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      Jessica

      One of my favorite feelings in the whole world is that moment I step inside a hot shower after having been caught outside in cold, lashing rain. The transformation from clothes-soaked-to-the-skin misery to soothing warmth is unlike any other. I love the resultant goose bumps and the way my whole body relaxes under the stream of warm water. In that pure, simple moment all accumulated worries just wash away with the rain.

      The moment I met Cooper Lawson felt exactly like that hot shower after a very long, cold storm.

      The day hadn’t started out all sunshine and clear skies. It was a little gray outside and there were definite clouds, but I still hadn’t been prepared for the sudden deluge of rain that flooded from the heavens as I was walking along the boardwalk in the seaside city of Hartwell.

      My eyes darted for the closest available shelter and I dashed toward it – a closed bar that had an awning. Soaked within seconds, blinded by rain, and irritated by the icky feeling of my clothes sticking to my skin, I wasn’t really paying much attention to anything else but getting to the awning. That was why I ran smack into a hard, masculine body.

      If the man’s arms hadn’t reached out to catch me I would have bounced right onto my ass.

      I pushed my soaked hair out of my eyes and looked up in apology at the person I had so rudely collided with.

      Warm blue eyes met mine. Blue, blue eyes. Like the Aegean Sea that surrounded Santorini. I’d vacationed there a few years back and the water there was the bluest I’d ever seen.

      Once I was able to drag my gaze from the startling color of those eyes, I took in the face they were set upon. Rugged, masculine.

      My eyes drifted over his broad shoulders and my head tipped back to take in his face because the guy was well over six feet tall. The hands that were still on my biceps, steadying me, were big, long fingered, and callused against my bare skin.

      Despite the cold, I felt my body flush with the heat of awareness and I stepped out of the stranger’s hold.

      “Sorry,” I said, slicking my wet hair back, grinning apologetically. “That rain came out of nowhere.”

      He gave a brief nod as he pushed his wet dark hair back from his forehead. The blue flannel shirt he wore over a white T-shirt was soaked through, too, and I suddenly found myself staring at the way the T-shirt clung to his torso.

      There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.

      I thought I heard a chortle of laughter and my eyes flew to his face, startled – and horrified at the thought of being caught ogling. There was no smirk or smile on his lips, however, although there was definitely amusement in those magnificent eyes of his. Without saying a word he reached out for the door to the quaint building and pushed. The door swung open and he stepped inside what was an empty and decidedly closed bar.

      Oh.

      Okay for some, I thought, staring glumly out at the way the rain pounded the boardwalk, turning the boards slick and slippery. I wondered how long I’d be stuck there.

      “You can wait out there if you want. Or not.”

      The deep voice brought my head back around. The blue-eyed, rugged, flannel guy was staring at me.

      I peered past him at the empty bar, unsure if he was allowed to be in there. “Are you sure it’s alright?”

      He merely nodded, not giving me the explanation I sought for why it was alright.

      I stared back at the rain and then back into the dry bar.

      Stay out here shivering in the rain or step inside an empty bar with a strange man? 

      The stranger noted my indecision and somehow he managed to laugh at me without moving his mouth.

      It was the laughter-filled eyes that decided me.

      I nodded and strode past him. Water dripped onto the hardwood floors, but since there was already a puddle forming around the blue-eyed, rugged, flannel guy’s feet I didn’t let it bother me too much.

      His boots squeaked and squished on the floor as he passed me; the momentary flare of heat from his body as he brushed by caused a delicious shiver to ripple down my spine.

      “Tea? Coffee? Hot cocoa?” he called out without looking back.

      He was about to disappear through a door that had Staff Only written on it, giving me little time to decide. “Hot cocoa,” I blurted out.

      I took a seat at a nearby table, grimacing at the squish of my clothes as I sat. I was definitely going to leave a butt-shaped puddle there when I stood up.

      The door behind me banged open again and I turned around to see BRF (blue-eyed, rugged, flannel) Guy coming toward me with a white towel in his hand. He handed it to me without a word.

      “Thanks,” I said, bemused when he just nodded and headed back through the Staff Only door. “A man of few words,” I murmured.

      His monosyllabic nature was kind of refreshing, actually. I knew a lot of men who loved the sound of their own voice.

      I wrapped the towel around the ends of my blond hair and squeezed the water out of it. Once I had rung as much of the water from my hair as I could, I swiped the towel over my cheeks, only to gasp in horror at the black stains left on it.

      Fumbling through my purse for my compact, I flushed with embarrassment when I saw my reflection. I had scary black-smeared eyes and mascara streaks down my cheeks.

      No wonder BRF Guy had been laughing at me.

      I used the towel to scrub off the mascara, then, completely mortified, I slammed my compact shut. I now had no makeup on, I was flushed red like a teenager, and my hair was flat and wet.

      The bar guy wasn’t exactly my type. Still, he was definitely attractive in his rough-around-the-edges way and, well, it was just never nice to feel like a sloppy mess in front of a man with eyes that piercing.

      The door behind me banged open again and BRF Guy strode in with two steaming mugs in his hands.

      As soon as he put one into mine, goose bumps rose up my arm at the delicious rush of heat against my chilled skin. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and slipped into the seat across from me. I studied him as he braced an ankle over his knee and sipped at his coffee. He was casual, completely relaxed, despite the fact that his clothes were wet. And like me he was wearing jeans. Wet denim felt nasty against bare skin – a man-made chafe monster.

      “Do you work here?” I said after a really long few minutes of silence passed between us.

      He didn’t seem bothered by the silence. In fact, he seemed completely at ease in the company of a stranger.

      He nodded.

      “You’re a bartender here?”

      “I own the place.”

      I looked around at the bar. It was traditional décor with dark walnut everywhere – the long bar, the tables and chairs, even the floor. The lights of three large brass chandeliers broke up the darkness, while wall-mounted green library lamps along the back wall gave the booths there a cozy, almost romantic vibe. There was a small stage near the front door and just across from the booths were three stairs that led up onto a raised dais where two pool tables sat. Two huge flat-screen televisions, one above the bar and one above the pool tables, made me think it was part sports bar.

      There was a large jukebox, beside the stage, that was currently silent.

      “Nice place.”

      BRF Guy nodded.

      “What’s the bar called?”

