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			Chapter 1

			Danni checked her make-up in the bathroom mirror one more time. It had been adequate in the hotel this morning, but under the harsh scrutiny of past acquaintances, it suddenly failed miserably. The fresh coat of foundation did nothing to conceal puffy eyes or dark circles…did she suddenly have a furrowed brow, crow’s feet, and frown lines? Wasn’t twenty-eight too young to be a wrinkled old crone? She fumbled through her purse, ashamed of herself for even caring at a time like this. The funeral home had done its best to make the bathroom look homey, with pots of silk flowers and scatterings of sponge-painted fleur-de-lis, but it was still a shitty place no one wanted to visit.

			She held the tube of mascara in the palm of her hand, staring at it as if it were a drug, and she was the junkie on the verge of surrender. It really didn’t matter how she looked. This day was about saying goodbye and paying her respects to the woman who had raised her. Taking a deep breath, she held it, willing the tears not to fall. Max had raised her to be strong—or tried, at least. Danni didn’t feel strong. Nothing was more tempting than curling up in a ball and crying until she could cry no more. The stifled sobs raised her body temperature, and she suddenly felt too hot, her clothes too tight. What cruel bastard invented funerals? 

			The bathroom door opened. The sound of high heels clicking on tile got Danni’s attention like the blast from a siren. Fully aware she looked like a horrendously old raccoon, she groaned. She grabbed her purse from the sink, hugged it to her chest, and slipped inside a stall. Silently she turned the lock, then settled herself on a toilet seat with her feet tucked under her. She sat as still as granite.

			Through the crack, Danni could see two sets of heels. Black, sling-back sandals. The voices of the feet whined as they did their business and touched up hair and make-up. Danni heard hair spray and frowned. She rolled her eyes and felt the beginnings of leg cramps.

			Then she smelled smoke. Someone lit a cigarette? Who did that in a public bathroom? And why was Danni hiding from hair-spritzing smokers? She should stand up and walk out of the stall, allow her legs some blood flow and her pride some breathing room. But she didn’t. As much as she willed her body to move, it flat out ignored her... wouldn’t so much as twitch.

			“Tori! I thought you stopped smoking.”

			Danni closed her eyes and groaned inwardly. Tori Smith.

			“Oh, I had. But I gained three pounds. And quite frankly, I’d rather take my chances with cancer than let my ass get huge.”

			Laughter.

			Hilarious joke at a cancer victim’s funeral, bitch. Danni imagined screaming the words, but her jaw clamped shut so tight she worried she’d chip a molar.

			“Speaking of big asses. Have you seen Danni yet?” Tori asked.

			Danni felt the heat rise from her heart to her face. Her stomach churned. “No. Do you seriously think she’ll show? I mean, when was the last time she crossed the Oregon Inlet?”

			“I heard Max begged her to come home—from her deathbed—and Danni ignored her. Can you believe that?”

			“No way. I know Danni hates coming home, but she’d never dodge Max.”

			“So, where is she, Tina?”

			Tina Barrick. Tori’s shadow. In Tina’s defense, Danni had also walked in the beautiful dynamo’s shadow. But she’d grown out of it. Tina obviously hadn’t.

			“Maybe she couldn’t make it. I heard Max never told anyone she had cancer, not even Darby.”

			“If she lied, it’s only because perfect little Danni’s life has gone straight down the toilet since she left to ‘conquer the world.’ I heard her husband left her after he squandered her entire inheritance and after he moved in with a woman in Florida. I hear Danni offered to go to counseling, and he suggested fat camp instead.” Tori laughed.

			“What a prick. Did he really?”

			“Oh, for crying out loud, Tina, don’t tell me you feel sorry for her?”

			“Danni was always nice. I swear, Tor, I think you hate her because her and Fisher—”

			“I suggest you shut your mouth. Fisher pitied her. He told me himself there was nothing between them.”

			Danni’s breath caught in her throat. She covered her mouth with her hand to stifle the gasp.

			“Hah. I think he’s lying, or sincerely underexaggerating. I dropped her off at his house in the middle of the night. I’m not an idiot.”

			“Underexaggerated? Is that even a word, Tina?” Someone punched the hand blower with some force. Tori said, in a voice loud enough to be heard over the dryer and possibly out into the hallway, “Fisher feels nothing for Danni but pity.” There was a pause. Then, “Don’t shrug your shoulders at me.” Tori’s words echoed off the walls, sharp as edged steel. “I know Fisher. He’s told me all about the pathetic Rodanthe Luna Lowry. Fisher thinks her mother did too many drugs while she was pregnant with her. Screwed up Danni’s brain.”

			“Well, all I know is there are ten minutes till start. I hope, for Max’s sake, that she makes it.”

			“Max is dead.” Danni heard the sizzle of the cigarette being doused by running water. “But we had better get a seat. Maxine Lowry was crazy as a bedbug, but she sure as hell was popular.”

			The heels clicked across the tiles and out the door.

			Danni stepped out of the stall and wished beyond all wishes she could skip all of this and go home—if a one-bedroom apartment where she lived out of boxes could be called home. Instead, she wished she was away from here—maybe on an airplane flying to another country where she could start a new life.

