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About the Author

Catherine Hope’s love of reading began at a young age. Her parents always had a book close by, although they read vastly different genres, which rubbed off on her as she devoured everything from romance to espionage. She fondly remembers her mom with a book propped against her cosy-covered teapot at lunchtime.

Catherine started telling stories as a child, and it naturally grew into a passion for writing. Her goal is to breathe life into her characters and worlds, and transport her readers into the pages of heartache and triumph.

When Catherine’s not writing or thinking up fresh stories, she spends time with her family, friends and menagerie of pets. But she’s always ready to jet off to explore the world, where many of her experiences find their way into her books. Catherine lives in a small town in Ontario, Canada.




About the Book
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This year I am sending my last message to you. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive myself, and I will never forget you, but I have to find a way to let you go.

When Lizzie is woken in the night by a text message clearly not meant for her, she is intrigued and haunted by the words she sees. After losing her beloved twin brother, she knows something of grief and the struggle to rebuild a life.

Nick, a widower for three years, is haunted by the disappearance and presumed death of his wife, but when he meets Lizzie, he finds a kindred spirit.

When these two lonely hearts are drawn together, an unexpectedly deep and powerful emotional connection is formed. Perhaps finally this is the chance for both of them to live again – if they can overcome scars of the past which have a longer reach than either could have imagined.




Moving on from tragedy and heartache is one of the most challenging things I’ve had to endure. I/we are left with an aching hollowness, which at least for me, remains as a hole in my heart. There are days when the memories are not as painful as others or I have the ability to “forget” for a little while, but then a tiny reminder can so easily knock you off your feet. Even years later. This book is dedicated to all those suffering from the loss of a loved one as you try to rebuild your life around the hollow.

I hope you love Lizzie and Nick as much as
I do and treasure their journey.

xxx




Chapter One

My phone spun through the air and down toward the blue waves. How on earth I’d managed to send it flying out of my hands was truly an accomplishment. But then I’m talented that way.

I shrieked and leaned over the rail, balancing on the slippery rung, as I watched my lifeline gracefully spiral down. The sun striking off the face in staccato bursts with every revolution was like a movie reel.

For the briefest moment, I almost panicked at all the images I could have lost forever. Thank goodness for the cloud.

But not everything was saved there. Tucked in the phone case were a few precious photos of Rob, my twin, in his final days. I’d used our parents’ old Polaroid, for nostalgia’s sake, to take the photos, and they were irreplaceable,

It was gone, out of reach and forever to rest at the bottom of the Strait of Juan de Fuca. All because of a whale. A stunning whale and her calf, but still, a whale.

I curled my arms over my head and watched the waves devour my phone.

I’d desperately wanted to see whales when I’d decided to come to the Pacific Northwest. Everyone told me how fabulous it was if you were lucky enough to catch sight of them. Go whale watching, they’d said. You’ll love it, they’d said.

To be fair, I’d been excited to get so lucky and actually see the two whales. Perhaps too excited. In my haste to get the right shot for my next article for Condé Nast, the phone slipped in my fingers, the PopSocket popped off and, like a juggler, I played hot potato with it until—poof!—it was gone.

I was still standing at the damp railing, tottering on my tiptoes, staring at the swells that fanned out from the hull of the ferry. Suddenly, my feet slipped and I flung my arms around the railing, narrowly avoiding following my phone into the abyss.

Strong hands gripped my shoulders and hauled me down.

“It’s not worth it, ma’am.” A man’s voice, just behind me, was edged with alarm.

I glanced at him and realized he thought I was a jumper.

I widened my eyes and shook my head. “Oh, n-no, I wasn’t going t-to, it’s just that my phone . . .” My voice caught when the reality of my loss hit home. I closed my eyes. “So much was on it.” My voice croaked in barely a whisper. I was religious at backing up my phone. It held so much of my work and personal info, but those Polaroids were gone.

“I’m sorry,” he offered. “Maybe it’s up in the clouds.”

Up in the clouds.

Despite everything, that almost made me giggle and I opened my eyes. I didn’t want to correct him, and forced a smile at the elderly man. “I’m sure you are right.”

He wagged a finger at me. “Be careful next time, no leaning over railings.”

“I promise. And thank you.” Turning away, I pushed through the other passengers, the joy of seeing the whales, just moments before, now faded.

If I hadn’t been such a procrastinator, I’d have scanned the last photos of Rob on my external hard drive and Carbonite. But I hadn’t. I chastised myself now. I knew better than that, having lost a lot of work a few years ago when my laptop crashed. But I never thought about those last few images in my phone case. Regret pierced me.

I found a bench away from the passengers, and sank down on to it, feeling drained all of a sudden. Absently, I rummaged through my bag, in search of the tissues I knew I had in there somewhere.

Emotions I’d been able to manage, for the most part, since Rob died were rushing back. I didn’t want to cry here. In public. Or anywhere, for that matter. I’d done my share of crying in the months following his death.

Memories rolled over me. Rob had teased that I spent too much time behind the camera rather than living in the moment. I’d argued back that it was important to have photos, both for my job and memories.

But he’d laughed, leaned forward to gently touch me on the head, and then tapped his chest.

Memories live here, Lizzie, he’d said.

I could still hear his voice, soft and low but weak as the cancer ravaged him.

I drew in a ragged breath, my throat and lungs tightening. I pulled a bottle of water from my bag and took a long drink. My hat, or rather Rob’s hat, blew off my head, landing on the bench beside me, and started to skitter across the wood. I grabbed it before it could fly off in the wind and shoved it in my bag. If I ever lost his hat . . . well, I couldn’t bear to think about it.

As time went by, it was getting more difficult to visualize Rob’s face, and that hurt so much. How could my twin’s face fade? Out of habit, I reached for my phone, wanting to see a picture of him, and moaned.

“No, Rob, faces and voices fade. Photos are always there,” I murmured.

He’d made me promise not to wallow after he was gone. It had been the most difficult time in my life, somehow worse even than when our parents died. One from illness and the other soon after from a broken heart.

But, damn it, it wasn’t easy!

I was taken back to his room.

