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Chapter 1 
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Marina Hamilton looked from the empty suitcase on her bed to the clothing still in her closet. In less than forty-eight hours, she would be flying out with Carson for two weeks’ vacation in a rambling old house on the Outer Banks, and if she didn’t figure things out and get some clothes in that suitcase tonight, she’d be up half the night Friday as she tried to decide what to pack. 

When Carson had proposed the vacation to celebrate the two years they had been dating, taking her by surprise, and maybe even astonishing her, the trip had sounded fun and exciting, but as the departure date grew nearer, she hadn’t been able to stop comparing her house in East Hamden, Massachusetts, to the house he had rented. Both were a short walk to the Atlantic Ocean, both had four bedrooms, and yes, the Outer Banks was somewhere Marina had wanted to visit at some point, but June in either Massachusetts or North Carolina would be lovely.

Maybe if it were March or April ... But it wasn’t March or April, and she told herself to get packing because it was much too late to do anything about the plans now. And she knew she’d have fun once they reached the house.

She thought about the other part to the vacation plan, which Carson had suggested way back when he started planning. “Why don’t you rent your place for the two weeks,” he’d said. “Think of the money you could get for it.”

And she had thought about it, for about a month, then decided maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. After doing some research on similar properties in their area, she’d settled on a price and posted it through a realtor, wanting that added layer of security for her precious house. 

When she had asked Carson if he was renting his condo, he’d told her he doubted anyone would want to stay there since he wasn’t anywhere near the ocean, as she was. She’d known that wasn’t strictly true, since a renter could jump in a car and drive to any of the three beaches in East Hamden, but it was Carson’s condo, and if he didn’t want anyone else in it, that was his business.

Gazing at her bedroom furniture, which had belonged to Nana and Grampa, as had nearly every other piece in her house, she began to really be concerned about Jace Dawson, the man who had rented her home, and whether he would treat her things with the proper respect. Her heavy, mahogany pieces were old, yes, but they had been built to last in the middle of the last century, and she was very attached to every one of them.

Because it had seemed like the smart thing to do, Marina had asked Lucy, her private investigator bestie, to look into Jace Dawson’s life very carefully, and Lucy had come through for her. Jace hadn’t done anything he shouldn’t have, according to the reports Lucy had found, which had relieved her tremendously. Marina had also used Google Earth for a close look at Jace Dawson’s own residence, which was an impressive two-story Colonial in the same county as East Hamden. She couldn’t imagine why the man had been willing to fork over thousands of dollars to use her house when he had a perfectly nice house of his own, but she was hardly going to try to convince him to stay home at this point, especially since he’d already transferred the money to her and it was sitting in her account.

She had just neatly folded and packed her panties when her doorbell rang, and she wondered if she’d forgotten about a delivery. Which reminded her she needed to contact the post office about holding her mail for two weeks. Hurrying down the staircase, and through the living room, she pulled the front door open. “Hi, Carson. Only two more days until the big day.” She snapped her fingers. “I need to buy some gum before we get on the plane, for my ears.”

Carson Monroe stepped inside. “Yeah. Listen, Marina, did I leave my extra charging cord here somewhere?”

“I haven’t seen it. Don’t you have yours?” She and Carson occasionally left items at each other’s places, but she was sure she would have noticed the cord. “Do you want to look upstairs?”

“No. I’ll buy another one.”

Marina had been waiting for Carson to meet her eyes because his own seemed to be focused everywhere but on her. “Is everything all right? Are you worried about leaving work for two weeks? They said it was all right, didn’t they?” Just how disappointed would she be if they had to postpone or even cancel the trip? Not so much, but she wasn’t going to share that with Carson. Maybe her packing procrastinating would turn out to be a bonus. Carson returned to the door, standing with his hands on his hips.

“Listen, Marina, about the trip.” He shook his head. “No. It’s more than the trip. I know you don’t really want to go with me, and this seems like the right time to do this. We’ve had two long years together, and I’m ready for a change, and I know you are, too.”

“A change? What are you talking about, Carson? Where is this coming from?” Putting a hand to her chest, she felt the rapid beats of her heart as she stared at the man she thought she knew who was saying things that made no sense.