			A new life. That was the answer. She could walk out of this room and disappear, never see any of these people again. Who the hell would miss her? All the loving people who thought she abandoned her aunt in her time of suffering? She could say goodbye to Max from anywhere. It didn’t have to be in this claustrophobic tomb that reeked of mums, ferns, and expired perfumes.

			Danni tucked her purse under her arm and slinked out of the bathroom. Midway to the exit, she heard her name called. The voice stopped her in her tracks. She turned slowly and smiled as if by instinct. A tear rolled down her cheek. “Fisher.”

			“Where are you headed? You all right?” 

			He was bigger than she remembered. The navy had filled out his six-foot frame with muscles. His hair was still dark as midnight, especially now that it was longer with waves and curls.

			“I was, um, getting a breath of air.”

			“Well, it’s past time to start. I told them to wait; you’d show up.”

			“I….” Danni bit her lip. “I’ve been here a while.” She blinked back the tears.

			Fisher closed the gap between them and wrapped an arm around her. “I understand.” He gave her a hug and held her for several minutes. “You’re not alone, Loonie.”

			She nodded. For now, she would accept that lie.

			He kept an arm around her waist as he escorted her into the sanctuary of the church. She heard whispers as she walked past row after row of packed pews. Fisher seated her in the front row and sat next to her, her hand gripped in his. There was a poster-sized picture of her aunt on the altar, surrounded by flowers and collages pieced together from snapshots of her aunt’s life. Danni’s life. Danni sat and looked over the pictures as the minister’s words droned in her ear like the buzz from the highway.

			Eyes closed, she blocked out all the sounds. None of it mattered—not the words of the eulogy or the coughs and sniffles of the people behind her. Her mind wasn’t in this dreary place. It was relaxing in her happy place—a place in time where Max was alive and available in the flesh. An image so real, she could feel Max’s hand in hers, hear the cry of a whipping wind, smell the salt from the sea. 

			Together they walked along the shore. It was night. Her aunt stopped and looked to the sky and said, “When I come here and look out at the moon, I feel closer to my sister. I miss her laugh, her sense of humor, her kindness.” Max sighed. “But looking at that moon, I think of her pregnant with you looking out over that black sky and saying, ‘Max, at times like this, I’m not afraid. My child will never live in fear. Maybe it’s the old island magic in me, but I know my baby will be a girl, and her name will be Rodanthe Luna. It will protect her. Her first blessing.’ And so, she named you Rodanthe Luna that night.”

			A name Danni hated. It was ridiculous. Max should never have let a schizophrenic teenager name her bastard child. Max had always told her she would appreciate the name one day. That day still hadn’t come, especially not after marrying Rick Cee. Max was the first to point out with a hoot and a thigh slap. “Danni, if you marry this fella, you’ll be Rodanthe Luna Cee. Luna Cee? Get it, lunacy?”

			Danni ignored the hint the universe shoved in her face and married Rick Cee anyhow. And it had turned out to be lunacy. Oh, Max, why didn’t I listen to you?

			“‘Cause you’re as stubborn as a mule,” a voice spoke behind her. Danni opened her eyes and spun in her chair, scanning the guests behind her. She startled a thin man with even thinner hair with her accusing stare.

			“Sorry,” Danni mumbled. “I thought I, uh, heard a bee.”

			She turned back around. Fisher gave her hand a squeeze and smiled down at her.

			Danni concentrated on the minister’s words. She couldn’t allow her mind to stray.

			“Max was a friend to all, a stranger to none,” Pastor Philip said.

			A flash of light from the corner of her eye caught Danni’s attention. The light seemed to come in from the window. Danni squinted, trying to see past the glow. In the glow, there was a shadow. Something—no, someone—stared from the window. Danni shielded her eyes with her hand to get a good look. It waved at her. The glow from the window dimmed for just a moment, and Danni could make out the figure.

			It was Max! Curly hair poking out from under her straw hat. Ornery grin on her face.

			She jerked on Fisher’s hand and pointed to the window. Fisher looked, then patted her leg with his free hand. “I’m sorry, Danni. Seems like the lawn crew could have waited till after the service to get to work. That’s rude.”

			“Lawn crew?” Danni looked again. A guy in a ball cap looked in the window, then disappeared.

			Danni chewed the side of her cheek and decided grief was causing her to hear and see things. Must be the stress. She returned her attention to the service. A girl dressed in all black stepped to the podium. “Max saved my life,” she said. Danni tried to listen intently to the story of how her aunt had befriended the homeless girl and her dying mother. Danni smiled a little. This must be Darby. Max had wanted her to come home to meet the girl, but she never had the time…or the money. Danni felt her heart squeeze at the realization that the bitches in the bathroom were right. She was a horrible person. She had let Max down. How could she ever forgive herself?

			Max taught her everything. There wasn’t a single part of her life that wasn’t a credit to Max, from being able to drive to advanced calculus. It was all Max. Max Lowry took the time for all things. Danni never took time for anything. Danni bit her lip. Her chest hurt. Her cheeks blazed. 

			Then the voice spoke to her again. “Danni.”

			Danni looked for the voice, then looked to the people sitting next to her. No one else was looking. No one else heard voices. Just her. She looked at Fisher. He smiled down at her and brushed a roughened thumb across her cheek, giving it an at-a-girl pinch. She leaned close to him and whispered, “Did you hear that?”