Rob lay so wasted and pale on the hospital bed set up in his house. Rather than keep the draperies closed, they were open so the atmosphere wouldn’t hold the weight of being a sickroom. A snowstorm painted the old Georgetown street into the perfect Christmas card. But Christmas this year hadn’t been festive, even though I tried to brighten it up with sparkly lights. I crossed my arms and shivered.

“Lizzie, come here,” Rob’s voice rasped.

I turned from the window to see his hand stretched out to me. I rushed to him and took his chilled fingers in mine, gently rubbing them. But they wouldn’t warm up, his skin dry and thin. His breathing had changed and deep in my heart . . . I knew.

“Shh, save your energy.” I brushed my knuckles softly across his sunken cheek.

I wouldn’t cry! Couldn’t. I’d save that for after.

“No, I-I need . . .” He swallowed and closed his eyes for the briefest moment before fixing them back on me. Eyes so like mine. And a brightness filled them. “To say . . . tell you . . . after I die—”

“Rob, no, don’t say that!” My eyes prickled and I blinked, but it didn’t stop the tears that spilled down my cheeks.

“Lizzie, come on.” He drew in a gurgled breath.

I was shaking my head. I simply couldn’t believe we were here.

“Everything is arranged. There’s nothing you h-have to do. You know that, s-so . . . promise me.” His voice faded and his eyes fluttered shut.

I leaned over him, suddenly panicked, and whispered, “Rob, Rob, promise what?”

His eyes opened and they had a faraway look in them, but his voice was suddenly strong. “P-promise me you won’t stay here. Go and follow your dreams. Don’t let go of your dreams.” I held my breath as he took another slow one, before continuing, “I’ve tied you down for too long. You must live your life. Promise me.”

I nodded and tears almost blinded me. “I’ll try.”

“No, don’t try. Do. It’s important you leave here and move on.” He lifted his hand and touched my cheek. “Go and do the things you’ve always wanted to do. Stop being so cautious, and live on the wild side. Life is short. Do it for me.” He closed his eyes and whispered. “I need you to promise me this.”

“I p-promise.” I didn’t know how I’d manage to keep this promise, but I had to. For him. “Rob? Did you hear me?”

His mouth moved slightly. “Yes. So tired.”

“You sleep, I’ll get you some fresh water.” I placed his hand under the covers and pulled them up to his chin. My once big, strong, full-of-life brother was now so frail and small on the bed, it was shocking. I still couldn’t believe this was happening.

Taking the empty glass from the bedside table, I smiled at the Polaroid we’d taken yesterday. He’d had a good day and he’d told me a joke as I grabbed a selfie. I’d treasure that image forever. I quietly left the room.

The ferry horn went off, loud and mournful. It snapped me back to the present. In a way, I was glad, because reliving going back into his bedroom, only to find he’d slipped away in the short period of time I was gone, wrecked me. I hadn’t been by his side when he died. I’d never forgive myself for that.

I straightened my shoulders and stood, pulling the strap of my bag over my head. And now that special photo was with my phone under the waves. I exhaled, doing my best to bring back my happy thoughts. I much preferred them over the soul-sucking despair of grief.

Rob would’ve thought it hilarious that I’d lost my phone. I knew exactly what he’d say.

You’re an accident waiting to happen, and it makes being your twin so freaking exciting.

And here I was, in the Pacific Northwest, working on my next blog, and half of it was now among the fishes and bottom feeders. Well, I’d had to rewrite before and, while it was annoying, usually the rewrite was better. I should still be able to make my deadline.

With Rob’s encouragement, I’d followed my dream of becoming a freelance journalist a few years ago, making the leap from the dog-eat-dog corporate world. I’d picked up some regular commissions from lifestyle magazines, and had found my happy spot doing travel writing.

Then Rob had fallen sick.

His illness grounded me. No way was I going to leave him alone, and my blossoming new career was put on hold until . . . well . . . until. I’d refocused, declining opportunities that would take me abroad, and accepting those that kept me close to home. Rob had to be my main priority.

But over the last year or so I’d been able to put myself out there again and find editors interested in my free-wheeling adventures. Then my foray into blogging, with a Mardi Gras article from New Orleans, became a huge hit. I’d been shocked, and pleased, and the next thing I knew I was in demand. A total one-eighty from where I’d been a few short months ago, and the pressure was on. So I’d upped my social media presence, but was still careful to keep my journalism jobs at the forefront.

Out of habit, I went to post on Insta, then fisted my hands. The first order of business was getting another phone. Pronto.

The ferry arrived in the port and people moved like a pack of sheep to the exit. I let myself be carried along with the flow off the boat. Then, extricating myself from the herd, I found a spot by the sea wall. If only I hadn’t decided a little ferry trip was a good idea. Then I’d still have my phone and not have to go through the irritation of replacing it. I’d still have my precious photos, be able to dive into my next job without the rewrite, and not be in this predicament.

Savage Cove was small, quaint and historic, with a very pretty waterfront and marina, shielded by a spit on the west side that kept the sea relatively calm. Despite everything, I was glad I’d chosen to settle here for the next six weeks.

I wandered along the seafront, awestruck by nature’s beauty. The salty tang on the air was invigorating, and my nose was tickled by the mouth-watering aroma of fish and chips carried along by the sea breeze. I knew exactly what I’d be having for dinner later.

Beginning to feel a little bit better, I enjoyed watching the birds soar on the wind, calling to each other with sounds akin to laughter. Blocking the sun with my hand, I didn’t recognize the species. I remembered seeing a bird book at the beach cottage I’d rented. I’d look them up when I got back.

The air was delightfully fresh, and I lifted my face to the sun’s warmth, closing my eyes. I was in the moment, just as Rob had instructed. Live life. Enjoy every moment. Grab adventure with both hands and hang on tight. Don’t dwell on the past or that he was gone. Our time together had come to an end, but I was still here.

“Right then. On to more living, and finding a phone.”

I strolled a little further along Wharf Street, past a row of beautiful and obviously very old wooden buildings. They’d been lovingly cared for and looked like they’d been converted into very high-end B&Bs and restaurants. The location was prime, and I was inspired to plan a future article. I enjoyed history and learning about town origins. A story focusing on these lovely buildings would be interesting.

