her to ask for her money back.

      But… this could be the boarder she had sent.

      She hadn’t given me a name. I guess it slipped her mind.

      Or maybe I hadn’t answered the landline.

      I started walking forward again, words of welcome on my lips.

      But then he looked up.

      And every cell in my body stopped functioning.

      This was not possible.

      But when he stood up and smiled at me, I knew who it was.

      Cody Johnson was my boarder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            Cody

          

        

      

    

    
      As a pilot, I learned the art of patience early in my career. I couldn’t count how many hours I had sat waiting on a client. Waiting on them to arrive at the airport. Waiting while they had a meeting. Waiting.

      Sitting here watching a ferry with a tail of water behind it sail across Lake Huron was one hundred percent better than sitting in an airport terminal waiting or on an airplane or even waiting in a restaurant with a glass of seltzer water.

      As far as a place to wait went, this was just about the best a man could ask for.

      And I had six months to enjoy it.

      I sent Betty a text letting her know I was here.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m here. But no one is answering the door.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Betty

      

      
        I’ll give her a call.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll wait.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No one is answering. I’ve left messages, but haven’t heard from her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You paid her, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes…

      

      

      

      

      

      Surely Betty hadn’t been scammed. Not by someone who lived in a house like this.

      
        
          
            
              
        I paid her niece. Long story.

      

      

      

      

      

      Great. Just great.

      So the niece had taken the money and run? Surely not.

      
        
          
            
              
        I see someone coming. Maybe it’s her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Let me know.

      

      

      

      

      

      I slipped my phone back into my jacket pocket.

      She stood there in the middle of the sidewalk.

      And I knew. I just knew.

      The woman standing on the sidewalk looking at me.

      She was Bailey Winters.

      The girl who had broken my heart in college.

      A day didn’t pass when she didn’t cross my mind in one way or another.

      But I’d always pictured her the way she’d looked in college.

      Hair pulled back in a high ponytail. Smiling at me with those perfectly bow shaped lips.

      She’d been adorably cute.

      But the grown-up version standing in front of me had shorter hair, though still long enough to fall over her shoulders. Those perfectly bow shaped lips looked like they had seen a ghost.

      And she was no longer the cute college girl she had been. No. She was a beautiful young lady.

      I grinned. I couldn’t help it.

      We had water under our bridge. Water from college.

      But this was now and somehow, someway, we were here in this exact same spot at the exact same time.

      There was no way that could happen by just chance alone.

      No way at all.

      And I would argue with anyone who dared tell me it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      The warmth of the sun on my head was tempered by the cool breeze coming off the lake. The last ferry of the day blew its horn indicating it was time for those wanting to leave today to make their way to the dock.

      The magnolia trees my aunt had planted, one on either side of her sidewalk, filled the air with their springtime blossoms.

      I unconsciously swept my tousled hair out of my face as I blinked in disbelief. How many times had my heart stumbled when I thought I saw Cody across a crowded room?

      It wouldn’t be him though. It never was.

      He was from Houston and as far as I could tell—which was not at all—he still lived there. I had looked for him on social media, but it was like he had ceased to exist. Not a good feeling.

      While he was from Houston, I was from Dallas.

      We had met up for two years at Texas A & M. It was supposed to have lasted forever, but like most college romances, it didn’t.

      Cody Johnson had been handsome when we were in college. The handsome aviation instructor who swaggered around campus wearing his dark aviator shades. I had been the one to catch his eye, but I never really trusted it.

      Cody Johnson could have any girl he wanted and I always knew that he would be leaving before long. That he stayed in College Station for the two years he did after graduation was surprising.

      Time had been kind to him. Like many men, he had gotten even more handsome over the years.

      He would be thirty-one now. I kept track of his birthday. February 20. Every year on his birthday, my heart would break a little bit more, knowing that another year had passed without him.

      It didn’t help one bit that it was my fault we had broken up.

      When he smiled at me, I was no longer a twenty-six-year-old woman on Mackinac Island. I was an eighteen-year-old college freshman at Texas A & M.

      How many times had I imagined this moment? I had imagined it in a hundred different ways.

      But never like this.