			“Hear what?” he whispered back.

			Danni bit her lip. “Nothing. Never mind.” Danni tried to concentrate on Darby’s words.

			“Danni. Look right,” the voice said.

			Danni looked right. She saw her aunt’s head bob up from behind a spray of funeral flowers.

			“Look left.”

			Danni snapped her head left. Max waved from behind the minister. Danni blinked hard to clear her vision. She covered her eyes with her hand and rubbed before looking up again. The minster had bunny ears behind his head.

			Danni covered her mouth and looked at the people around her. There were tear stained faces and looks of mourning, but no one, absolutely no one, acted like they saw Max bouncing from place to place at her own funeral service. Danni rubbed her eyes harder. Evidently, guilt was making her see things. She looked across at the minister again, and he was alone.

			Max was gone. Danni wiped away a tear, which was followed by another. Then another. Suddenly there was a flood of them. There was no stopping them. This was the emotional onslaught she’d hoped to avoid, or at least save for her pillow. Fisher pulled her close and held her against him. He was warm and still smelled like Dial soap and fresh cut cedar. She gladly buried her face in his chest, gripping his suit jacket, and decided to stay there until the service ended. So what if everyone thought she was a big baby? She didn’t give a damn about any of them. After today, she would never see another one of these people again. She was leaving this island for good.

			Darby finished speaking. The minister asked for others. A parade of people spoke, but Danni didn’t care who they were, didn’t listen to what they said. Her aunt was amazing. Her aunt was perfect. She didn’t need anyone to tell her that.

			Finally, there was no one left who wanted to speak.

			Danni peeled herself away from Fisher, blew her nose, and dried her eyes. The minister gave his final prayer, ending with the assurance that all could trust in God, have faith in his plan. Danni snorted and rolled her eyes. A few heads turned to her, but she offered no explanation. She followed the procession out of the building into the harsh afternoon sun. 

			As the herd of people went east to the beach for a final prayer, Danni bolted to the west. She heard Fisher call her name, but she didn’t look back. She would send him a nice thank-you note when she got...wherever she was going. Nearly running to her car, she almost turned an ankle, but she made it. Half her skirt was still hanging out of the car door when she slammed it shut, but she didn’t care. She put the key in the ignition and tromped the gas.

			As she approached Highway 12, she suddenly had company in her car. The once empty passenger seat was filled. Her aunt looked at her and clucked her tongue. “Why, Danni, you ain’t even gonna stick around? I have a keg of your favorite beer and a fish fry for tonight.”

			“What the—?”

			These were the only words Danni could formulate on her tongue before she heard the blare of a horn and the squeal of tires. Bam! Loud as a gunshot, her car collided with an oncoming truck.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			Crap. How will I pay for a rental?

			That was Danni’s first thought as she looked out over the mangled front of her Prius. Fisher pounded on her window, but she ignored him. If she didn’t roll it down, she didn’t have to answer whether or not she was okay. Obviously, she wasn’t. And a glance in her rearview mirror told her it was about to get even worse. They were coming for her—the funeral attendees. Gaping and gawking, they lurched toward her like creatures-of-the-damned coming to devour her soul. To her left, the guy in the truck who hit her, or more precisely who she hit, swung shaking legs to the ground and hobbled toward her, evidently determined to join the circus of sympathy.

			She hit the auto lock button, closed her eyes, and rested her cheek against the airbag like a sharkskin pillow. Fisher pounded harder and called her name. He sounded panicked, but she knew he was built to worry. And rescue. Fisher saved people. That was really a nice quality, but she wasn’t ready to be saved yet.

			Sirens blared in the distance. They were coming for her. The bumped-up blast of a fire engine horn got her attention. If she stayed in the car, they’d use the jaws of life and saw her little car open, pull her out, and strap her on a gurney. Climbing out, offering a mea culpa to the crowd was the least humiliating option. 

			“Why in such a hurry to run away? Good lord, you act like this place is filled with alien zombies out to suck your blood.”

			Danni turned to the voice and found Max sitting beside her, adjusting her bucket hat in the rearview mirror.

			“Aliens. Zombies? Bloodsuckers? Could you have possibly come up with a more random assortment of beasts?”

			“How ‘bout ghost alien zombie bloodsuckers?” Max’s chubby face wrinkled as she winked.

			Danni touched her forehead. It felt tender. It was probably bruised. She was obviously hallucinating from head trauma.

			“Oh, bull.” Max snorted. “You saw me before you ever crashed your silly little car into that truck.” Max looked around. “So, when did you get this? Thought you had the Jeep. Now, that was a beach vehicle.”

			“Rick traded it in. He wanted to be more environmentally conscious.”

			Max let out a guffaw and slapped her knee. “Why, I ain’t heard nothin’ more stupid than that.”

			“The environment was important to us.”

			“Sure. Sure, it was. Is that why you bought that huge house? For two people?”

			Danni shook her head, her lips pressed together. “If it makes you feel better, it’s sold. I’m…I’m in the middle of downsizing.” 

			“Mmm hmm. Is that what the kids are calling it these days?” Max asked.