At the intersection of Wharf and Lincoln Street, which ran away from the water, I stumbled across a market with vendors selling a variety of wares—from art, to baked goods, cheese, crafts, and numerous other items. A particularly interesting metalwork booth caught my attention.

It was selling handcrafted metal sculptures in all sizes. I found a lovely pine tree statue and a little heart made of steel. I was always on the lookout for hearts, and this one had to come home with me.

Nick was glad to be back from his latest business trip. It was a great day in the PNW and the top was down on his Jag. He needed the fresh sea air to clear away his travel hangover, and it had him seriously thinking, yet again, about scaling back the trips. It was definitely a baseball cap and sunglasses kind of day.

He was coming home, although it didn’t really feel much like home anymore. The last few years had been especially difficult, and he’d thought that working hard and traveling often was the way to keep his mind sharp. He’d been to some pretty fantastic places, though always alone. He doubted there would ever be a time he would have a travel companion, but he couldn’t deny it would be nice to share the adventures with someone who appreciated them.

He let out a sigh, and squinted, cursing that he’d packed his sunglasses and cap in his carry-on bag, which was in the trunk.

The good weather had brought out all the tourists. He liked to see his town hopping, but he also preferred to keep his distance from the crowds. Normally, he’d bypass Wharf Street to avoid traffic and tourists, but today he hadn’t. He didn’t know why and was a bit startled when he found himself driving through town.

His timing lined up with the docking of the ferry, and the street was crammed with pedestrians. None of whom were being particularly traffic savvy.

Nick rested his elbow on the door and watched the people spill along the waterfront, keeping his eye on the road in case someone simply walked out from between the parked cars.

Creeping forward, he didn’t think he’d ever seen it so busy. Savage Cove had changed a lot in recent years. He still hadn’t decided if he was adapting, or just ignoring the changes, by staying at his beach house most of the time when he wasn’t away.

He had no reason to leave the house, other than for basic necessities, and most of the time his dad handled that. Which Nick appreciated. Other than working, walking Houdini on the beach, spending time with Dad, his life had become uneventful.

Nick supposed that, after the drama of three years ago, uneventful wasn’t all that bad. He didn’t think he was lonely. No, not at all. He kept himself occupied well enough. Yet, watching the couples and families stroll along the seafront, he felt a little twinge in his chest.

He’d almost had that.

He thrummed his fingers on the steering wheel, making slow progress along Wharf, and turned his attention to the tent tops of the market. The market was a new attraction, in only its second or third year.

The place was a zoo. A car suddenly stopped in front of him and he had to put on the brakes hard.

“Geez. I really should have taken the bypass,” he muttered.

Nick looked back at the market, forcing down his impatience as the car in front unloaded, the passengers taking their time to get out and move along. It was like a competition to find how many clowns could fit in a Volkswagen.

A flash from one of the tents made him blink. Refocusing, he saw a woman holding something that caught the sun. It glinted in the sunlight. The woman’s back was to him, and he was struck by the shimmer of her hair under the sun’s rays. Almost as bright as the flash that had nearly blinded him. He tried to focus and saw her hand gripping a metal object that looked like a heart. The seller put it in a paper bag and he watched as the woman exchanged money for the item.

She was tall, slender, and moved with a willowy grace. He caught his breath, wanting to see her face.

He was so intent on waiting for her to turn around, that he didn’t see the car in front had driven off. Until the sound of a loud horn behind him snapped him out of his trance. Nick lifted his hand in acknowledgement and drove forward.

Finally, he was moving. He glanced back at the market in the rear-view mirror, trying to find the woman again. But he couldn’t see her through the crowds, and then the market disappeared around a bend in the road.

The image of her stuck with him all the way home.

Crossing the street, I walked up Lincoln, the gentle incline following the contours of the landscape. In the background the mountains rose, their peaks making smudges of inky blue and white on the horizon.

Looking into the store windows as I passed by, I was focused on one thing only. The other stores, while tempting, would have to wait. I’d prefer to avoid driving to Seattle and, while I could order online, I wasn’t confident next-day delivery to the cottage would be without further drama. In-store shopping seemed to make the most sense to me at the moment. I really wasn’t ready for big-city chaos right now. I’d only just begun to feel settled after my cross-country drive, before my arrival here a few days ago. All I wanted right now was quiet time, with only the sea, me myself and I, and my work.

There was a lot to discover about Savage Cove. Originally, it was the name that had caught my attention. I just had to visit a place that named itself “Savage” and find out why. If I were to hazard a guess, from what I’d seen so far, it would have something to do with the ocean. I stored away a note to myself to dig into this and turn it into a blog post or article for my editor, Kate.

A cozy little side street leading back to the seafront veered off to my right, lined with more of the older buildings of brick, stone and wood. All were carefully maintained, and many had window boxes overflowing with colorful flowers. An appealing-looking café a few buildings down caught my eye. My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast—and that had just been a dish of yogurt. After getting a phone, I’d come back and see what they offered.

A few storefronts later, I saw a sign blinking at me through the display window. Leaning closer, I cupped my hand over my eyes to look deeper into the store. A neon sign at the back was flashing. Electronics.

“Thank God.” I pulled the door open and wandered down the aisles.

It was a hodge-podge, a little bit of everything, from touristy stuff to groceries, magazines, books, and a wall cooler loaded with beverages, ice cream, and other frozen items. But what I needed was at the back.

I beelined to the counter.

“Can I help you?” A red-headed young man popped up from behind a display case, startling me.

“Oh! Uh, yes, I’m looking for a cell phone.” I continued looking for a display, but there wasn’t much inventory. “I need an iPhone, please.”

“We are limited with stock. But I can order anything you want, it’ll just take a few days to arrive.”

My heart sank. But I was here now, and I decided at least I knew one would be on the way soon. It wasn’t that long to wait. “Okay, let’s place an order. Can I get a cheap phone to use in case of emergencies until the new one comes in? Something basic will do.”

‘Sure.” He placed a few on the counter and nudged one toward me. “This one. Super cheap, refurbed number, and you can toss it once you get your new phone, if you want.”

“Okay, deal.”

I filled out the paperwork for my order, and gave it to the store clerk. He looked at the paper.

“Right then, this is all good, Lizzie,” he said with a smile. “I’ll call the new—well, old—phone you got today when your iPhone comes in.”