      “Cooper’s.”

      “Are you Cooper?”

      His eyes smiled. “Are you a detective?”

      “A doctor, actually.”

      I was pretty sure I saw a flicker of interest. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Smart lady.”

      “I’d hope so.” I grinned.

      Laughter danced in his eyes as he raised his mug for another sip.

      Weirdly, I found myself settling into a comfortable silence with him. We sipped at our hot drinks as a lovely easiness fell between us. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt that kind of calm contentedness with anyone, let alone a stranger.

      A little slice of peace.

      Finally, as I came to the end of my cocoa, BRF Guy / possibly Cooper spoke. “You’re not from Hartwell.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “What brings you to Hart’s Boardwalk, Doc?”

      I realized then how much I liked the sound of his voice. It was deep with a little huskiness in it.

      I thought about his question before responding. What had brought me there was complicated.

      “At the moment the rain brought me here,” I said coyly. “I’m kind of glad it did.”

      He put his mug down on the table and stared at me for a long beat. I returned his perusal, my cheeks warming under the heat of his regard. Suddenly he reached across the table, offering me his hand. “Cooper Lawson.”

      I smiled and placed my small hand in his. “Jessica Huntington.”

      “Nice to meet you, Doc.”
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      Jessica

      Two Weeks Earlier

      Women’s Correctional and Rehabilitation Facility 

      Wilmington, Delaware

      “You know, if you go running into any more doors I’m giving you a vision test,” I said dryly as I applied antiseptic to Mary Jo’s cut lip.

      She glowered at me but didn’t respond, which was unusual. If only she’d use that kind of restraint with the other inmates she might stop running into so many “doors.”

      I dropped my cotton swab and took off my latex gloves. “Nothing more I can do here. You can sit in the ward for a half hour with ice on your eye. It should take some of the swelling down.” I strode over to the small freezer in my clinic and took out an ice pack.

      When I turned back to Mary Jo she was squinting at me with her good eye.

      “How come you don’t talk to us like we’re trash? That older bitch speaks to us like we’re trash.”

      I ignored her reference to my colleague, Dr. Whitaker, who worked part-time at the prison infirmary. She didn’t peer down her nose at just the inmates; she considered everyone beneath her. And despite the fact that I was the primary physician and worked the most hours, she still consistently tried to tell me how to do my job. “Maybe because I don’t think you’re trash,” I said, slapping the ice pack into Mary Jo’s hand. I guided her hand over her eye.

      “How come?”

      I heard the suspicion in her voice.

      Working as a prison doctor for the last two years had taught me a few things. One of those things was that most of the female inmates were suspicious of absolutely everyone and their motives.

      “How come I don’t think you’re trash?”

      “Yeah.”

      I turned away to put the cotton swabs I’d used in the medical trash. The answer to that question was like the deepest root of a solid twenty-one-year-old tree – buried too far down to unearth it now without toppling the entire tree. “Mistakes don’t make you trash.” I pasted a bright smile on my face as I turned back to her. “You’re good to go.” I knocked on the glass pane of my door and the guard on duty, Pamela, nodded and strode over. She opened the door. “Doc?”

      “Let Mary Jo sit in the ward for about a half hour with this ice on her eye, and then she’s good to go.”

      “Sure thing. Come on, Mary Jo.” Pamela ushered her out.

      Once I was alone in my office again I sat down at my computer to update Mary Jo’s record. I was just finishing up when there was a knock at my door.

      Fatima marched in. Six foot one, proud, and physically fit, Fatima was like a warrior queen in a prison guard uniform. She was also a riot. I grinned. “What brings you here?”

      She pulled a face and waved a dusty leather-bound book at me. “These girls have been watching too many movies.” She sat down on my desk and flipped the book open.

      Well, look at that. 

      The middle of the pages had been carved into, and sitting hidden in the hole was a makeshift shank. “That’s a new way to hide a weapon.”

      “In Jane Austen,” Fatima huffed. “They defiled Mr. Darcy for this shit. Don’t they know that man is fine? No shank hole should be defiling such a gentleman.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t think they care about how much of a gentleman Mr. Darcy is.”

      “See, that there is the problem. Instead of using library books to hide weapons, they should be educating themselves. No wonder they cut the freaking library budget.”

      “I heard they did that.” I knew how much getting the women into the library, for reading groups and to teach them computer skills, meant to Fatima. “I’m sorry.”

      She sighed heavily. “Shit, I knew it was coming. I’ll just make do with what I got. Anyhow, how was your date last night?”

      “I told you it wasn’t a date.” Andrew and I didn’t date.

      She shook her head in disappointment. “You need your head checked. So does this idiot you’re hooking up with. Nothing sweeter than coming home to your man after a long day at work.”

      I looked at the gold wedding band she was subconsciously touching. “That’s not what you said last week when you were complaining about Derek forgetting to do the laundry, or the week before, when his idea of doing food shopping consisted of buying a year’s supply of beer and Cheetos.”

      Fatima scowled at me. “Do you remember absolutely everything?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “It’s annoying.”

      “Noted.” I laughed.

      “Okay, so I want to kill Derek as much as I want to make sweet love to the man, but it’s nice living with my best friend. You should get yourself one and kick that Dr. Commitment-Phobe to the curb.”

      “I told you, I like not being in a relationship.”

      She grunted at me like she didn’t believe me, but the truth was I did like keeping things casual. I’d never had a serious relationship in my life. I came and went as I pleased. I made all the decisions in my life and got to live each day my way.

      And on the days I got a little “fris-frisky” I had Andrew on speed dial.

      “I’m setting you up.” Fatima got up from the desk with determination. “How do you feel about chocolate?” She winked at me.

      Laughing, I shook my head. “Chocolate is very nice, but right now I am happy with my casual dose of vanilla.”

      “That particular slice of vanilla is boring.” She huffed and her pager beeped. She checked it and all amusement fled her features.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Fight in the yard. Gotta go.”

      “Be careful!” I called after her.

      “Always am.”

      The door slammed closed behind her and I felt a wave of uneasiness in my stomach. The uneasiness wouldn’t go away until she returned to let me know she was okay.