			“I’m working on my finances and things—”

			“Ah, Danni. Don’t you know it’s just plum crazy to try and lie to me? I’m your aunt. I can see right through you.” Max laughed. “Ghost pun intended.”

			Danni groaned. “Oh lord, I have gone crazy. How are you here? Did you lie to me about being dead? Is this some sort of joke? Is everybody in on it?”

			Max never answered the question. She faded from solid to fog, and said as she disappeared, “Heads up, darlin’; he’s comin’ in.”

			Before Danni could say, “Huh?” the passenger side window shattered. Danni saw the base of a concrete porch urn come closer and closer, and then it was through her window. Rock shatters glass, bitch. Danni laughed at the thought and allowed her head to relax against the seat. 

			Fisher climbed into the car. “Danni?” She didn’t answer. How could she explain? He cradled her cheeks in his hands. “It’s all right, Loonie; you’ll be okay. The ambulance is almost here.” He took her hand and held it, caressing the skin with his thumb. 

			“I don’t need an ambulance. I’m fine. I just need to go home.”

			“Danni, you have to see a doctor.”

			A fireman dressed in his yellow coat approached. Danni looked at Fisher. “They sent Big Bird to rescue me.” She laughed at her own joke, then rolled her eyes with regret when she realized Fisher didn’t get it. His brows furrowed together, and worry clouded his eyes.

			“I’m joking, Fish. Just joking, for God’s sake. Doesn’t that prove I’m fine?”

			Fisher leaned across her and pressed the unlock button to let the fireman in. Danni relocked it. Fisher shook his head. “Come on. They have to check you.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Please? Do this for me, Danni. I have never asked anything of you. Ever. You owe me.”

			He slid out of the car, allowing the paramedic to take his spot. Standing in the lot, he looked as nervous and wretched as a mom with a kid in daycare. His eyes remained glued on what was happening inside the car as they checked her over and prepared her for transport to the hospital.

			Danni thought about arguing and refusing care, but she figured that would draw more attention than going peacefully. She certainly didn’t do it because Fisher had played a trump card in the game of guilt. Besides, maybe she did need a doctor to help her get rid of the hallucinations. She was pretty certain she spied Max standing behind Fisher, her hand on his shoulder, whispering in his ear.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Fisher followed the ambulance to the hospital. The blinking lights and the wail of the siren made his palms sweat against the steering wheel. If Danni died—

			She’ll be all right, he told himself. But only by the grace of God. “Damn tiny clown car,” he said to the empty car. She could have been squashed with the weight of the truck. He couldn’t imagine a world without Danni in it. Even though he had hardly seen her more than a handful of times in the last six years, he still knew she was alive and well, and as her friend, that was enough.

			The ambulance pulled into the emergency bay. The double doors swung open and out jumped the medics who pulled out the gurney that held her, its folded legs dropped to the ground. Fisher parked his car and hurried to the ER front desk, practically jogging across the parking lot. Eager to see her, he wasn’t happy to hear he had to wait. He took a seat and tried to stay calm. He grabbed a sports magazine from the stack but didn’t read it. Instead, he absentmindedly rolled it into a baton and slapped it against the palm of his hand.

			“Mr. Cee?”

			Fisher opened his mouth to correct her but closed it. If she made the assumption he was Danni’s husband, he wouldn’t correct her. As Mr. Cee, he was being escorted to her without question.

			Down a wide hallway, through double doors, there was Danni. She looked fragile, lying there looking pale and shaken. When she spotted him, her eyes lit up. “Fisher.”

			“Hey, Loonie. How you doin’?”

			“Couldn’t be better.”

			“Ah, sarcasm. At least you didn’t lose that.”

			Danni smiled. “I never lose that.”

			He pulled a chair next to the bed. Resting his elbows on his knees, he leaned toward her. “You scared the hell out of me, little lady. I saw you pull out, saw that truck coming, and...shit, I thought it was going to be bad. You must have a guardian angel.”

			“Maybe I do.”

			A large welt ran across her forehead. She probably hit her head on the steering wheel. “Whatever kept you safe, I’m grateful for it.”

			Danni nodded. “Max was there. Taking care of me.”

			“She was?”

			“Mmm, hmm.” Her eyes fluttered closed. “She protected me.”

			Fisher knew from boxing in the navy that a concussion could cause drowsiness and confusion. And death. “Wake up, Danni.”

			“I’m tired.”

			He needed to talk to a doctor. “I’ll be right back.”

			“Okay,” she said without opening her eyes.

			He hurried to the nurse’s station. “Excuse me. When will Danni—um, Rodanthe—get the results of her CT scan? She’s drowsy and—”

			“There is no CT scan. She refused it.”

			“That doesn’t really seem like a decision the patient, especially one with head trauma, should make, is it?”

			“She doesn’t have insurance, either. I’d say the doctor doesn’t want to give her unnecessary tests she’d have to pay for later.”

			Fisher frowned. Danni wouldn’t get subpar care because of money. He wasn’t rich, but he wasn’t too poor to pay a hospital bill. “I’ll pay for it. I want her to have the test.”

			“I can ask the doctor. But I assure you, it’s unnecessary.”

			“Humor me.”