I thanked him and left the store with a phone in my bag. I’d have to pull out Old Faithful—my SLR camera—if I wanted to take any photos in the next day or two.

“Now,” I said to myself, “let’s go check out that coffee shop.”

I set off with a fast-paced stride and quickly found myself in front of the café, peering in through the tall windows. A simple word was etched on the middle, arched windowpane in a hipster-style font. Sol.

The aroma of fresh roast drifted on the air, and my tension floated away. I hadn’t realized just how stressed I was until now.

I pulled open the door, the tinkling of bells announcing my arrival. My frayed nerves were already beginning to calm.




Chapter Two

Inside, I inhaled blissfully. The scent of coffee, baking, and wood smoke wrapped around me like a warm and comfy blanket. I’d found my place.

The café was welcoming, with honeyed wood accents, a high, silver tin ceiling, old chandelier lighting, and intimate table lamps. The side and back wall appeared to be original deep-red brick, adding to the ambiance.

A fireplace, a remnant of days gone by, was to my right. A cheery fire crackled behind an old, intricate iron screen. Beside it was a grand staircase. Wood and black iron climbed the wall to a landing where the stairs turned ninety degrees and rose to a second level. On the first step, a red velvet rope hooked to brass stands barred the way ahead of anyone going up. I was super curious to know what was up there. Had this been a saloon, boarding house, mercantile, or brothel in days gone by? I could almost see the ladies from bygone years standing at the railing, teasing the men below. The history this place held was almost tangible.

This café was an absolute treasure. It wasn’t so much a coffee shop as a homey gathering place and an eclectic mix of styles. Its location was perfect, with its tall windows affording a view of the water framed by old and renovated buildings.

I sniffed the air again. My mouth watered as I walked across the old wooden floors, scattered with colorful rugs, past snug seating areas and booths clustered between potted plants. Intimacy and coziness embraced me and I smiled, pretty sure I’d just fallen in love.

Next time, I’d bring my computer and work here.

I paused in front of the antique display case with a beautiful curved glass front, chock-full of the most mouth-watering bakery treats I’d ever seen: sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper, tempting donuts dripping with icing on cake platters, loaves of bread in baskets, pies and tarts artfully arranged on beautiful old bone-china cake stands, and a hot section which held deep-dish meat pies, sausage rolls, sliced prime rib and more.

I felt like I’d struck gold and tapped my fingers happily on my thighs, letting my eyes wander over the delicious-looking food. How on earth could I decide?

One of everything, please.

Needing to rest my feet, I glanced around to find an empty seat and spied one at the end of the counter. Sliding on to the high stool, I hooked the heels of my shoes on the brass rail running the length of the bar and let out a sigh. I was shattered.

I watched the staff serve the guests with friendly efficiency as I waited patiently, despite my stomach loudly protesting the delay.

A young woman approached from behind the bar. She had her hair pulled back with a tie-dyed scarf keeping the long dreadlocks off her face.

“Afternoon, would you like to see a menu?” She placed a napkin in front of me.

“Is all that made on site?” I pointed at the curved glass display.

“It sure is.” I heard the pride in the barista’s voice. “Every day, plus we do have some day-olds for discounted prices.”

“It all looks delicious. What would you recommend? I can’t decide.” I smiled at the woman and was rewarded with a smile in return. Maybe I could strike up a conversation and find out some information about the café.

“Depends if you want sweet or savory.”

“Hmm, I think sweet today.”

“Then the maple bacon donut,” the barista suggested. “Totally.”

“Oh my God, maple bacon? How did you come up with that combination?”

“The last owner visited Whistler, and a hotel up there had them. She recreated them and they are a hit. Can I get you one?”

“Yes, please. No arm twisting needed here.”

The barista laughed. “A drink too?” She glanced at the door as the chimes tinkled again.

“Yes, I’d like a large coffee.”

“Drip or special?”

“Oh, drip, please, with three cream. Thanks.” I sat against the backrest of the stool, feeling right at home.

“Great, I’ll be right back.”

I pulled out my replacement phone and looked it over. It was a blast from the past, before the days of smartphones that held your entire life on them. It would do until the new one came in. I sent up a silent wish for it not to take too long.

The barista came back with my donut and coffee, and I put the phone down.

“That’s a rather ancient device.” She smiled, and I laughed.

“Yep. Only temporary until my new one comes in. I was brilliantly coordinated on the ferry today and managed to lose my phone over the side while taking pictures.”

Rolling my eyes, I picked up the mug and inhaled the delicious scent.

“Ouch, that’s gotta hurt.” Amanda (according to her name tag) winced in sympathy.

I took a sip and closed my eyes in delight. “It did, but . . . wow! This coffee is wonderful. Helps to ease the pain a little bit.”

“Enjoy! I’m sure the donut will too.” Amanda moved along to serve some new customers sitting in a booth.

The wall in front of me was lined with a variety of photos, some old, some new. One in particular caught my eye. It showed an outcrop of rocks by the seaside, capturing a wave crashing in a fan over the rocks with perfect timing.

I took a bite of the donut and almost moaned in delight. The flavors of the maple cream, icing and bacon were divine. I wasn’t at all ashamed to take such enjoyment in this decadent treat.

Squinting, I looked again at the photo. It seemed familiar. The rocks were similar to those just down the beach from where I was staying. But then it was a craggy coastline. It could be anywhere.

I put the donut down. “Amanda, where was this photo taken?” I pointed to it.

Amanda walked over and her lips pulled down in a frown. “I’m not too sure, but it looks like Bicker Beach.”

“What a coincidence, I’m renting a house on Bicker Beach.”

“It’s really nice out there. Oh, excuse me.” Amanda hurried off to take the orders of the crowd of people coming in the door.

Turning my attention back to the photos, I speculated about the history they must hold. I pulled my Moleskine out of my satchel and scribbled down some notes. Mainly about the photos on the wall, and the disastrous ferry trip. Nothing too in depth, but I needed to regroup, and writing had a way of calming my mind.

With a pen in one hand, I held the donut between thumb and forefinger of the other, savoring every morsel of the deliciousness until it was finished. Absently wiping my mouth with a napkin, I glanced up from my journal to study each of the photos on the wall. The stories in those old pictures made me even more curious to discover the history of the town and its unusual name. Faces from the past looked back at me, calling to me to dig into bygone years to find all the answers.