      As I turned back to my computer my eye caught on the book Fatima had left on my desk. Curious, I took the old book in hand, feeling sad that the classic had been mutilated. I flicked open to the front pages and felt even sadder. The book was printed in 1940. A vintage copy of Pride and Prejudice would have some value. Not a lot, but some. Mostly its value was in its history.

      And someone had destroyed it, completely oblivious to all that.

      I flicked through the broken pages to the end and was just about to put the book down with a sigh when my thumb brushed over the back binding.

      Hmm. It felt a little spongy – a little thicker than it should. With curious fingers I prodded at it. A faint line at the bottom near the spine drew my gaze. It looked like the paper that covered the leather there had been cut and opened and then resealed.

      Why? 

      I pressed at the thickness.

      There was something in there.

      My heart rate started to speed up a little at the mystery of what the book might contain.

      I looked up at the glass windows around my office. No one out there. No one watching.

      The book and Mr. Darcy were already defiled so it wasn’t like I could do much further harm – I picked and picked at the line until eventually I was able to rip the paper back.

      “What the…” I stared down at what had been placed inside the binding of the book. Tipping them over onto my lap, I stared at four small envelopes.

      There was a name and address scrawled on all four.

      The same name and address.

      
         

        Mr. George Beckwith 

        131 Providence Road 

        Hartwell, DE 19972

      

      Had an inmate hidden these letters in the book?

      And when?

      My fingers itched to rip open one of the envelopes.

      The phone on my desk blared to life, making me jump. “Dr. Huntington,” I answered.

      “An inmate on their way up. Yard fight. Nothing more serious than a deep cut.”

      “Thanks,” I said and hung up. Without thinking about why, I stuffed the four little envelopes into my purse and hid it under my desk. I glued the paper back down on the binding of the book and put it aside for Fatima for when she came to collect it.

      My door burst open as Fatima and Shayla, an inmate I was familiar with, came in. Shayla was hanging on to Fatima and clutching her stomach. “Fucking bitch!” she screeched. “I’m gonna fucking kill that motherfucking bitch!”

      Fatima rolled her eyes at me as if to say, Is this our life? Really?

       

      “Outstanding,” Andrew grunted out as he came.

      I had a little giggle to myself as he rolled off of me and collapsed on his back.

      Every time Andrew climaxed he grunted out the word “outstanding.” It was a nice compliment, but the longer our casual arrangement of sleeping together went on, the funnier I was beginning to find it.

      And comedy wasn’t really high up on my list of dirty talk that worked for me. Although I did remind myself it was way better than the guy who kept referring to his dick as his rocket. Finally, while we were in the middle of sex, he told me that if I didn’t do something quick his rocket was going to launch and detonate. I started laughing before I could stop myself and he had no choice but to pull out of me. I tried to apologize, because it really wasn’t nice of me to laugh, but he stormed off in a huff. I never saw him again. I think that was for the best.

      Andrew turned his head on the pillow and grinned at me.

      I smiled back and he bounced up off the bed with the kind of energy a surgeon needed. Once he’d disappeared into the bathroom to dispose of the condom, I got up out of the bed. Inside my pants pocket I found my pager and checked it, even though I was pretty sure I hadn’t heard it go off. Sure enough, it was quiet.

      “You are so sexy.”

      I glanced up at Andrew. He was leaning against the bathroom door with his arms crossed over his chest, completely at ease with his nakedness. I felt the same way about being naked in front of him and grinned at him. “You’re kind of sexy yourself.” And it was true. The man worked out at the gym in his fancy-ass hospital between patients. He had a sleek, hard, athletic body that was a delight to explore in bed.

      As for me, I normally wasn’t this sexually confident woman who walked around naked with ease. It was just that Andrew and I had been at this whole fuck-buddy thing for about three years now on and off. About a year after we’d started sleeping together, he met a woman and started dating her seriously, so we stopped. They broke up after about nine months, and Andrew realized he was just too much like me and we started our casual relationship back up again. Once you’d been naked with a guy that many times and he kept coming back for more, you were pretty confident that he liked your body, so I didn’t feel self-conscious around him.

      “Just kind of?” He guffawed.

      I didn’t say any more. The man had enough of an ego to fill the entire state of Delaware. It was best to keep him on his toes so it didn’t get even more out of hand than it already was.

      “What are you doing?” he said as I began pulling my pants on.

      “Going home.”

      He pushed off the door frame, frowning as he strode toward me. He picked up my shirt and held it out of my reach. “We just started. I put aside two hours for you.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes at him. Andrew liked to think everything should be done on his schedule since he was the big important cardiothoracic surgeon. And in the interest of saving lives it probably should, but that didn’t mean I had to stick around when I didn’t want to. “I can’t stay. I’m sorry.”

      Pouting – yes, pouting – he continued to withhold my shirt.

      I stared him down. When we weren’t having sex it only reminded me of what a jackass he could be. Which was one of the reasons it would only ever be sex between us. His arrogance and self-involved sense of importance would drive me up the wall.

      He thrust the shirt at me when he realized I wouldn’t back down. “So what is so important that it’s worth messing up my schedule?”

      “I said I’d cover Dr. Whitaker’s shift at the prison,” I lied. In truth I was desperate to get home so I could finally open the letters I’d found. They had been on my mind my entire shift. For a moment I’d considered canceling my sex date with Andrew so I could read them, but I remembered he said he had a conference in Sweden coming up. Our sex dates were weekly and I’d gotten used to getting myself a little something-something on a regular basis so I figured I’d better get it while he was around to give it.

      I watched his delicious ass as Andrew stomped across his bedroom to grab his neatly folded pants off a chair. “Why on earth do you insist on working in that shithole?”

      My blood turned instantly hot at his condescending attitude toward my job. I swore to God, if the man didn’t know what to do with those hands of his I’d have wiped my own clean of him long since. “Quit it,” I bit out.

      “No.” He spun around, his hands on his hips. “Jessica, you’re a fantastic, talented doctor. It’s a crying shame that you’re locked up in some dingy prison doctor’s office when you should be a surgical resident.” He donned his shirt, a look of disgust on his face. “I still can’t believe you left your residency and gave up the chance of a fellowship at the hospital. No one can.”

      “Can we not do this again?” I snapped. We’d been having this argument for two years.

      “Maybe if you’d tell me what the allure of the prison is, then yes. Why do you insist on staying there?”