			A woman in a white coat stepped out of an exam room.

			“Dr. Marz,” the nurse called across the hall. The doctor walked toward them. The nurse explained as the doctor approached. “This gentleman is here for the car wreck. He’s concerned there wasn’t a CT scan ordered.”

			The doctor nodded. “Mr...?”

			“Cooper. Danni is a friend. She’s here alone for a funeral, and—”

			“Mr. Cooper, your friend is the one refusing medical care. I can’t force her to have tests or even stay here for observation. If you were her husband or her next of kin, we could assume that after the crash, she was disoriented and you could request the tests, but even with that, if she flat out refuses, we can’t force care on her.”

			Fisher’s jaw felt tight. He should’ve known. Damn woman, always was stubborn. “I’ll talk to her.” He thanked the doctor and made his way back to Danni. He sat in the chair beside her and grabbed her hand, waking her up.

			“I’m cold, Fisher. I want to go.”

			“I need you to listen, Danni.”

			She nodded, rolled onto her side, and faced him. Her eyes were heavy, her lips parted. The desire to kiss her was so strong, it made his throat feel tight. He reminded himself that she was married, and even though he was feeling a strong disgust for a man who would send his wife driving across the country to her beloved aunt’s funeral alone, knowing she didn’t have insurance, married was still married. 

			He leaned close and rubbed her arms. They were like ice. She was freezing. He pulled her closer; she snuggled in. He couldn’t help but think how right this felt. Without thinking, he kissed her temple.

			“I want you to do me a favor,” he said.

			“Yeah?”

			“I talked to the doctor and asked her to give you a CT scan.”

			She shook her head.

			“Come on, Danni. For me.”

			“I—”

			“The hospital will cover it. And an overnight stay.”

			Danni pulled back. “I don’t want to stay overnight. I want to go now.”

			“Look, your car is definitely totaled. You can’t get a rental tonight. You could stay with me, and I’d enjoy that, but I’d feel better knowing you were somewhere where people knew what they were looking for—in case of head trauma.”

			“Is it because I told you I saw Max there with me?”

			He shook his head. “It’s because I saw the crash. You’re lucky to be alive. And I’m afraid there could be something wrong, and they could miss it—”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Don’t make me call your husband. Ask him to force—”

			Danni jerked in his arms. “Don’t bother Rick. I’ll stay. Just to make you happy.”

			“And you’ll get the scan?”

			“Yes, I’ll get whatever they need to prove I’m fine. But I’m only staying one night. I need to get...home.”

			“Good girl, thank you.” He rested his cheek on the top of her head and held her. After a few seconds, her body went limp against him. He gave her a shake. “Danni?”

			Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked up at him. “I’m just tired. I drove for two days without sleep and had the worst hotel last night. I swear, there was a frat party or something going on.” She yawned. “I just need some sleep. That’s all.”

			The door opened and closed. A nurse so thin she could have passed as a skeleton walked in. “No making out,” she said. “We run a respectable hospital here.”

			Danni pulled away. “I...I was cold.”

			“It’s seventy-two degrees in here. That’s not cold.”

			“Maybe you could get her a blanket instead of a lecture.” 

			The nurse gave him an eye roll but grabbed a blanket out of a cabinet and laid it over Danni.

			“See? That wasn’t so hard.” Fisher’s scolding sent the nurse out of the room with a sniff.

			“Fisher,” Danni scolded.

			“What? She was being a bitch.”

			Danni snuggled herself into the pillow deeper and pulled the blanket up around her neck.

			“I told you not to sleep.”

			“Then you shouldn’t have worked so hard to make me toasty.”

			“That’s pretty rotten. Blaming my good deed.”

			Danni smiled at him. It was a good smile, a natural curve that eased some stress from her face. Since he’d seen her this afternoon, her face had looked pinched. He kept telling himself it was because of Max, but he couldn’t help but think there was more. She sure didn’t want him calling her husband. Could there be problems in paradise?

			A small pang of guilt hit him in the gut. Did he really hope Danni’s marriage would fail? Sure, it would be nice to have her back home, but logically, he knew that would cause him some serious problems.

			Danni had hurt him worse than any human being ever could. He should still be furious with her, but when she was this close, all that mattered was that she was here. When he hugged her at the funeral, it was like an electric current rushed through him. When they were kids, they never went more than a few hours without contacting each other. After she left for college and met Rick, that ended.

			Why do you lie to yourself? The thought flashed through his head and made him squirm in his seat. The silence started right after that night...his best memory was his worst.

			“I’m just messing with you, Fisher.” Danni poked his arm. “I’ll stay awake if you tell me what you’re thinking about.”

			I was thinking about making love to you, wondering why you didn’t love me back....

			He’d never say that. He cleared his throat and wiped his suddenly sweaty hands on his dress pants. “I was just thinking you’re back for a shitty reason, but I’m still glad you’re back.”

			Danni never got to respond to his answer. The door swung open, and the nurse from the front desk came in. An orderly came with her. “Ready for some tests, sweetie?”

			Danni nodded. “I guess I’m ready as I’ll ever be.”

			The nurse turned to Fisher. “If you want to give her a kiss, you better grab your chance—she’ll be tied up for the next hour or so.”