Counting on his fingers, he said, “You’re too independent, you want to make all the decisions, and you’re opinionated. It’s time for me to go.”

Marina opened her mouth, but nothing seemed to want to come out, and she watched Carson leave her house, stride along the walk to his BMW, back it out onto Beach Plum Boulevard, and drive right out of her life.

I’m too independent?

I want to make all the decisions?

I’m opinionated?

“News flash, Carson Monroe,” she said through gritted teeth. “There’s nothing wrong with being independent and having opinions, and if I was the one making all the decisions, we sure as hell wouldn’t be going to the Outer Banks in June.” She wanted to feel the satisfaction of slamming her front door, but she would never mistreat her home in that way, and she closed the door with the respect it deserved.

Slowly returning upstairs to her room, she eyed her panties, looking so hopeful in her suitcase, then she transferred them back to their bureau drawer before closing the suitcase and rolling it back into the closet. Then she dropped onto the bed, wondering when Carson had made his time-to-dump-Marina decision. She had just seen him the other night and he hadn’t said anything. He hadn’t seemed to be off then, either. It could have been coming for a while, which probably explained why he hadn’t emailed the airline ticket to her. And he hadn’t wanted her half of the house rental, either, even though she offered to pay it. 

Maybe he had already cancelled the house rental and had done something about the tickets, although she doubted he’d get much satisfaction from the airline. He’d have to pay a fee to rebook. But what did it matter what he did? Whatever it was, she hoped he got hopelessly tangled in red tape and ended up losing all kinds of money because of it.

Then Marina thought about Carson telling her to rent her house, and now she really wondered why, if he had planned to break up with her anyway. This didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. 

She wanted to call Lucy and tell her, but Lucy would have to listen to her crying. Crying alone was better, and she needed to just do it. 

Except crying wasn’t what she felt like doing right now. She wanted to break something of Carson’s, and she looked around her room, not seeing anything she could destroy. She wished she had his stupid phone charger cord. She’d cut that into tiny pieces, then put it in his mailbox with a note. No. She’d skip the note. He’d know who the little gift was from.

Now she had a headache.

Look on the bright side, Marina.

There had to be a bright side.

Carson hadn’t dumped her at the Outer Banks, meaning she would have had to find her own way home. That had to be a bright side. There were more, and she’d be able to think of them. Maybe by tomorrow, while she was sitting at her desk at Wells, pretending to work. Anyone about to leave for a two-week vacation was allowed to only pretend to work.

Maybe if she had something to eat, her headache would go away and leave her alone. 

Just like Carson had.
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Ugh. The renter. Jake. No, not Jake. Jace. Jace Dawson. It was nearly five o’clock, the end of the day, and Marina wished she’d remembered much sooner than this, like the night before, but between being dumped and rushing to finish all her email today before she left for vacation, it just hadn’t happened. 

Picking up her cell phone, she looked out of her office door, not seeing anyone lingering nearby, and she checked her personal Inbox, locating the email chain. Jace Dawson was due to arrive tomorrow, and she was thankful he only lived about half an hour away and he wasn’t flying in from Australia or Timbuktu or Fiji or she’d really be in deep yogurt. She supposed she could email Jace but texting would be more efficient and faster.

Adding his information to her list of contacts, she thought about what to say. While she was deciding, she tapped her phone and refunded the money he’d sent electronically to her weeks ago. Yes, she was sad to see the money disappear, but did she really have any choice? And if he pushed back about her cancelling at the eleventh hour, she’d be able to say he’d gotten his money back so he could just stay somewhere else in East Hamden.

“Jace, I apologize for the late notice, but something has come up and I have had to cancel your reservations for my house on Beach Plum Boulevard. This is unavoidable. Sincerely, Marina Hamilton.” After checking the text for autocorrect surprises and finding none, she sent it on its way. It read more like an email, but she didn’t even know the man and didn’t want to sound friendly instead of professional.

Between the time she said goodbye to her office mates, to the moment she walked in her front door, she hadn’t had a response from Jace, and she felt relief flow through her. Everything would be all right. 