I folded the napkin and tucked it under the plate after finishing my afternoon treat. I settled the bill and left the café with a wave to Amanda, heading out to wander the town for a while. Later, I planned to hunt down the fish and chips I’d smelled earlier.

Long after I had written up my daily notes, created an Instagram and TikTok post about my mouth-watering dinner, and enjoyed my nightly glass of wine on the patio looking out over Bicker Beach, I was curled up in my bed reading the next book in my TBR pile. The pages were lit by the book light attached to the headboard, leaving me in a small glow while the rest of the room ringed my bed in darkness. The sheer curtains lifted in lazy waves with the sea breeze, giving the impression of ghostly visitors coming through the open window. I jumped when a branch knocked against the outside wall.

I slid down into the pillows a little more and pulled the covers up to my chin, telling myself I wasn’t spooked. Finally, I reached over to flick on the bedside lamp.

“That’s better.” It was reassuring to speak out loud, even to an empty room. “Dumbass, there’s nothing to be frightened about. Since when did I become a fraidy cat at night?”

I sucked in a deep breath of the ocean air blowing through the open window. Snuggling under the thick comforter, I sighed and forced myself to relax, deciding I’d never been more comfortable than I was right now.

My eyes grew heavy and my thoughts drifted. I had almost six weeks ahead of me in Savage Cove. It was a lovely blank page I could fill with whatever I wanted.

I drifted off to sleep, cozy and warm . . .

I was awoken by a loud buzzing and vibration on the bedside table. Startled out of sleep, I reached out and knocked something to the floor. The buzzing went off again.

“W-what?” I threw off the quilt and shivered in the chilly room. The lamp was still on and I blinked while my eyes adjusted. I glanced at the clock and saw it was 2.45 a.m.

Another buzz. I reached down to the floor and fumbled around until my fingers touched the phone, knocking it so that it skittered away as if it was coming to life with each buzz. Stretching further, I finally caught hold of it.

I looked at the face of the phone and rubbed my eyes to clear my vision. There was a message. Who on earth would be texting at this time in the morning? Nobody I knew had this number.

I opened the text. I needed to read it a couple of times, as it didn’t make any sense to my sleepy brain.

“W-what . . . who . . .?”


Marissa, this year I am sending my last message to you. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive myself, and I will never forget you, but I have to find a way to let you go.



“Huh?” I blinked and ran my fingers through my hair. Marissa? I checked the time again. Only a few minutes past the last time I checked. I squinted to read the text again. There was no number showing who sent it.

Unknown caller.

Even if my first instinct was to reply, I wouldn’t be able to. There was no way I could let the sender know the message had gone astray. I gently put the phone down on the bed and sat there, thinking about it.

The message was raw. Emotional. Soulful. I kneaded my chest with my knuckles, surprised how affected I was by the despair the words conveyed. They were meant for someone else, and I couldn’t help feeling I’d intruded on someone else’s pain and heartache.

It took a moment for my heartbeat to settle down. After a quick trip to the bathroom, I shut the windows, turned off the light, and crawled back into bed. I yawned and snuggled into the pillows, desperately needing more sleep.

But I lay there, sleep now firmly out of reach. I couldn’t get the text message out of my head. I groaned and fished for the phone tangled in the sheets. I read the illuminated message again.

Either someone had made a mistake, or this number used to belong to somebody else.

Despite my curiosity, it was none of my business, but there was something so heart-wrenching about the message.

I put the phone down and fell back into the pillows. I finally nodded off again, but it was a rough sleep. I floated between waking and drifting off, constantly thinking or dreaming about the text. I couldn’t shake off the words or stop them running like a reel of ticker tape through my brain.

Finally, I gave up trying to sleep and got out of bed. I padded into the kitchen and made a cup of tea. Sticking my arms into the cable-knit sweater I’d made, with tea in hand, I grabbed a throw blanket from the sofa and went outside.

I slung the blanket around my shoulders and sat on a lounger, tucking my legs under me, hands cupping the hot mug.

The moon was full and its reflection glittered off the waves. Stars were out, but they paled in the moon’s light. I stayed, thinking and planning, until the sun rose, bathing the shore and water in gold. It was too beautiful for words. Exhaustion finally overtook me and I snuggled back into bed, knowing exactly what I was going to do about the text.




Chapter Three

I stood at the edge of the waves on the empty beach, watching the sun sink toward the horizon. Sunsets and sunrises drew me like bees to honey. The shifting colors, sense of completeness, and awe of nature moved me deep in my soul. It was so easy to get lost in the moment and forget what had brought me here. I cleared my throat, wiping the back of my hand across my eyes. Tears. Tears that crept in at the most unexpected moments, ever since Rob had died.

I wasn’t a crier. Normally. I’d always been steadfast, sturdy and optimistic. And he’d made me promise not to be sad. To be brave and live life. But it was so damn hard.

I lifted my face, loving the feel of the wind on my skin. It would be sticky from the sea spray but I didn’t care. I drew in a deep breath and rolled my shoulders, cramped from being hunched over my laptop most of the afternoon.

Waves washed up across the sand. The sun was at the perfect elevation on the horizon to create an almost blinding haze from the spindrift. I stepped closer to the water. Waves splashed over my ankles, sucking the sand from around my feet when the water receded, back to the sea. I sank in the soft, warm sand as if greedy fingers had risen from the earth and curled around me.

Distant barking reached me over the sounds of the sea and wind. I raised my hand to shield my eyes and turned. A streak of gold came from around a bend in the beach. There weren’t many houses along this stretch, and I wondered where the dog had come from.

Within moments, the golden retriever was at my side, barking and jumping around me.

“Who are you, buddy?” I reached down and patted him.

The dog found a stick and tossed it in the air. I laughed and picked it up, throwing it back. The dog was wet, clearly having had a swim. He was relentless with the stick and we played for a couple of minutes until he stopped, standing alert, his attention focused on the direction from which he’d come.

A figure rounded the beach, distorted in the miasma hanging over the sea. It was difficult to see the shape of the shoreline, with its rocky outcrops and trees. I squinted through the bright haze, and watched for a moment as the figure grew more defined the closer he came.