			Danni’s eyes grew wide. Fisher shook his head. Hell yeah, he’d love to kiss her. But he wouldn’t. He laughed off the suggestion with a chuckle and made his way back to rows of chairs in the waiting room. The place was empty, except for the lady mopping the hallway. Fisher nodded at her, and she smiled, then went on her way, dragging her rolling bucket.

			His phone rang. Tori’s face grinned at him on the screen. He sighed but tapped answer. “Hey,” he said.

			“Hey yourself. How’s it going there?”

			“They’re taking her in for some tests. But she seems fine.”

			“Good. I was worried. Are you staying there long? I was thinking I should go stay with Darby. She really shouldn’t be alone, not tonight.”

			Fisher rubbed his eyes. Tori was right. Darby was just a kid. Today had to be hard on her too. He could send Tori, but Darby couldn’t stand her, even on a good day, and today was the worst kind of days. “Don’t bother going over. Maureen is taking her to dinner, and I’ll be home tonight.” He made a mental note to call Max’s friend, Maureen, and ask her to grab Darby, and he’d pick her up later. Maureen was probably waiting on an update on Danni anyhow. He should’ve called her an hour ago.

			“Well, is there anything I can do to help?” Tori sounded worried. He’d forgotten Tori and Danni were friends too.

			“I can’t think of anything. I talked to Milo at the garage, and he got all of Danni’s stuff out of her car before it went to the impound. He’s dropping it off at my house.”

			“It sounds like you’ve taken care of everything. She’s lucky to have a friend like you.”

			Fisher rubbed the back of his neck. Danni was his friend. That was all. He’d been enjoying taking care of her like she belonged to him, but she didn’t. She was someone else’s wife, and he was being a selfish ass, not telling her husband. If she was his wife, he’d want to know, to be there with her. “I suppose…,” he took a deep breath, “I should call her husband.”

			“That’s a good idea. Danni probably won’t want you to, but only because she’s so stubborn and hates to have anyone know she ever screws up. I swear, if I’ve told her once, I’ve told her a hundred times, she’s human—she needs to lighten up on herself.”

			“She asked me not to call him.”

			“You’re not listening to her, are you?”

			“No.” His spine stiffened; he sat straighter in his chair. “But I don’t have his number.”

			“I think I have it.” There was silence. “There. I texted it to you.”

			“Why do you have her husband’s number?”

			“Danni and I are friends, you know. And she’s horrible about keeping in touch. When she ignores me for too long, I text Rick, and he makes her make contact.”

			“Oh.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “That sounds like Danni.”

			“I know...frustrating.” Tori sighed. “All right, sweets, you take care of yourself. Don’t stay too late. I know you haven’t gotten much sleep lately, and I don’t want you crashing on the way home.”

			He assured her he’d be fine. Nothing could hurt him. Although, with Danni in the mix, he was probably lying.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			It was a dream, a common one for Danni. In this version, Fisher sat by her bedside and leaned close...so close she could feel the heat from his body. He brushed back her hair ever so gently, slowly, as if he was relishing the feel of her skin on his hand. After a moment, he leaned forward and kissed her forehead. His lips lingered there, and he said, “I love you.”

			Normally Danni would wake up alone. Reality and depression would seep in as she remembered how little was right in her world. This time, the dream ended with beeps and cold, soft hands touching her arm. Danni jerked away.

			“I’m sorry, girlie. I didn’t mean to wake you. I was trying to readjust this blood pressure cuff.” The cold hands belonged to the nurse messing with the cords and monitors stuck to Danni. “The doggone thing just won’t stay up. I think I need a smaller cuff. Why they put such a big one on a little thing like yourself is a mystery.” 

			The nurse was tall, broad-shouldered, and athletic. Danni figured she probably looked like an over-fed Hobbit next to her.

			“Let’s see if I can get this tight enough to stay on...just need a few more BPs to round out the night’s readings.”

			Danni rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”

			“Around three.”

			The last thing Danni remembered was going in for the CT scan or MRI, or whatever in the hell the test was.

			“You feeling all right? Headache?”

			“No, just piecing things together. The last thing I remember is going for the MRI....”

			“CT scan. And I figure that is the last thing you remember. You gave everyone quite the scare. They gave you a mild sedative, and you went out like a light. We couldn’t rouse you, no matter what we tried. Fortunately, the scan was good, and your vitals were strong. Your boyfriend said you hadn’t slept well in days, so we let you sleep it off while we monitored. Hence the need for the cuff.”

			“I was tired,” Danni admitted. Then she thought of the boyfriend comment. “Fisher isn’t my boyfriend. He’s just a friend.”

			“Really? Well, he might be wanting to be more than a friend. I’ve heard of men picking up bar tabs to impress a lady, but this is the first I’ve seen a man pick up a hospital tab.”

			“He what?” Danni tried to sit up in the bed, but the sheets were tangled around her. “He can’t do that.”

			“Gotcha. You got the husband, too, right?”

			Danni’s cheeks burned. “Divorced.”

			“So, why isn’t that tall piece of sweetness your boyfriend?”

			“Because we’re better as friends.”

			“I don’t know, sweetheart. He sure seemed like he’d be a great boyfriend.”

			“For someone else. Not for me.” 