Now she had two weeks to relax and try to cleanse herself of the contempt, irritation, disgust, and fury she was carrying around, courtesy of Carson Monroe. And she would have fourteen days to do whatever she wanted. When she ran out of things that needed to be done she could crochet more baby blankets for her marketplace account, and even though it was summer and the need for blankets was currently low, eventually fall and winter would be showing up at their usual times and she’d be ready with a rainbow of colorful blankets for whoever ordered them first. 

Maybe she’d even make strawberry jam with Gramma’s recipe so she’d be stocked up for months. It had been too long since she’d gone through the lengthy process, but she was ready, and she was going to do it. And she was going to enjoy her vacation, dammit.

When her phone rang with Lucy’s ringtone, Marina grimaced, knowing it was about to hit the fan. The good news was she wasn’t crying. “Hi, there, Lucy.”

“Hi, Marina. I want to wish you safe travels and happy vacation. And make sure you wear lots of sunblock. And send a few pictures so I can see you’re having a good time,” Lucy Elgin said.

Marina felt tears prick her eyes, telling herself it was because she was considering deceiving Lucy, her best friend since eighth grade. But no matter how reluctant she was, she had to tell her. Lucy was expecting to come to the house tomorrow to let in Jace and give him a house key, and she didn’t want her bestie to waste her precious time when no one was going to show up. “I’m not going because Carson dumped me but thank you for the kind wishes. I know you’re probably busy and you need to go because Hudson will be coming over, and –”

“Stop a second, Marina. You didn’t just say Carson dumped you, did you?”

Sighing, she said, “Yes. Last night. Because I’m bossy and stubborn and impossible to get along with.”

“What? You are none of those things, Marina. The man is a jackass and a moron.”

“Well, maybe that wasn’t exactly what he said, but it felt like that. I didn’t want to go to the Outer Banks anyway, so it’s kind of an answer to a prayer.”

“When you’re feeling better I’m going to tell you it’s an answer to my prayers, too.”

“What?” Marina asked.

“He isn’t good enough for you. He always thought he should make all the decisions for you, he thought his opinion was better than yours, and he never acted as if he needed you. He took you for granted.”

Marina thought about Lucy’s character assessment. How ironic. When she heard a doorbell on Lucy’s end, she said, “There’s your beau, ready to sweep you away for another night of romance. So go. And I’ll be home for the next two weeks.” Marina heard Lucy greet Hudson, and knew she had to let her bestie go.

“Hudson says hi.”

“Hi, Hudson.”

“So what about your renter? Jace Dawson?”

“Don’t worry. I texted him today and I refunded his payment, so we’re all squared up. I’m sure he’ll be able to find another house to rent in the area. Maybe even in his own town. But I need to let you go.”

“It’s odd that he wanted to rent so close to his own house, isn’t it? Was he going to bring in more people?” Lucy asked.

“He said he wasn’t. So you two lovebirds have fun tonight, and I’ll talk to you whenever. Bye, Lucy.”

“Call me if you need me, Marina. I’m so sorry for what happened, and let me know what I can do to help.”

“I’m good. Bye, now.” Marina disconnected, then headed for the tissue box. She was good, she knew that. Just because she had been with Carson for two years, which was also seven hundred thirty days, give or take, didn’t mean they were supposed to be together until the end of time. They had reached their expiration date, that was all.

And if Carson did actually go to the house on the Outer Banks, she hoped it rained and thundered and lightninged every single day and night he was there. And there was no air conditioning. And the windows were stuck in the closed position. And the televisions were all broken. And there was no electricity. Or running water.

And without her there to make decisions, since the man had always had trouble knowing which restaurants they should go to for dinner, he’d have to figure out where to eat every night all by himself. 
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Jace Dawson frowned at the blank screen of his phone, then pressed the power button again. Still nothing. Which meant a stop at the store of his choice for a new charger cable, if he hoped to ever use his phone again. Checking the clock on his microwave, he saw he had about an hour to meet the gatekeeper at the rental so he’d have a key to use for the next two weeks. He should have charged the phone on the way home from work the night before, and had he known the cable was going to quit ... 