      Instead of answering I sighed, grabbed my bag, and walked over to him. I brushed my fingertips over the frown line between his brows and leaned in to press a soft kiss to his mouth. “Good night, Andrew.”

      I walked out of his apartment, knowing he’d gotten the reminder.

      We were just fuck buddies.

      He had no right to answers about anything in my life.
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      Jessica

      Despite the fact that I spent little time away from work, I stretched myself financially to rent my two-bedroom apartment downtown. I’d wanted the extra space so that my best friend, Matthew, his wife, Helena, and my goddaughter, Perry, could visit whenever they wanted.

      It was a spacious and airy apartment with an open-plan kitchen and living room. It was stylish and comfortable, and my whole body seemed to sigh with relief every time I stepped inside it. I didn’t get much alone time here, but when I did, I savored it.

      The first thing I did was shower, hurrying through the process and then speeding through blowing out my hair. It was still damp when I changed into my pajamas and wandered casually into the kitchen. The kitchen was the reason I chose the place. It was sleek, glossy, and white – white cabinets, white tile flooring, white sink, white stove: white, white, white. But the whiteness was broken up by the backsplash of leaf tiles – copper foil encased in glass. It was a glamorous touch of luxury, as was the huge picture window at the end of the kitchen that gave me a fantastic view of the city.

      I grabbed a cold beer and stood at my kitchen counter, staring out the large window as if I hadn’t a care in the world. But trying to relax was impossible when my eyes kept drifting to my purse. I’d left it sitting on my favorite armchair.

      Screw it.

      I couldn’t wait anymore.

      With cold beer in hand I curled up on the chair and pulled the envelopes out of my purse. Part of me wondered why whoever wrote them didn’t mail them, and why they stuck them inside of a book. Did they want them to be found eventually? Or was it wrong of me to read them?

      I let my conscience decide it was the former. Putting my beer down, I opened all the envelopes. Inside were letters with lovely feminine handwriting. I checked each for a date.

      They were written in 1976, forty years ago.

      Wow.

      I got little goose bumps just from touching the decades-old paper.

      Putting them into chronological order, I picked up the first one, along with my beer, and settled in to read.

      
         

        Sarah Randall 

        Inmate No. 50678 

        Women’s Correctional and Rehabilitation Facility 

        Wilmington, DE 19801

        
           

          April 14, 1976

          My darling George,

          What you must think of me. I dread it. In fact, I can barely breathe under the weight of my secrets, secrets that have kept me from you. Secrets that have destroyed all the good you ever thought of me.

          Perhaps it’s too late to explain. It’s definitely too late to change my circumstances. But not too late to change yours. Not too late to change how you think of me. I think I’d be okay if I knew you could forgive me.

          You need to know that I love you. I have loved you from the moment we collided on the boardwalk and you picked up my books and asked me if you could carry them for me. It was such an old-fashioned gesture, when all the other boys were too busy trying to be cool. You were always just you. And you were the kindest, most thoughtful boy I’d ever met. And you made me laugh. I never knew I could laugh like that until I met you.

          Do you remember the day Kitty Green put my clothes down the toilet after gym class? I had to wear my gym clothes all day and everyone knew and laughed and teased me. Not only did you stand up for me, you took me to the boardwalk after school and you did all these funny impressions of Kitty and the mean girls. You turned my tears into laughter.

          You have always turned my tears into laughter.

          It was real between us. You have to know that. From that first smile, to our first kiss, to the first time you made love to me.

          I never wanted those moments with anyone else.

          If you believe anything in this world, believe that.

          Believe that I love you more than any other person and that that love will never die. You’ll be the last image in my mind the day I leave this world, and I hope that image of your goodness, the love I feel for you, will be enough for God to recognize that I know of Heaven and I cherish its value. Perhaps in that knowledge He will forgive me and welcome me home.

          Forever yours,

          Sarah

        

      

      It took me a moment to reach for the next letter. Already my chest ached. It was so desperately sad to read the woman’s profession of love without knowing why this stranger had been separated from someone she cared so deeply for. A small part of me envied her, her love. The larger part of me knew I shouldn’t. She had clearly suffered even though she had known love.

      I picked up the next letter, desperate to know the reason for their separation and her incarceration.

      
         

        Sarah Randall 

        Inmate No. 50678 

        Women’s Correctional and Rehabilitation Facility 

        Wilmington, DE 19801

        
           

          April 23, 1976

          My darling George,

          I am so sorry. I meant to explain everything in my first letter. I truly did. For a moment I lost courage. All that seemed important was telling you I loved you. But as important as that is, I realize it’s just as important for you to hear that I didn’t love Ron.

          I pleaded guilty because it was the truth, George. I killed Ron. I killed my husband.

          He didn’t deserve the title. He was cruel. Beyond cruel. There is no excuse good enough for taking a man’s life, I know that. But I was protecting myself. I’d taken so much for so long. He kept hurting me. From the night of our wedding until the day I shot him, Ron hurt me.

          I didn’t want to marry him. He forced my hand. On the night of our wedding he took… I never wanted him. Not once throughout our marriage did I want him.

          I was becoming nothing. I lost myself and it was his fault. He took everything from me. He took you from me.

          That night he came home angry about something. He was so angry. He’d threatened to kill me before, and the last time he’d been so angry that he’d almost succeeded. He beat me so bad I lost consciousness for hours. He had a doctor come in from out of town. He paid him a lot of money to keep quiet. Ron told everyone I’d gone to a spa for a few weeks. He almost killed me and yet he told people he’d paid for me to go to a spa.

          So I knew. I knew that night when he came home that he was going to kill me. I felt it coming. I can’t explain it. I just knew in my gut. He managed to get a few hits in before I got away from him and got to his gun. I knew where he hid it. I made sure I knew after that last time.

          He sneered at me. Said I didn’t have the backbone to do it.

          I shot him in the heart. And I was surprised. Really surprised when it killed him. I just wanted him to stop.

          I shot him.

          Please forgive me, George.

          I feel guilty. Ashamed. I do. But I also feel relief that I’m free of him. Maybe if you forgive me, I can forgive myself.

          Forever yours,

          Sarah

        

      

      I was surprised at the splash of water that fell on the paper and I jerked it away from my tears. The ache in my chest had intensified as I read the second letter and for the first time in a long time I cried. I cried for this faceless woman. I cried for the powerlessness, the pain, and the truthful shame of that freedom that Sarah’s words invoked.