			Danni settled back in bed, Tori’s words echoing in her head, Fisher pities her. Danni’s spine stiffened. Pity was bullshit, and Fisher knew how she hated it. She’d deal with him tomorrow. 

			The nurse tested the cuff. It stayed on, so she stopped fussing with it. “Too bad for Fisher. You’re probably breaking his heart. I’ve never seen a man so worried. He’s got to be head over heels.”

			Danni didn’t even dare to wish for such a thing. That was dangerous thinking. She licked suddenly dry lips.

			“He stayed right in this chair until you woke up enough to tell him you were all right. He kissed you goodnight, left his number with me for emergencies, and promised he’d be back in the morning.”

			“I’m sure he will be. Where there’s tragedy, Fisher is there to help. Which is sweet, but hardly love.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Danni gazed at crystal blue skies through the sealed hospital window. It was beautiful but offered no warmth. The nurse’s chatter about Fisher being crazy about her made her feel out of sorts. She’d spent the last few years refusing to think of Fisher at all, but now with tragedy and stupidity redirecting her life, he was once again front and center. And she wasn’t sure that was good for her.

			Fisher didn’t love her. She was his friend. His dipshit little hanger-on that he watched out for, and she didn’t need that. Even now, at her most pathetic, she could still take care of herself.

			“You’re up and moving. That’s a good sign,” Fisher said from the doorway.

			She jumped, holding a hand over her heart as she turned. “Fisher.” Her surprise was replaced with annoyance. “I need to talk to you. The nurse told me you paid—”

			“I have a friend who runs a foundation. Don’t go freaking out on me.”

			“I wasn’t freaking out. I just didn’t—are you telling me the truth? What kind of foundation? Give me the name.”

			“No. You’re going to trust me.”

			“I trust you. But I know you’d lie to shut me up.”

			Fisher grinned. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

			Danni sighed. To Fisher, honesty didn’t apply in every situation. Maybe he was right. If Danni had lied to him ten years ago, she wouldn’t have lost her best friend. But Danni went with honesty, not because she was some sort of moralistic idealist, but mostly because she had a big mouth and blurted the truth before her brain evaluated the information she shared.

			“Fisher, seriously, I don’t want you paying my bills.”

			“You wanting to leave here or argue? I already told you I’ve got everything covered.”

			Danni dropped it, for now. He was right. It was past time to get out of there. “Am I allowed to leave?”

			“You most certainly are,” a peppy nurse said from the doorway as she maneuvered a wheelchair around Fisher.

			Fisher was a handsome guy, with broad shoulders and an imposing height. The nurse gave him a double take as she passed. A look of recognition lit up her face. “Fisher Cooper,” the nurse said. “What in the world are you doing here?” She turned her gaze to Danni as she asked the question.

			“I’m picking up Danni.”

			“Oh, so you’re Danni.” The nurse nodded her head. “I should have known no one would actually go by Rodanthe.”

			“You know Danni?” Fisher asked.

			The nurse laughed. “No, no. I know Tori, and she’s mentioned Danni a time or two. Odd name for a girl, so, of course, I remembered it.”

			“I see.” Fisher nodded.

			“Tori is my bridezilla bestie. We go to all the bridal shows together, waiting ever so patiently for our cold-footed men to buy rings.” The nurse gave Fisher an elbow to the ribs. Then she turned to Danni, practically shoving a wheelchair into her legs. “Your chariot awaits, ma’am.”

			Danni’s heart dropped, and her mouth went dry. Fisher frowned and grabbed the plastic bag full of her clothes from the bed. “Does she need to sign out or anything?”

			“Nope. She’s free to leave.”

			Danni sat in the wheelchair, suddenly grateful to not be standing. It was insane to think a guy like Fisher wouldn’t have someone, but Tori Smith? Of all the available women in this world, he was with her? Her chest hurt so bad, she wasn’t sure she could breathe properly.

			In the car, she watched as Fisher walked around the front of the hood to the driver’s door. She wished she had somewhere, anywhere else to be right now. Fisher was consorting with the enemy. 

			“You want some lunch?” Fisher asked as he maneuvered the car from the hospital parking lot.

			Danni shook her head and stared out the window.

			“You all right?”

			It looked like it might storm. Clear blue skies were being absorbed by spreading dark clouds. Danni hoped there was thunder and lightning. A good atmosphere cleanser.

			Fisher took her hand and gave it a squeeze. She pulled it away. She didn’t need his pity.

			Fisher cleared his throat. “I was going to tell you about Tori. We dated for a while, but it’s—”

			“None of my business. That’s what it is.”

			“Danni—”

			She shook her head. “I’m fine. It’s just...my aunt just died. I don’t have to be okay.”

			He pulled over at a public beach access as the first splatter of rain hit the windshield. Tourists continued walking up the boardwalk toward the beach. Danni thought about rolling down her window and telling them if the wind picked up, they’d regret being surrounded by sand. But then she thought the hell with it, let them figure it out on their own.

			Fisher brushed a loose hair from her cheek. “It will be all right. I know Max wore some damned big shoes, but you’ll get through this.”

			“You’re right. I’m fine. Death is part of life. I don’t know why I’m being so melodramatic about it.”