      Never, not once, in the six years we had been apart had I imagined finding him waiting for me on the steps of my aunt’s house on Mackinac Island.

      “How? Why?” I don’t even know if the words were coming out of my mouth or if they were only in my head.

      While I stood, my feet frozen to the sidewalk, he stood up and closed the distance separating us.

      Without a word, he swept me up into his arms, off my feet, and twirled me around.

      A happier greeting I had not imagined.

      My imagination had rarely gotten past merely seeing him again.

      That was about as far as my brain would let me go with those particular fantasies.

      Probably a protective mechanism to keep me from falling apart.

      Before I could even catch my breath, he set me on my feet and just looked at me.

      His eyes locked onto mine and I knew I didn’t stand a chance.

      His eyes were so very blue. Blue like a deep blue sky, they mesmerized me.

      “You’re here,” I murmured, my voice barely audible.

      He ran a hand along the slope of my cheek. “And you,” he said simply.

      “How?”

      “I’ve heard it said that Mackinac Island has a kind of magic.”

      His words sent a shiver along my spine. I’d heard that as well. I thought it was the water of the lake sweeping against the sandy shore. The mournful cry of the ferry as it came and went, taking people to and from this island that seemed to be stuck in time where cars weren’t allowed. Where people traveled by horse and buggy instead of fancy cars.

      That, I’d thought, was the magic.

      But if Cody was here, then the magic was something else.

      I nodded, unable to think of any words to convey the overwhelming feelings consuming me at this particular moment.

      Cody, however, did not seem to be equally affected.

      He broke eye contact and swept a hand in the general direction of the porch.

      “I don’t know why you’re here,” he said. “but I think I’m supposed to live here for the next six months.”

      “Oh.” Everything fell into place like those last pieces of a puzzle that tied everything together.

      He was the one. Betty from Houston had called, what was it, two weeks ago, and reserved a room for… someone.

      Who would have thought that someone would be Cody Johnson, my college sweetheart?

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      The last time I had seen him was in College Station. We had stood outside the parking lot of our favorite Mexican restaurant when we had said goodbye. Seven years ago.

      And he was acting like this was just another Wednesday afternoon.

      “I ‘um live here.”

      “No,” he shook his head, frowning at me in disbelief.

      “Yes,” I nodded. “I own this house.”

      I don’t know why it seemed important that he know that.

      “Your aunt?” he asked, though I wasn’t sure how I would know that.

      “She left it to me.” The matter-of-fact words seemed to bring me a bit out of my daze.

      He looked at me with what had to be about a million questions.

      I just shrugged and keyed in the code to the door.

      I held the door open as he brought in his three suitcases, then his bag of golf clubs.

      “You look like you’re moving in,” I said.

      “I kinda think I am. At least for a while. Is there some place I can stash my bicycle?”

      “In the back,” I said. “There’s no garage, but there’s a storage room that locks.”

      “Huh,” he said. “No garage.”

      “Why would there be?”

      “I’m not sure. For buggies, maybe.”

      I smiled then for the first time since I’d seen him sitting on the steps of the porch.

      “Yes,” I said, biting my lip to keep from laughing out loud. “maybe for buggies.”

      As he walked his bicycle around back, I closed the door and stood there grinning like a fool. Seeing him… having him here… was so surreal, it broke something loose inside of me. Or maybe it wasn’t loose so much as it was the pieces of my heart shifting back into place.

      Whatever it was, I needed to catch my breath.

      I sat on the sofa and stared at the painting of the unknown couple on the wall.

      I wondered if Aunt Meagan knew who the couple was. Since she had left their painting on the wall, it seemed likely that she did. Or maybe she had just liked it because it was old and seemed to go with the house.

      It hadn’t occurred to me to ask her when I was a teen.

      And now that she was gone, I couldn’t ask her.

      I was just about to take the picture down off the wall and look to see if anything was written on the back when Cody came in through the back door.

      “You forgot to lock the door?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “I check it at night.”

      He just looked at me, hands on his hips, as though he didn’t know who I was.

      “Is that my room back there?” he asked.

      “Right,” I said. “It is.”

      “Do you need some help?”

      “Nah,” he said. “Maybe a glass of water if you have it.”