The dog barked and then turned back to me. He still wanted to play.

I assumed the man approaching was the dog’s owner. If he was calling the dog, I couldn’t hear, and the pup seemed very content to hang with me. Moments later, it bolted off.

I turned.

The man was standing about twenty feet away, with the dog jumping around his legs. He had the strangest look on his face, like he’d seen a ghost, and then he glanced down at his dog and petted him.

He was barefoot, the bottom of his jeans damp, and his untucked shirt billowed out on the gusts, outlining a muscled chest. I shifted on my feet. His hair was just long enough to blow around his collar. He walked out of the mist and his features became clearer.

He was tanned and athletic-looking. As he approached, I could see his face more clearly. His eyes drew me in. For a moment, I almost forgot to breathe. Green, flecked with gold, rimmed with thick dark lashes below equally dark brows. They were the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen.

He seemed to falter a step when his gaze met mine, and stubbed his toe on a rock in the sand. He did a little hop before catching himself.

“Oh, are you okay?” I reached out instinctively and then pulled my hand back, pressing it to my chest.

“Yep, no problem except a bruised toe—and maybe a bit of bruised pride.”

He smiled back and I bit the inside of my lip to stop from laughing when he grimaced.

“Hi,” I said, and then asked, “is he your dog?”

“Hi.” He nodded and approached me. “Yeah, he is.”

“What’s his name?” I asked while leaning over to pick up a few smaller pieces of driftwood.

“Houdini.”

Houdini jumped around me, waiting for me to throw another stick.

I laughed. “Does he live up to his name?” I drew back my arm and pitched the stick. It sailed through the air with Houdini racing along behind, watching it until it dropped into the waves, where he pounced on it.

“You bet he does. He pulled a disappearing act and ended up here,” the man said, and crossed his arms. He watched Houdini’s antics with a smile curving his lips.

I had to admit he was a damn fine-looking man.

I pushed hair out of my eyes. “Well, we found each other and then you found us. It all worked out.”

“Yes, it did.” He turned and faced me. “I’m Nick.”

He reached out a hand and I took it. His fingers, firm, strong and warm, curled around mine. For a moment, I couldn’t look away from him. We stayed frozen, touching, as the waves lapped around our feet. The wind blew my hair over my face and ruffled his.

“Ah, and I’m Lizzie.” Tingles rippled up my arm and bloomed across my chest. I let go of his hand, confused by the power of my reaction to him. I turned my face to the sea so the wind could blow its cooling breeze over my heated cheeks.

We were quiet and I took the opportunity to gather my thoughts. After brushing the wind-whipped hair from my face, I cupped the back of my neck and watched Houdini play in the waves. He was soaked.

“Nice to meet you, Lizzie.”

I turned and our eyes met again.

His voice was just as warm as the expression in his eyes. “Are you new here? Visitor?

I cleared my throat. “Yes. Visitor.” I glanced back at Houdini, who was now happily sniffing the sand, then back at Nick.

“Nice. Renting for the summer?” he asked, looking out over the water to the setting sun.

“Yes, I’m staying at a cottage on the beach. It’s heaven.” I reached up to pull my hair into a pile on the top of my head, holding it off my neck for a moment, before letting it fall down my back. “I’ve been here a few days, and have it booked until the end of July.”

Houdini started to bark and jump about in front of us, tossing sticks in the air and catching them. I laughed, grateful Houdini’s playfulness had shifted me out of feeling flustered.

“Clever boy!” I cheered him on, which only excited the dog more and he raced around. “Houdini has the zoomies!” I called and picked up more sticks to toss. I turned to Nick. “It looks like it’s going to be a beautiful sunset.”

“It does. When the sky is clear and it’s not raining, the sunsets are spectacular here.” Nick looked out over the waves.

“Feel free to watch with me if you like.” I glanced at him.

Nick looked down at Houdini, and then at his watch.

“I mean, no pressure, just a thought . . . you know, since you’re here is all. And the sun is going down.”

“Sounds good. Just looking at the time. I flew in yesterday morning, and jet lag is starting to take hold.”

I tried to hold back from showing how thrilled I was that he’d decided to stay. I didn’t want him to think I was some kind of weirdo. “Great!” Without a second thought, I grabbed his arm. “Oh, look at the colors. And, so you know, I don’t normally do this sort of thing. Hang out with some random dude on the beach. But . . .” I tilted my head and felt I was looking right into his soul. “You don’t seem the serial killer type. Plus, you have a dog.”

He shook his head, looking a bit dumbfounded. “No, I’m not, and yes, I have a dog. Although I’m not sure how that would make a difference.”

“Well, I think it does.” I turned back to the sea and lifted my face, feeling the curve of a content smile on my lips. I tipped my head back, enjoying the way the wind tugged on my hair, billowing it out behind me.

“If my word means anything at all, I can assure you I am not a serial killer, or any other kind of bad guy.”

I glanced at him and we smiled at each other. He turned to watch the sun on the horizon.

“Then, I guess that settles it.” I flickered a glance at him, smiled and then pointed to the sunset.

He chuckled and returned his attention to the fiery sky.

I folded my hands together, tightening my fingers to stop them from trembling. I couldn’t believe I was nervous. Even if Nick didn’t exude any kind of warning signals, I still was on edge. He was a total stranger, after all, but there was something magnetic about him. And the expression in his eyes made my heart turn over. They seemed to hold a sad wariness, and I wondered what had happened to him for such a shadow to be reflected in his gaze, but intuition told me I had nothing to fear from him.

Cautious by nature, being watchful of others was a by-product of the corporate world I’d immersed myself in before Rob pushed me to take a chance on writing full time. He’d believed I should trust my instincts, had made me promise to do so. My chest tightened, as it did whenever I thought of him and the promise I’d made to him.

Staring out across the waves, I could almost hear him, his voice weak and raspy. I blinked the threatening tears away, not wanting to cry in front of Nick.

Lizzie, once I’m gone you need to live on. Feed your wanderlust. Travel. Write. See the world. It’s what you’ve always wanted to do. Explore, and don’t let anything keep you from your goal. You can take me with you in your thoughts. Okay? Promise?