			“Danni, it’s okay to hurt, and you have—”

			She held her hand up to stop him from offering platitudes. “I don’t want to talk about this right now. I just want to get off this island.”

			“You’re leaving?”

			“I have to.”

			“What about Max?”

			“What about her? She’s dead. I can wish all I want—”

			“She made me promise her you’d take care of her personal affairs.”

			“Really? You’ve seen her too?”

			“I saw her almost every day of my life, but we never talked about you until she was in the hospital. Max predicted you’d run off and told me to stop you. She wanted you to take care of her personal affairs, not some stranger. And there’s Darby—she’s waiting to meet you. She needs someone right now as much as you do.”

			“Look.” Her voice was sharp. “I have enough of my own problems. I don’t need to pile on someone else’s.”

			“Whatever.” 

			Fisher put the car in gear and turned it north, tires squealing on the asphalt. He drove up the road in silence, the vehicle lurching to a stop at each red light. Fisher’s jaw clenched and unclenched.

			Danni cleared her throat to speak but could think of no words that would explain how it felt to be back. Home for Danni wasn’t a comfort. It was a place to put her life under a microscope and judge her every flaw. Add in the heart-wrenching knowledge that Fisher was with Tori, and she seriously needed to get the hell out of there. Her life wasn’t perfect anywhere, but it was better than here.

			But it sucked to have him this mad at her. She hadn’t seen him this mad since he found out about her and Renzo Colo. Danni’s cheeks flamed, and her heart fluttered. The Fisher she knew was often judgmental, hard-headed, and held high standards she never could meet. Obviously, that hadn’t changed. If she wasn’t doing exactly what he thought was right, he was pissed. Well, he’d just have to get over it. She didn’t have to prove anything to him or anyone else. The realities and memories of this place sucked, and she didn’t want to be here. That was no one’s business but hers.

			They arrived at the rental car place. Fisher didn’t move from behind the wheel—didn’t even bother to stop the engine. He rolled the window down as Danni stepped out in the now pouring rain. “Don’t forget your suitcase in the back seat. I had Milo get your stuff out of your car. You’re welcome.”

			Rain soaked Danni’s back as she leaned into the car to collect her suitcase, the hospital bag, and her purse. Fisher didn’t move a muscle to help. This was probably his idea of tough love. She mumbled a thanks.

			He looked straight ahead, his stare fixed on the rain hitting the windshield. “So, what do I do with Max?” he asked. “Should I mail her out to you, or take care of her myself?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Her ashes, Danni. We didn’t spread her ashes after the service because I figured you’d want to be there for that.”

			“Seriously? Why didn’t you just—?”

			“Really?” He turned and glared at her. “You really don’t give a damn, do you?”

			“Me? Not give a damn...about Max?”

			Fisher nodded.

			Danni dropped her suitcase in a puddle. “How can you say that?”

			“Because that’s what it seems like,” he said. “So far, you haven’t put yourself out at all. I’ve never known you to be this selfish.”

			Danni grabbed her suitcase, yanking on it so hard she pulled a muscle in her shoulder. She ignored the pain and headed toward the rental office. 

			Fisher jumped out of the car and grabbed her by the arm. “You’re going to let strangers take care of Max’s things? All her stuff, her life? Hell, Max herself can be scattered by just anybody. I suppose nothing is your problem. Nice Danni, real nice.”

			“You don’t know what this is doing to me,” Danni shouted, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I can’t do this right now. Everything is falling apart. I have nothing going right in my life at all. And now, you say I don’t care? How can you of all people accuse me of not caring?”

			“Because, Danni, when you care about someone, you do the hard thing. You owe it to Max to take care of her affairs. She didn’t want anyone but you in her personal stuff.”

			Danni took a deep breath. “I can’t.”

			Fisher shook his head. “Bullshit, you can’t. You won’t. There’s a big difference.”

			He let go of her arm and walked away. Danni ran after him, grabbed him by the back of his shirt, and pulled until he stopped walking. “Why are you being so mean?”

			Fisher shrugged. “I’m not being mean. Max wanted you to stick around a while.”

			Danni gasped. “Do you think that’s why she was haunting me?”

			Fisher looked at her as if she’d asked him if he’d seen any pink whales.

			“Oh, never mind.” Danni looked beyond the parking lot to the gray shingled beach homes and a clearing sky. The sun chased away the clouds like it was hell-bent on erasing the rain. A woman who looked like Max waved to her from the other side of the road. Danni waved back.

			Fisher looked over his shoulder, then to Danni. “What is it?”

			“It’s Max.” Danni moved quickly around Fisher toward the woman. But after taking a few steps to the east, there was no one there. Nothing but cars. She slowed to a stop. Was Max telling her goodbye? No more ghost Max? Danni felt panic like she was suddenly surrounded by quicksand and had nowhere to go.

			Then there was Fisher. He squeezed her close and kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay, Danni. Come back with me. You shouldn’t be alone right now.” He tipped her chin until she was looking at him. His thumb brushed away a tear. “You can stay at my place. I have an extra bedroom. You need to deal with Max’s will, her property. You have to do this. You owe it to her. You know how she loved that place. It’s offensive to walk away from it like it’s nothing.”
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