Well, he hadn’t. And since he hadn’t looked at the phone since yesterday morning because he’d been so busy trying to finish things before he took his two weeks, he’d have to catch up with all the Earth-shattering goings-on he’d missed due to his lack of recent screen time.

But he needed to get out of the house soon, before his aunt, uncle, and cousins landed. His mother owed him for offering up his house as a vacation home for her sister’s family, but she’d explained they were going through a rough patch and getting away from everything and being so close to the ocean would make them all feel better. 

He liked his relatives and ordinarily he might have stayed to say hello, but he had his own appointment to get to, and since they’d have his parents’ house key, there was no official reason to hang around. And his mother had hinted that her sister was embarrassed about the situation and it might be better if he weren’t there to greet them. Worked for him. Now all he needed was to haul his suitcase to the truck, buy a functioning cable, and arrive on Beach Plum Boulevard in time to meet Lucy Elgin and get the key to Marina Hamilton’s place.

After starting the truck, he plugged the car charging cord into his phone. It wasn’t as if he needed directions to the house. He knew where it was. But it might be nice if his phone wasn’t still dead when he arrived. Tapping the power button again, seeing the screen remained blank, he wondered what in the hell was happening. He couldn’t have two useless cables, could he? Unplugging the phone and pulling the cable from the port, he slid the length of it through his fingers and identified the problem. 

No, he didn’t suppose a damaged cable was going to work very well. Maybe slamming it in the door of the truck a few times hadn’t been good for its health and wellbeing. So he’d buy two cables instead of one. And in future, he’d make sure the end of the extra-long cable in the truck was on the console instead of hanging out the door when he closed it.

––––––––
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MARINA HAD WHIPPED through her housework on Saturday morning, which hadn’t taken long since her house had been clean enough for company already, but she found a speck of dust here and there and she dealt with those accordingly. All the windows were open in hopes of catching any kind of breeze on this balmy, eighty-five degree day so it shouldn’t be too ghastly when it really warmed up later. Had she had central air installed when she’d built the house she’d never need to open the windows, thus inviting all the surrounding dust and pollen inside for approximately five months a year, but when the contractor had asked her, twice, if she wanted A/C, she had insisted she did not. Nana and Grampa had never had A/C, and she didn’t need it, either. 

She chose the house design because it was exactly like her grandparents’ house, the house they had lived in since they were married, then had sold before they moved into an assisted living apartment. She hadn’t been in any position to buy their house at the time, but she had been incredibly lucky enough to inherit their furniture when they decided to buy the few pieces they needed for the new apartment, and she was thankful every day to have their original things all around her.

Taking the stairs, she went into the guest bedroom holding the supply of crocheting supplies, chose a skein of yarn and her favorite hook, and returned to the living room to drop them off before heading to the kitchen for a glass of water, then she began the chain stitches for the white baby blanket. 

When she couldn’t help thinking she would have been winging her way to North Carolina with Carson had things gone as planned, she was irritated to feel tears leaking from her eyes. How stupid. She really was glad she wasn’t with Carson, whether he was going to the Outer Banks or not, and she needed to remember that. 

But she was a little concerned about the unpleasant character traits he had accused her of having, and she wondered if she really was that person or if that was just the way Carson viewed her. If the latter, she wondered why he had stayed with her for two years if she was so horrible.

When she remembered meeting him soon after her beautiful house had been completed and she had moved in, that led to another memory, the one where she had considered asking him to move in with her. She had had a glass of wine prior to the thought, and she and Carson had been in her living room, on the comfy couch, and as she’d been about to ask him how he felt about the idea, he’d started talking about his job, and the moment had been lost. Looking back now, she thanked her lucky stars for Carson’s unending devotion to the sound of his own voice.

Marina had just completed the row of chains and was turning the blanket-to-be for the first row of single crochet stitches when her doorbell rang. It was probably Lucy, the wonderfully considerate and empathetic Lucy, dropping in to make sure she was all right. The thought brought on a few more tears and she swiped at her cheek as she crossed the living room floor, her smile a little shaky as she flung open the door. 
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