And I had. A deathbed promise was powerful. I lifted a finger to catch a tear that spilled on to my cheek. Of course, I would honor it. I wouldn’t let anything stand in my way of my promise to my brother.

Houdini started barking and I snapped myself out of the rabbit hole I’d just fallen into. I shot Nick a glance. He didn’t seem to notice and was staring at the horizon. His dark hair blew off his strong forehead and the sun was reflected in his eyes, giving them a golden, almost mystical, appearance. His legs were spread wide, his feet bare, and I realized I found him exceedingly sexy. My heart galloped like a racehorse. I hadn’t felt this giddy since high school. Could he be feeling the same?

He caught me watching him, and smiled.

“Ah, um . . .” I couldn’t find any words to say, so I just looked back to the ocean.

The wind gusted in from the sea, churning up the water. It was a sudden change from moments before. The sky darkened with the dipping down of the sun, and a bruised smudge along the horizon made it difficult to tell the difference between sky and sea.

I was intensely aware of Nick standing next to me and did my best to focus on the shifting colors in the sky. I’d never experienced this immediate sense of electricity before, but it was exhilarating. I steadied my breathing.

“So lovely.” I wrapped my arms around myself, unsure what to do with them as a wonderfully weightless feeling swept over me.

“It is,” Nick replied, his words faltering.

I pulled my attention from the horizon to glance at him again.

Our gazes clung to each other for the briefest second. I felt heat rise again in my cheeks and looked back out over the water.

Houdini broke the moment when he pushed his way between us, his tail thumping a tune on the sand.

“You’re wet, boy. And smelly.” Nick stroked the dog’s head.

“Nothing like the odeur de puppy.”

He laughed and I joined in.

“No, there isn’t,” he agreed. “He’ll be ripe when I get home.”

The sunlight quickly faded and dusk descended on us.

We turned back to each other. It was a pleasant change to have to tilt my head to make eye contact with him. I closed in on five foot eight and, in my experience, I was usually at eye level with most guys.

“That was a gorgeous sunset,” Nick said. “It was nice to meet you, Lizzie.”

“Yes, it was spectacular. And a pleasure to meet you too. We can thank Houdini for that.” Did I sound lame? I hoped not. I didn’t mean to, but I was thrown a little off balance. I didn’t want him to leave, but it didn’t feel right asking him to stay longer.

He crouched down and petted Houdini after he hooked the leash on to his collar. “We sure can thank him. For once, his running off ended up being a good thing.” He stood.

We stared at each other.

“Right, then.” He nodded and gathered up the dog leash in his hand. “See you on the beach?”

“Yes, see you on the beach.” I lingered, waiting for him to walk away.

“I look forward to it.” Nick smiled and lifted his hand in farewell.

“Me too.” I shifted on my feet and then headed back to my cottage.

At the wooden path that led from the beach to the porch, I turned and watched him walk down the beach with Houdini leading the way. He glanced back and raised his hand before they were both swallowed up by the growing dark.

I stood for a few moments, then walked up the path and into the cottage. I grabbed Rob’s hat from the bench and took it inside. Holding it in my hands seemed to bring me closer to Rob. It was the essence of him, well worn, frayed in places, with hints of pin holes where I’d removed all the hooks, flies and buttons Rob had collected and displayed. He’d worn it practically everywhere.

I sighed, and fingered the brim of the Tilley. Yes, Rob’s hat. The one thing I carried with me all the time that I couldn’t bear to ever lose, like I had the photos in my phone case.

After closing and locking the door, I rested my back against it and sucked in a steadying breath, thinking of Nick. Why did I have the oddest sensation that something wonderful had just happened?




Chapter Four

Sol had already become my favorite café. It was packed again, but I found a stool at the bar and had a lovely chai tea.

While I drank, I turned my focus to the photos on the wall again, scanning them for something to jump out at me.

Many were faded or yellowed with age, and some had slipped down in their frames. I had the urge to straighten them. They showed Savage Cove’s past, much of which probably wouldn’t be in the history books. I yearned to learn more about the town, curious and moved by their silent stories. My eyes slid past the image I’d seen the other day of Bicker Beach, which reminded me I still hadn’t been out to find those rocks. Note to self: do it today or tomorrow.

A photo on the wall next to the coffee machine—one that I hadn’t noticed the other day—caught my attention. It was at an awkward angle to my seat at the bar, but there was a mood to the black and white image. It struck a chord with me.

I slid off my stool and walked a few feet closer to see it better. I was spellbound. A woman with long dark hair sat on a rocky outcrop, the sea wild and just as untamed as she appeared to be. The image seemed to shift and change as if it was alive. I could almost feel the wind off the sea, blowing the woman’s hair around her face and whipping it into a dark cloud, concealing her features. Through the strands, her eyes, just as dark as her hair, seemed to look beyond the person holding the camera. She wasn’t smiling, nor was she frowning, but her face had a Mona Lisa expression that held an essence of mystery, sadness, and something more.

I was intrigued. Who was this woman? Underneath the image was a simple black inscription, but I couldn’t make out the etched letters.

“Excuse me, are you using this stool?” A couple stood behind me and they indicated the stool next to me.

“No, sorry, just looking at the photos.” I went back to my seat, but my interest was piqued and I was repeatedly drawn back to the photo. The background looked similar to the other landscape photos I’d been told were of Bicker Beach.

The barista on duty today came over to ask if I wanted anything more. It was the perfect opportunity to inquire.

“No, thank you.” I checked her name badge. “But I was wondering, Wendy, that picture by the coffee machine of the woman, where was that taken?”

“That was out on the coast, close to Bicker Beach,” she answered sharply.

Despite her tone, inwardly I smiled. I’d been right.

“And the woman? Who is she?”

The barista’s face clouded and looked sad for the briefest moment, before continuing as she retrieved my mug and plate. “Marissa . . . she used to own this café.”

Light exploded behind my eyes. Marissa! The name in the text. What were the odds that they were the same woman? It wasn’t possible, was it? I had to fight to keep my voice calm. “Oh? What happened to her?”

Wendy hesitated before answering. “She passed away. Three years ago.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” The journalist in me jumped with excitement, this was getting too spookily interesting. I had so many questions. “Did you know her well?” I gently prodded.