      I went into the kitchen and, after filling a glass with tap water, I pressed my hands against the counter in an effort to stop them from trembling.

      Cody Johnson.

      Right here on Mackinac Island.

      Things could not possibly be more surreal.
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      After I parked my bicycle inside the currently unlocked storage shed and went in through the back, unlocked door, I found Bailey sitting on the sofa staring at an old painting hanging on the wall.

      After she went off to get me a glass of water, I rolled my luggage into the guest room that would be mine for the next six months.

      It was a decent sized room. Not much smaller than the bedroom in my high-rise condo.

      It had an oversized four-poster bed with a white comforter and pillow shams. They matched the wispy white curtains that were more for decoration than for function.

      In my condo, I had a button that I could push to lower and raise my blinds. I walked to the one window. No blinds.

      People on Mackinac Island must be trusting by nature.

      I didn’t trust them. There were too many unknowns, mostly tourists. I would bet money that not all those tourists came over just for sightseeing.

      But I was fresh out of Houston so I kept my opinions to myself, for the moment at least.

      Not one to waste time, I began to unpack my suitcases, hanging things on the hangers on the rod in the armoire and putting other items on the shelves, since there was no closet. It must have been bigger than it looked because everything fit inside, including my shoes.

      I nested my three suitcases and stood them on one side of the armoire.

      Bailey stood at the door, holding a glass of water.

      “Thank you,” I said, drinking deeply.

      “Did you come in on the Phenom?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Did you see me?”

      “Maybe,” she said, turning away with a little shrug.

      I grinned. “You remember what I taught you about airplanes?”

      The thought that she remembered those things from so many years ago made me feel warm and gooey inside. I hadn’t even known whether she was paying attention at the time.

      “How could I not?” she asked, tilting her head to the side. “You didn’t talk about much other than airplanes. And flying. And aviation.”

      “It was my thing.” Is my thing.

      I tried to remember what her major had been in college, then after taxing my brain on it, I remembered that she had been in general studies her first two years, when I had known her.

      “Did you ever settle on a major?” I asked, remembering some of ones she had toyed with. “Psychology? History? Education?”

      “Marketing,” she said.

      “Marketing. I don’t think that was one you were considering.”

      “I’m impressed that you remember.”

      I nodded. “Then we’re even.”

      She turned and I followed her back to the kitchen. I went to the sink and refilled my water.

      “The water tastes good,” she said. “They do some kind of filtering thing to it.”

      “Huh. How long have you lived here?”

      “About two weeks.”

      Just two weeks.

      “I’m really sorry about your aunt.”

      “Me too,” she said. “She was a good person.”

      “Did you know?” I asked, trying to figure out how to ask delicately. “Did you know all this was going to be yours someday?”

      “Not in the least.”

      “It must have been quite the surprise.”

      “Everything about Mackinac Island is turning out to be a surprise,” she said.

      I grinned again and she smiled, despite obviously trying not to.

      “Of all the gin joints,” I said.

      “Gin joints?”

      “Casablanca,” I said. “Remember? We watched it together.”

      “There were so many.”

      How could she forget a line like that in a moment like this?

      “Marketing suits you,” I said, changing the subject again. “Do you… work here while you’re on the island?”

      “Yes. I’m working on a project right now,” she said. “for a company in Dallas.” She added when I didn’t say anything.

      I nodded again and would have said something about the global economy, but this seemed neither the place or the time to talk politics to Bailey.

      This was the time to find out more about her personal life.

      “You’re here alone?” I asked, glancing down at her finger. I’d always operated on the philosophy that if there wasn’t a ring on it, the girl was fair game. All’s fair in love and war, someone famous said.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Something was different. The Bailey I knew could talk circles around me. But this Bailey was quiet and complicated. Traits I had trouble reconciling with what I already knew about her.

      Things I knew from the college student Bailey. It was going to take me a few minutes to adjust to the new her, especially missing large chunk of years.

      We couldn’t just pick up where we left off. Could we?

      Bailey was the one unresolved relationship in my head.

      The one I let go that I sincerely regretting.

      But it hadn’t been my fault.

      Of all the gin joints.
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      After getting Cody settled in—it didn’t take long—he mostly settled himself in, I went back upstairs to my office and sat at my desk.