      My phone suddenly rang and I felt like I jumped a foot in fright. For a moment there, everything had disappeared, including the apartment.

      Reaching into my purse for my cell, the irritation I felt at being interrupted melted away when I saw who was calling.

      It was Matthew. Matthew and I had been friends for twenty-five years. He was the only remaining tie I had to my life back in Iowa.

      “Hey, you.” I smiled.

      “Hey, sorry for calling so late.”

      “Don’t be. Is anything wrong?”

      He heaved a heavy sigh, causing the line to crackle. “Helena’s mom has been admitted to the hospital with pneumonia.”

      I knew Helena was close to her mom. “Oh, God. What are the doctors saying?”

      “Well, we’re hoping she’ll pull through, but even then she’s looking at some recovery time. She’s going to stay with us during recovery.”

      Suddenly I knew the other reason he was calling. Every year, during the anniversary of my sister’s death, I went on vacation. This year I couldn’t because my colleague, Dr. Whitaker, had already put in for her vacation for the weeks that I’d wanted. And she refused to even consider swapping vacation time. I hated the idea of working during what was always a hard time for me. The next best thing I could do was to plan a vacation with my best friend. In two weeks, I’d planned on meeting Matthew, Helena, and Perry in Key West for a shared vacation together. I never went home to Iowa, so these planned trips were the only chance we had to see each other.

      Disappointed, but more concerned for Helena and her mom, I said, “Matt, it’s okay. If you contact the owner of the house we were renting and explain, we should get our money back.”

      “I’m not worried about the money. I’m worried about you. It was our only chance this year to see each other.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll figure something else out.”

      “You’ll call me when you do?”

      Smiling at his overprotectiveness, I said, “Yes. But more importantly, keep me posted about Helena’s mom. And give my love to her and Perry.”

      “I will. We’ll talk soon?”

      I could still hear the anxiety in his voice and I wished I were a less complicated person so he could stop worrying about me. “I promise.”

      Once we hung up I stared at Sarah’s last two letters.

      An emptiness had struck me when I realized Matt was canceling, and it suddenly expanded and filled my chest. It was strange how such emptiness could cause an ache.

      I didn’t know what I was going to do. I had my three-week vacation time to use up and I knew I couldn’t stick around Wilmington for it. I’d have to come up with a plan.

      The thought exhausted me so instead I picked up the letters and started reading again.

      
         

        Sarah Randall 

        Inmate No. 50678 

        Women’s Correctional and Rehabilitation Facility 

        Wilmington, DE 19801

        
           

          May 5, 1976

          My darling George,

          I will mail these letters to you. I will. It’s just taking me time to find the strength. Now you’ll get them all at the same time. At least you won’t have to wait for the truth then. There will be no agonizing wait as I try to gather my courage to tell you what I need to tell you.

          If I could save you from this truth I would. Perhaps it is selfish of me to tell you now, after all these years of protecting you, but it has taken me this long to realize that secrets are poison. You, of all people, are owed the truth.

          I wish I had known then what I know now.

          Everything would be so different.

          Do you remember the weekend you went with your father to tour the Princeton campus? You were so excited. You’d never wanted anything more than to be a Princeton man. Except me, you said. You said you’d always want me more than anything.

          Why didn’t I remember that then?

          I am so sorry.

          You were gone that weekend and that’s when Ron came to me. Remember he’d been bothering me for months, trying to get me to go out with him? He was becoming a problem. You two had that fight in Loretta’s the night he touched me. Everyone on the boardwalk was there to see you best Ron. He never forgave you for that. I sometimes wonder if he came after me just to get his revenge for that night.

          Ron came to me and he had proof that Anderson was involved in criminal activity. I know how much you love your father and how proud you feel of him. Back then you were secure in your place in life: son of a state senator and soon-to-be Princeton freshman. I couldn’t bear the idea that you might find out, that all that would be taken away from you. But now here is the truth:

          Ron discovered Anderson was making money illegally, mainly drugs and prostitution. He had photographs. Even I knew of Dot’s place out near Route 1. Your father was pictured there. Incriminating photos. Money passing hands outside the brothel. And Ron suspected your father of buying votes. Finally, he showed me money transfers from Anderson to Ron. Ron was blackmailing him, which was all the proof I needed that what he said was true.

          At the time.

          I wish I could go back to that scared kid and tell her to trust you, to tell you, to let you take care of it. But I’d lost Mom and you knew how much that destroyed my world. I didn’t want to destroy yours like that by taking away your father.

          I realize now how wrong I was.

          Please forgive me.

          Ron told me he would go to the police and the newspapers with what he’d found and that not only would Anderson go to jail, but you would lose any chance you had of getting into Princeton. Your whole future was on the line. I was stupid. So stupid.

          I agreed to marry Ron in exchange for his silence.

          Everything fell apart anyway. You hated me. I still see your face when I told you what I’d done while you were gone. I will never get that look out of my head. And I understand.

          About you and Annabelle.

          I don’t know if you slept with her to hurt me or if you genuinely cared for one another. When the baby came, when little Marie came, I was angry. I was hurt. I was… I lost my love and I lost my best friend. I lost my best friend when I needed her the most. But over time I’ve grown to understand. I hope you two found happiness in your marriage in spite of everything.

          And I’m sorry that after everything I hid so you would have Princeton and the future you dreamed of, fate took it away from you anyway. But I hope that being a father has been a new kind of dream, better than the one that came before it. God, I hope that for you, George.

          I’m sorry for keeping the truth from you for so long. I’m just so ashamed that something that could have been avoided grew so out of my control.

          It’s selfish of me now, I know, to tell you the truth. But there’s so little time in life. I realize that now more than ever before. I needed to unburden myself. I just needed you to know that I love you.

          Always have. Always will.

          Forever yours,

          Sarah

        

      

      Heart thumping, I almost dropped my drink trying to get to the next letter in hand. I had to know what happened. Why hadn’t these letters made it to George?

      
         

        Sarah Randall 

        Inmate No. 50678 

        Women’s Correctional and Rehabilitation Facility 

        Wilmington, DE 19801

        
           

          May 8, 1976

          My darling George,

          I’ve made all the wrong choices up until now. I hope this isn’t another.