If the Marissa from the text was the same woman as in that photo, then I’d found a needle in a haystack. Marissa was the recipient of the text. Marissa had owned this café. Marissa was dead. What had happened to her, and why was someone texting a heartfelt message to her number?

“We were friends. I’ve worked here since her husband bought the café for her.” She looked up to see more visitors arriving. “Excuse me.”

“Of course.” I looked at the photo. Eager for her to come back and tell me more, my imagination took flight. I wasn’t entirely convinced all this was a coincidence. Pulling out my Moleskine, I made some notes. My gut told me there was a story here.


Marissa

Café owner, husband purchased

Died 3 years ago

Photo taken at Bicker Beach

How did she die?

Are the Marissas in the text and photo the same woman?



I finished my drink, and saw Wendy was busy with a rush of guests. Disappointed, I decided to leave. Hopefully, I’d be able to ask more questions the next time I came. I gathered up my belongings and slung the strap of my satchel over my head.

I glanced at the photo as I walked by. The woman in the image appeared to be looking at me through the strands of blowing hair, her eyes following me as I passed by. A thought whispered through my mind like a chilly mist off the ocean. I was hesitant to give it life, but it persisted. Her eyes held a darkness that felt so suffocating, for a moment I had difficulty drawing breath.

“Don’t be silly,” I chastised myself. Even so, I was unsettled. I wanted to learn more about Marissa, the mysterious woman by the sea. I pulled my attention from the photo and shook off the sense of foreboding that had settled on my shoulders.

As I wove my way through the tables, an older woman reading by the window glanced up from her book and we made eye contact. I smiled and she nodded, returning the smile.

The woman was tanned and elegant, with short platinum-blonde hair, and gave off an air of approachability. Was she local? If she was, maybe she would know the deeper and unrecorded history of Savage Cove. I hesitated a moment and was going to say hello, but I was jostled by a group of teens coming in and, when I extricated myself from the group, she had returned to her book.

Next time.

I glanced back at the photo on the wall, becoming more intrigued by the minute. The questions were endless.

Even in the photo. I could see that Marissa looked . . .

Restless.

Back outside, I looked around for a library sign. Without my new phone, I couldn’t pull up a map and search for it, so I wandered around Savage Cove. There was no harm in getting to know the town, and I did love walking. Striking out, I just followed the streets, discovering that most roads led to the waterfront. I would use it as a homing beacon if needed.

I was charmed by the town. I felt the history of it oozing from the buildings. I tried to imagine what it had been like fifty, one hundred, or more years ago. My imagination ran to the past and easily distracted me as I walked the pretty streets.

Passing the lovely buildings and walking under the old trees filled me with a sense of well-being. Something I hadn’t felt in a long time. I drew in the tang of the sea and scent of the flowers. There was a tangible sense of nature here that I was fast growing to love. And the feeling of belonging—a sense of kinship to the streets I was walking along—startled me.

As a pre-teen and teenager, the library was always my go-to place, to while away the hours. We library geeks had found each other in the rows upon rows of books. I found comfort and inspiration within the walls of knowledge, and contentment in knowing that learning was at my fingertips. It was heaven for me.

I stopped to get my bearings and realized I must have walked in a circle because I could see the waterfront again. This time, being further along, I saw the tourist information center; small and cute, just like the rest of the town. I scanned the brochures on the shelves under the awning. Maybe there would be one for the library. I noticed a few brochures that interested me for future stories. There was so much to choose from, it was rather overwhelming. I knew the Pacific Northwest had a lot to offer, and that’s why I came, but, wow, there was so much to do and see, it would take forever to accomplish my mile-long list. I selected a few, knowing I’d want to do a road trip to round out my blog, social media posts, and the articles due to my editor. I picked Rialto Beach, Forks, and Hoh Rain Forest. I was pretty sure they would spark more interesting locations to visit.

“Aha, there you are.” I spied a leaflet and added it to my selection. Savage Cove Library. I looked at the address and at the simple map on the back. I got my bearings and then turned around to walk along the wharf until I came to Lincoln.

Ten minutes later, I climbed the steps of the beautiful old building. Inside, I just had to pause and inhale. There was the smell I’d been waiting for. Books, papers, ink, wood, and leather. Every library I’d been in over the years had that same special scent.

Even though the interior of the building had all the character of the 1800s, the old had been seamlessly merged with the new. There was a bank of computers and tablets set up on stands in various positions, and a business area with scanners and printers.

I was thrilled to see a section under the lovely, curved stone ceiling with antique wooden filing cabinets housing the cards for the Dewey Decimal System.

Books were checked out with a bar code scan, and electronic scanners were positioned at the exit turnstile to catch any books that may have found their way unscanned into bags. I pushed through the entry turnstile and went to the counter where some staff were working.

“Excuse me? I was wondering if you could point me in the direction of old newspapers?” I put my satchel down on the counter and waited for directions.

A young woman with black heart-shaped glasses and streaks of pink hair looked up. “We keep about five years of newspapers in hard copy. The rest get scanned and are available online,” she said, coming forward. “How far back do you want to go? Also, our internet is down today, so it’s old-school research only.” She smiled apologetically.

“Three years, please. And no worries on the net.”

“I’ll show you where they are.” The librarian came around the counter. “Follow me. Unfortunately, we have to keep them in the basement because they take up lots of space.”

“That’s fine.” I smiled and strode along behind her, down the main aisle to a set of wide stone stairs.

At the bottom, the librarian pointed. “In here. We’re in the process of further organization, but everything is separated by year and by month. Do you know which month you’re looking for?”

The woman pushed open the door and I was assaulted by the scent of newsprint and an underlying whiff of dampness. It wasn’t an offensive smell, but rather one I found comforting, and I was eager to get started.

“Not really. I know it was about three years ago. I’m looking for information on the death of a local woman named Marissa. Maybe you know the name?” I walked over to a wide table that held a book of enclosed newspapers dated last year.

“I don’t recall that. But then I’ve only been here about two years. I came from Seattle, wanting a more small-town life.” The woman walked to the back of the room where there was a wall of drawers. “Is that why you’re here in Savage Cove? Needing a bit of coastal life and quiet quaintness?”
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