      I didn’t work at my office. I just sat at my desk.

      How was I supposed to work when the one man I never stopped loving had just walked back into my life?

      I was staring at my computer screen when I saw the light curtains fluttering at my window out of the corner of my eye. The window was closed, so it wasn’t from the breeze.

      Watching the curtains closely for a moment, waiting for them to move again, but they didn’t, I got up and went to stand at the window.

      Just as I did, I saw Cody riding his bright red bicycle out from around the corner of the house, down the sidewalk and out to the road. He turned right instead of left toward town.

      I ran a hand along the soft cotton curtain, looking for some reason why it would have fluttered. I had seen the curtain flutter.

      After Cody disappeared around the bend into the trees, I sat back down at my desk and stared out at the horizon.

      It was almost that time of day when I usually stopped work, poured a glass of wine, and went out to watch the sunset over the water.

      But today I had only worked half a day.

      Since staring at my computer screen did not count as work, I would just come back and work through the evening.

      I tapped the edge of my computer, then gave up and closed the lid. I wasn’t going to be getting any work done today.

      I wandered downstairs and sat on the sofa where I studied the old painting of the couple on the wall in front of me.

      Again, I wondered who they were and why my aunt had left the painting there.

      Her décor was more modern. In fact, this was the only item I’d come across that seemed to be an artifact.

      My thoughts wound themselves back to Cody.

      Cody Johnson.

      I still couldn’t wrap my brain around how it was that he came to be here.

      Of all the places—or all the gin joints as Cody said—how had we met up here?

      This was in no way near College Station or Houston or Dallas. Any one of those places, coming in each other’s orbit again would have seemed at least plausible.

      But here…

      My aunt just happened to have bought a house on Mackinac Island and just happened to leave it to me. Cody just happened to be sent here by work to this island… to this house…

      Where I just happened to be.

      It wasn’t the least bit plausible.

      Sometimes, like now, I struggled to remember why I had broken up with him.

      It wasn’t because I hadn’t loved him. I did.

      It was because… I had been afraid. I hadn’t known that at the time.

      But over the years, I had figured it out.

      I was the one who had stopped answering my phone.
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      I stopped on the far side of the island and walked along the water’s edge.

      The quietness was deafening. It was almost like I was the only person on the island. On my own deserted island.

      And, God help me, the girl I’d never stopped loving was on this island, too.

      But she didn’t know. She didn’t know a day hadn’t passed when I hadn’t thought about her. I still didn’t understand why she hadn’t wanted to wait for me.

      I had asked her to.

      I had told her that I would only be gone for one year, maybe two. By then she would have graduated and she could have joined me.

      But she’d said no. Not in words. She hadn’t said no in words. But I had seen it in her eyes.

      And then when she didn’t answer phone… my worst fears were confirmed.

      Eventually I stopped calling.

      Within the year, I was living in Houston and working for Skye Travels. It would have been no problem to find her. I could have flown up to College Station and showed up at her house.

      I actually had flown up there one time. I’d sat in the plane for an hour before I had simply turned around and flown back to Houston.

      I loved her too much to push her. If she had a reason for not wanting to talk to me, I had to respect that.

      Besides, there were things I hadn’t told her. I hadn’t told her that I was Noah Worthington’s grandson. Noah Worthington, founder and owner of Skye Travels.

      She had never gone home with me and I had never gone home with her.

      I figured we’d meet each other’s parents eventually. But I had been too laissez-faire. As much as I hated to admit it, I had taken her for granted.

      I’d thought she would be there when I wanted her.

      That had not worked too well for me. She had probably figured it out.

      So I had moved on. I dated, but I always held a part of myself back in my relationships.

      No one compared to Bailey. No one even came close.

      I’d heard my Grandma Savannah compare me to her only son, Uncle Quinn. I hadn’t understood that.

      But I did know that Uncle Quinn had looked for Aunt Noelle for years after he had lost touch with her. He didn’t so much as even date anyone else during those years.

      He was a stronger man than I.

      I could see where Grandma Savannah would see a resemblance between the two of us.

      The difference was I knew where to find Bailey, at least at first. And yet I had let her go.