          I hope this is the right thing to do.

          I have asked much of you in these letters, George, and now I ask one last thing: write me back, just once, telling me you got the letters, and letting me know whether you forgive me or not. Yes or no, I’d like to know. If you could do this as soon as possible I would be so grateful. So grateful.

          I will never ask anything else of you. Not ever.

          I love you.

          Always have. Always will.

          Forever yours,

          Sarah

        

      

      With tears on my cheeks, my nose running, and a sharp ache in my chest, I folded the letters up and slipped them back into the envelopes.

      For some reason Sarah’s letters had never made it to George.

      My heart hurt for her beyond bearing.

      A sob escaped me and I sat in my low-lit apartment with my heart breaking over a stranger’s story.

       

      Upon waking the next day the first thing I thought about was Sarah. I couldn’t get her letters out of my head, and I realized that the ache in my chest wouldn’t lessen until I found out what had happened to her.

      “Any chance I can get into the old records room?” I said to Fatima during my lunch break. I always came down to the guards’ room to eat my lunch with her and Shelley, Fatima’s shift partner.

      Fatima swallowed the bite of sandwich she was chewing and frowned. “Why? You can’t check the computer’s medical records?”

      “I want to find out what happened to an inmate that was here in 1976.” The computer held only the records for inmates of the past fifteen years.

      Shelley pulled a face. “Who the hell did you know here in 1976? Suddenly the truth comes out about why this one is working here. Ghosts in her closet, huh?” Shelley winked at Fatima.

      Fatima gave her a dry look. “You are the only person I will say this to in my life: stop reading so many damn books.”

      Shelley looked horrified. “And actually have to talk to Paulie? No, thanks.”

      Paulie was her husband.

      Fatima chuckled and turned back to me. “Seriously, why do you want into the old records room?”

      “It’s for a friend. She knew of someone who served time here in 1976. My friend just wants to know what happened to her.”

      “You got a name? An inmate number?”

      “Both, actually.”

      “Okay. I guess I can trust you. Remember, though, no stealing or photocopying those records,” she teased.

      I crossed my heart.

       

      Man, it was dusty in the old records room. I slammed a drawer shut and sneezed for the fifth time as another cloud of dust floated up around me.

      Thankfully, I was determined enough to get through the horror of the dustland.

      Fourth drawer in, my heart leapt in my chest at the sight of Sarah’s name and inmate number. I almost dropped the damn folder in my hurry to get it out of the drawer. Clutching it tightly in hand, I took it over to a table that was set up in the back of the room and clicked on the library lamp that sat on it. To my surprise the bulb in the lamp still worked.

      I didn’t completely understand my reaction to Sarah’s story. All I knew was that she’d gotten under my skin in a way that surprised the heck out of me. I felt like I knew her. Like I understood her in some way. And more than anything I wished for a happy ending for her.

      I flipped open her records. The first thing I saw was a picture of a frail-looking woman. There were hints of her once-upon-a-time beauty, but it appeared as if life had battered most of the prettiness out of her.

      And as I read on, all my hopes and wishes for her died there on the spot.

      Inside the folder was a copy of her medical records and her date of death.

      May 8, 1976. 

      The day she wrote her last letter to George.

      That was why he’d never gotten them.

      I read through the medical notes with a heavy heart. Sarah had been diagnosed with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma in January 1976. All the time she’d been writing to George she’d been undergoing radiation therapy. The treatment had been aggressive because her cancer was aggressive, and she died of heart failure.

      I closed her records feeling impossibly sad. Now I knew why Sarah had wanted George’s forgiveness so quickly. She wanted it before she died, and he never got the chance to give it to her.

      Wiping tears from my eyes, I quickly put her records back, wishing I could unsee them and frankly wishing I could unsee the letters. There were enough unhappy endings in this life. I didn’t need to know about a stranger’s.

      However, as I worked that day, my mind kept drifting back to the man she had written to. I couldn’t help wondering if George might still be alive. I knew from Sarah’s records that she was twenty-six years old when she died. If she and George were the same age, then he would be only sixty-six years old.

      How hard could it be to find a state senator’s son who lived in Hartwell, a city so small I hadn’t even heard of it until I Googled it? Turned out it had a pretty boardwalk and gorgeous beach so it was actually quite a popular vacation spot.

      When I had another moment free I Googled “Anderson Beckwith.” Sure enough it pulled up articles on the state senator, and before I knew it I found a photo of George Beckwith. It was taken in 1982 with his father at a political rally at Princeton University. The college of George’s dreams. The college he never got to go to despite Sarah’s efforts.

      I stared at his handsome face and knew he and Sarah must have been a fine-looking couple. I wanted desperately to see a photograph of them together, when they were both young and happy.

      “God,” I muttered, clicking off the screen. Why was I so hung up on this? “You’re going crazy.”

      “Why are you going crazy?”

      I jumped, startled, as Fatima strode into my office with a cup of coffee for me. I took it gratefully but scowled at her. “Don’t creep up on me like that.”

      “Why? So I don’t catch you talking to yourself like a crazy person?”

      I sighed. “I think I might be a crazy person.”

      Fatima frowned and sipped at her own coffee. “And why is that?”

      “I did something.” I pulled my purse out from under the desk and searched through it for the envelopes. “That book you confiscated. Pride and Prejudice… I found something inside the binding…” I told her everything, including my discovery of what had happened to the inmate who’d written the hidden letters.

      “Why didn’t you just say that was what you were looking for in the records room instead of lying?”

      At her waspish tone I tried to appease her. “I didn’t want you to think I’d gone nuts.”

      “I don’t think you’ve gone nuts.” Fatima looked over the letters and I saw my sadness reflected in her gaze. “This is heartbreaking shit.” She glanced up from them. “And I know why they get to you more than they probably would anyone else.”

      For a moment I froze, wondering if she— Nah. She couldn’t.

      “You can kid yourself all you want that you’re happy, but you and I both know there should be more to life than how you’re living.” Fatima handed the letters back to me, her eyes kind as she gave me some harsh truths. “You have no family, no boyfriend, and your oldest friend lives over a thousand miles away. Now, I’m glad you’re here working in this prison, but I have to ask myself what the hell made you want to work here when you clearly had so many other opportunities open to you. Can you honestly say that at thirty-three years old this is where you always hoped your life would lead you?”

       

      For hours I sat in my empty apartment later that evening, Fatima’s words ringing in my ears. The woman had always known how to be blunt, but up until now I’d never felt the force of her words so much as I did today.

      I didn’t want to believe that she was right or that the reason I felt so much for the woman I’d met through her letters was because I, too, felt as if life had slipped away from me somehow.

      That there was no hope of a happy ending for me.

      And maybe there wasn’t. Maybe I’d designed it that way.

      I picked up my phone and called Matthew.

      “How’s Helena’s mom?” I said as a hello.

      “The same as she was yesterday. She hasn’t gotten any worse so that’s a good sign, I guess.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “You could tell me why you’re really calling.”

      I rolled my eyes at the amusement in his voice. He knew me too well. “I really am concerned about your mother-in-law.”

      “I know that. But I also know when your voice gets all high and twitchy like that, you’re worrying about something.”

      “Is my life empty?”

      “Sweetheart,” he replied.

      And everything was in that one word.

      Jesus Christ, Matthew thought my life was empty.

      He would. In comparison to his it was. He was an architect and passionate about it; he had Helena, who he was in rapture over (still!); and he had his little girl, Perry, who he adored. And it wasn’t hard to adore her since she was the coolest, most awesome thing that had existed since Jimmy Stewart! Of course my life would look empty next to Matthew’s.

      “You need that vacation, Jess. That’s all I’m going to say. Get away from that prison, that apartment, and that idiot you’re screwing around with.”

      “Get a little perspective?”

      “Exactly,” Matthew said. “Helena and I were in Hawaii last year and it was amazing. You’d love it there.”

      “Hawaii.” I tried to picture myself lying on a beach, drinking cocktails for a few weeks.

      “There are some nice treks in Honolulu. Water sports. Deep-sea diving. More to it than cocktails by the pool.”

      But even so, Hawaii didn’t feel right. “I don’t think so.”

      “Okay, so where do you feel like going?”

      Honestly, the whole idea of taking a vacation to get perspective on my life scared me a little. What if I found perspective and realized I really did hate my entire life? That would suck, black-hole-style. And who needed to deal with a black hole, right?

      “Jess?”

      “Hartwell,” I blurted out. “I’m going to Hartwell.”

      “Hartwhat now?”

      “Hartwell. It’s a boardwalk town here in Delaware.”

      “How adventurous of you.”

      “I’ll have you know that it is an exciting place to be.”

      “It’s Delaware, honey. The same state you live and work in. If it was an adventure it would be Hawaii or the jungles of South America.”

      “You’re lucky I love you, you condescending ass.”

      “You’re lucky I love you, you pain in the ass.”

      At the sound of his warm laughter, I felt better than I had since I’d found Sarah’s letters.
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      Cooper

      Hartwell, Delaware

       

      “It’s your alternator, Ayd,” Cooper said, staring down into the engine and pretending he couldn’t feel his sister’s best friend’s breasts pressed up against his back.

      “Really?” she said breathily. “And what about that squealing noise it was making before it died?”

      “Drive belt needs to be replaced probably.” He pulled back, taking a step away from her.

      Aydan was a good-looking woman, but Cooper had a rule. He didn’t fuck a woman who would care if he didn’t call her again. He especially wasn’t going to mess around with Cat’s best friend. Not only because he didn’t want to piss off his sister but also because Aydan was vulnerable. Her husband had run off a year before, leaving her alone with her teenage daughter, Angela. She was struggling to make ends meet, which was why he’d said he’d fix her car so she didn’t have to pay the local garage to do it.

      But Cooper knew from Cat that Aydan was also looking for a stable man in her life.

      Cooper wasn’t that guy.

      For now, he was steering clear of relationships.

      Despite the fact that they lived in a small town and everybody knew Cooper wasn’t interested in settling down again, Aydan seemed to be testing his position.

      When he’d turned up at her place to tow the car to the large shed he owned on the outskirts of Hartwell, he’d known something was up right away. It was the short jean skirt, tight tank top, and high red heels she was wearing.

      Aydan usually dressed for comfort. He’d only ever seen her in a skirt and heels when she was on the prowl with Cat when they were younger.

      Shit.

      “I really appreciate you doing this, Coop,” Aydan said, closing the distance between them again. She ran her fingertips down his bare arm. “Maybe I could have you over for dinner to say thanks.”

      Shit.

      “Sure. You, me, Angela, Cat, and Joey.” He said, deliberately mentioning her kid and his nephew. “A family dinner sounds good.”

      Her face fell. “Well, I was thinking —”

      “It shouldn’t take me too long to get the parts for your car. As soon as they arrive, I’ll make time, get it fixed up for you. For now I’ve got to get the bar open. I’ll give you a ride back into town.”

      He went to move past her, but she grabbed his wrist. “Coop… I’d really like to have you over for dinner. Just you. Angela is staying with friends next weekend.”

      Ah, hell.

      She was staring up at him with those pretty blue eyes as if he could hand her the world with just one word, and it made him feel like the biggest asshole for not giving her what she wanted. She deserved a good guy in her life. Cooper just wasn’t the guy. He reached out and brushed her soft cheek with his thumb. “If you were anyone else but my sister’s best friend, I’d be over to your house for dinner in a heartbeat.”

      She blushed, her gaze dropping. “That’s just your diplomatic way of saying you’re not interested.”

      “Hey.” He tipped her chin gently to raise her eyes back to his. “Ayd, you’re gorgeous and you’re sweet, but you know I’m not in the place to start anything up.”

      This time she gave him a sympathetic smile. “I get that. You know I get that.”

      “Good. So we’re okay?” He grinned.

      She rolled her eyes. “When you smile like that you know it’s hard for any woman to be mad at you.”

      He winked at her and heard her laughing as she followed him to the truck.

      Relief moved through him.

      “How’s Angela doing?” he asked as they rode back into town.

      “Oh, she’s doing great. She got a summer job at the fun park and she’s helping out a lot. She’s a good girl.”

      “She is that.” Cooper smiled. “You’re doing a great job there, Ayd.”

      She gave him a tired smile. “I do what I can.”