      Over the years, after she would have left College Station, I had searched for her, but it was almost as if she had disappeared off the face of the earth. I hoped she was happy.

      I really wanted her to be happy even if she couldn’t be with me.

      I cared that much for her.

      But now, somehow, someway, fate had intervened to give us a second chance.

      Something like this could not happen by accident. I was certain of that.

      The country was too big. I had not even known she had an aunt, much less an aunt on Mackinac Island.

      And yet, here we were.

      In the same place at the same time.

      I watched as the sun splashed an array of color across the sky as it started its downward trek over the horizon.

      It was stunningly beautiful here.

      A boat sailed along, too far out for me to do more than catch a glimpse and too far out to even hear its motor.

      There was just the gentle lapping of the water against the shore. The water was cold. Too cold to swim in, but it looked inviting, the way the sun glinted off the surface.

      I picked up a rock and tossed it out into the water, watching the ripples.

      This was something I had never expected. I had never expected to have a second chance with her. Maybe this time I would do things differently.

      I had learned a few things since then.

      The most important thing I had learned was to never, never take the girl you love for granted or to even give her the chance to think you took her for granted even if you didn’t.

      Picking up another rock, I tossed it from one hand to the other.

      This seemed to me like a crossroads.

      I could play it cool and see what happened—sort of what I had done in College Station—and look where that had gotten me. Or I could go about the whole thing completely different.

      I could put myself out there and take a chance by going out on a limb with everything I had.

      The way I saw it, there was no middle ground. Not this time.

      The middle ground would put us right back where we had been all those years before.

      I tossed the stone out into the water.

      This was where I decided what I wanted to do.

      And the one thing I did know was that this time I didn’t want to risk letting her slip out of my fingers again.
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      After giving up on getting any work done and not having a clue when Cody would be back, not that it mattered—he was a grown man and we weren’t dating anymore, I opened a bottle of chardonnay, poured some into one of Aunt Meagan’s wine glasses—my wine glasses now—and took it outside to sit on my second-floor balcony with an unobstructed view of the lake.

      The sun splashed an array of colors across the sky as it dipped over the horizon. The scent of magnolias and daffodils filled the air along with the occasional hint of food from downtown.

      My stomach grumbled a bit, but I had taught myself to eat only once a day, most days. Intermittent fasting.

      The wine probably cancelled out the fasting, but I figured I was doing better than most people.

      I watched as white birds floated along, dipping into the water for their prey. A deer came up to the edge of the water, her two spotted fawns following along behind her.

      So peaceful. Then the neighbor next door brought his dog, Bandit out for his evening frolic.

      The mother deer twitched her ears and took off running, her babies behind her before Bandit even had a sense that they were nearby.

      Bandit ran down the sidewalk, then turned and ran back.

      The neighbor, seeing me as he passed, lifted a hand in greeting.

      I waved back and wondered.

      I wondered if he and my aunt were friends.

      Maybe she wasn’t reclusive just because she lived here on the island.

      There were a lot of things I didn’t know and assumptions I had made that were probably off course.

      I heard Cody’s bicycle heading back before I even saw him.

      I needed to decided what I was going to do about Cody.

      One option was to pack up and leave as I had originally planned. Pretend that I was unaffected.

      Another option was to not let him change what I was doing. Basically just pretend he wasn’t here.

      I had already ruled out the first two.

      Beyond that, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.

      For one thing, since I had been the one to stop answering the phone, I wasn’t sure how he was going to react to me.

      After turning onto the sidewalk, he hopped off his bicycle and unstrapped a couple of bags from the back before he headed to the front door.

      A few feet this way, he looked up and saw me. Stopping, he grinned.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi,” I said, straightening in my chair and putting a hand over my eyes to shield my view from the sun so I could see him better.

      “Can you come down?” he asked.

      “Why?” But my lips quivered on the edge of a smile. He looked so charmingly boyish.

      He held up the two bags.

      “I brought dinner,” he said.

      “Oh.” This was not what I had been expecting. Not in the least. “I’ll be right down.”

      What was a girl supposed to do when a guy brought dinner? She had no choice, but to join him. It was quite simply the polite thing to do.
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