      “Which is a lot more than some.” He pulled up to a stop at her small house. It was in the crappiest neighborhood in Hartwell. She’d moved Angela there nine months back. They used to live four houses down from Cooper, but when her asshole of an ex left them, he left them without the means to pay rent on the nicer house.

      “Thanks for saying so, Coop.” She opened the door. “And thanks again for the car.”

      “No problem. I’ll call you when it’s fixed.”

      She threw him a wave over her shoulder and Cooper pulled away from the house.

      “Call Cat,” he said to his truck’s computer system.

      His sister picked up on the third ring. “What’s up?”

      “Did you know Aydan was going to make a play for me?”

      His sister groaned down the line. “Oh, please tell me she didn’t.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “Well, don’t feel special. She has a list of suitable guys and you’re actually last on the list. She probably just went for it because the opportunity arose.”

      Cooper grinned. “You always know how to make me feel good about myself.”

      “Like you need me to inflate your ego.”

      He ignored that and asked after his nephew. “Joey okay?”

      “At school. It’s his last week, so you know he’s more than okay. He’s hyper.”

      “I’ll swing by to see you tomorrow.”

      “Great. And I’ll talk to Aydan if you want.”

      “It’s okay. I already did.”

      “You weren’t mean to her, were you?”

      That didn’t even deserve a response.

      “Right,” she said. “Stupid question.”

      “I’m pulling up to the house. Talk to you later.”

      “Later.”

       

      Ex-wives were hell.

      Or at least in Cooper’s experience they were hell.

      For instance, he was supposed to be free and clear of his. That was what the divorce was all about, right? So why the fuck had he stepped out of his house, set for getting to his bar, to find Dana Kellerman – Dana Lawson until eighteen months before – leaning up against the passenger side of his truck?

      Unfortunately for him, this wasn’t his first encounter with his ex since they’d divorced. For a while he had been free and clear of the traitorous she-demon. Until a few weeks back, when, out of the blue, Dana was suddenly in his face again, wanting to talk and angling for reconciliation.

      She was out of her fucking mind, that was all Cooper could say.

      Sighing at the annoyance, he strode down his porch steps to his drive, completely ignoring her existence as he got in his truck. He could feel her eyes burning on his face. Once upon a time he’d thought those eyes of hers were stunning. Now he looked at her and he couldn’t remember what the hell he’d seen in her.

      Cooper guessed that was only natural since Dana had fucked his best friend behind his back.

      He pulled out of the drive, ignoring her thumping her hand against his truck and yelling his name. After getting angry at her calls, at her turning up at the house and his bar, he realized all he was doing was giving her a reaction. She was obviously taking that emotion to mean he still felt something for her.

      Now he was out to get the message across that he couldn’t give a shit about her. Maybe then she’d get out of his face and leave him in peace.

      Irritation bubbled in his blood, but Cooper attempted to force the feeling out, to turn his mind away from his ex. The woman had monopolized too much of his life as it was.

      By the time he got to his bar on the boardwalk he felt a little better. It was hard not to feel good as he walked the boards, knowing that he had a business there, in the one place in the world he wanted to be. The salt air, the clean light spray of the water, the mingling scents of sweet food, hot dogs, burgers, surf, and coffee – all of it was so familiar he hardly even thought about it, except to acknowledge that it smelled like home.

      Cooper had barely let himself into the bar when there was a knock on the front door. The bar wasn’t open yet. It didn’t open until noon, when he served lunch five days a week. His cook, Crosby, wouldn’t show for another hour to set up.

      Even so, Cooper knew who was at his door.

      He let Vaughn Tremaine inside and locked up behind him.

      Without even asking what he wanted, he poured Vaughn his favorite scotch and slid it across the bar to him as he sat on a stool.

      The businessman owned Paradise Sands Hotel next to Cooper’s. The hotel was swankier than anything that had come before it on the boardwalk. Vaughn had bought the old hotel and completely renovated it, turning it into an upscale hotel and conference center. Some folks in town said the hotel was too swanky for Hart’s Boardwalk; that the people who vacationed here didn’t come for contemporary luxury but a little piece of tradition. Somehow, however, Vaughn had made it work. The conference center was always busy and the guy had made a success out of the hotel.

      Cooper wasn’t too surprised. The Manhattan-born businessman owned a number of hotels and was the son of a hugely wealthy CEO of an international real estate and construction company.

      The boardwalk community hadn’t exactly warmed to the New Yorker. No one could understand why a guy like him would choose Hartwell as his home. He wouldn’t explain himself and people around there didn’t like that much. Frankly, Vaughn didn’t do much to make them like him. But he’d been coming into Cooper’s every week for that shot of whiskey for the past year and Cooper had gotten to know him better. There was definitely more to Vaughn Tremaine than met the eye.

      “Thanks,” Vaughn muttered. “I need it this morning.”

      “Rough night?”

      “Dentistry conference yesterday. Those assholes can party. One of them assaulted my night manager. It was a late night.”

      “Jesus. Your manager okay?”

      “Fine. Just a swollen eye, thankfully.”

      “And the dentist?”

      “Out on his ass. Fuck knows where he went.”

      Cooper grinned. “Did —”

      A knock at the front door cut him off.

      Dana?

      “Coop, it’s Bailey!”

      Noting the way Vaughn tensed, Cooper smirked.

      Idiot. 

      Ignoring Vaughn’s reaction to the sound of Bailey Hartwell’s voice, Cooper hurried over to let her into the bar.

      “Coop, Dana is on the boardwalk,” Bailey said a little breathlessly. Her hair was windswept, suggesting she’d been running. “I was walking to my place and I was just nearing the bandstand and I saw that bitch marching this way so I took off. I’m pretty sure she knows I was running to give you a heads-up that she’s slithering around the boardwalk.”

      He laughed at her rambling, but he did it while he shut his blinds and locked his door.

      When he turned back he nearly laughed again at Bailey’s reaction to finding Vaughn in the bar. Her whole body had gone rigid.

      “Miss Hartwell,” Vaughn said with a mocking salute of his scotch glass.

      He never called Bailey by her first name. Cooper knew it drove Bailey crazy and he more than suspected that Vaughn knew that, too, and that was exactly why he did it.

      The two of them had clashed from the moment they met. There couldn’t be
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