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Livvy is on the run. And she’s escaped to the one place nobody will ever find her. But the isolated cottage isn’t empty. Her refuge is home to a troubled stranger, Tom, there for reasons of his own.

In the intimacy of the abandoned cottage, and the remote wilderness of the island, the electrifying connection between them is impossible to ignore. Both running from their histories and shielding dark secrets, their pasts catch up with them and collide in an unimaginable way.

Deep emotions and powerful chemistry face a painful battle with the tangle of lies, and scars of the past. If the truth emerges, hearts will be shattered. Can love conquer?


CHAPTER ONE

I wondered what would piss off my parents the most, the fact I ran away or that I stole their money to do it. Either way, I assumed they’d be relieved to see the back of me. 

The train jerked and vibrated. What had felt like an interesting sensation against my cheek when I first pressed my face against the grimy window now made my skin numb and my teeth jar. Yet still I didn’t move away from the cold glass where I watched the outskirts of our nation’s capital roll and shudder past me. 

I’d made the connection in Washington, D.C. without too much trouble, switching from my northeast-bound train from Atlanta in order to head south down the coast, and hadn’t had to show my identification again. 

It was a gamble, but I knew if my parents looked for me they were likely to follow the trail where I’d purchased the train tickets online from Atlanta to New Orleans with their credit card. I’d confirmed and printed the tickets. Online, I didn’t have to show my identification. But when I’d bought the ticket to Savannah with my own cash and in person, I’d had to. I looked like the blonde girl in the picture. Too much like her, in fact. So no one questioned it. Oddly, the only way to head south toward Savannah had been to go north first. I reasoned it put me one step ahead of them if they decided to report me missing. I’d had to ditch my phone too. The idea made me jittery, as now I had no music to get lost in.

Upon entering the final train, I’d immediately located the restroom and pulled the wig off before finding my seat. 

We rolled through a tunnel, and everything was pitch black, my stark pale face surrounded by jet-black hair and punctuated with black-rimmed eyes flashing back at me. I sat back abruptly, just as the daylight appeared again. It was going to be an uncomfortable thirteen hours. Rifling through my Indian fabric drawstring bag, my hand closed around the small cylinder. I pulled out the orange plastic and checked the label was what I needed. Amy Orr, whoever she was, shouldn’t have left her prescriptions lying around. But I was grateful she had. I shook a small white pill that had cost me far too much into my hand and washed it down with my soda. 

I still felt groggy when I woke up as the train pulled into Savannah around half past four in the morning. Pulling my cardigan closer around me, I wound my gray scarf around my neck and stood up on wobbly legs, my back stiff and sore. It was dark and would be for a while yet. I had no idea what time the sun came up in February, but I assumed it was probably after seven. The urge to just find a bench and get horizontal was overwhelming, but I could sleep when I got to the cottage. 

I wondered what kind of shape the cottage was in. Grams had died almost ten years ago, and since she left it to Abby and me, and had barely spoken a word to my parents for as long as I could remember, the chances were high that the place had completely caved in. Still, it had to be better than where I was coming from. 

And it was mine. 

All mine, now that Abby was gone. My parents didn’t know I knew about it, which made it the perfect hiding place. Abby had given me a key for it and asked me to keep the secret. I was so grateful I had. Would they even bother to look for me? Uncle Mike probably would, but he didn’t know I knew either. The chance he’d find me would always be at the back of my mind, but it was a chance I had to take. 

I’d left a note that was as bitingly sterile as the rare words either of my parents uttered in my direction, but hopefully ensured I wouldn’t be considered a missing person. 


I’ll get out of your way now. 

Don’t look for me. 

Olivia. 


Looking down at my trembling fingers, I tried to ignore my tight chest. I was scared about what I was doing. But more scared to stay. I’d waited as long as I could stand. A job to feed myself and maybe fix the place up was a necessity. The meager amount of money I had on me would barely get me by. But the idea that I could start over and be someone with no past and no expectations was a heady rush. A complete reinvention of who I was. 

And I’d be safe. 

I squared my shoulders, squinting my tired eyes at the signs to find the exit. Taking a taxi would dent my cash further. But according to the map I’d printed, the marina I needed to hitch a boat ride from was way too far out of downtown Savannah for me to make it on foot. I was almost free. 

The marina was a hive of activity, with men yelling and nets being pulled out and rolled and items of indeterminate origin being loaded and unloaded. 

After paying my fare, I opened the door of the cab. The stench of dead fish and brine slicked down my nose and throat, causing my empty stomach to heave. I swallowed thickly and moved my scarf up over my nose and mouth. Shifting my heavy pack on to my back with my free hand, I contemplated the scene in front of me. There were passenger ferries, I knew, but they weren’t running yet and would cost a small fortune. I needed to find a fishing boat and see if they could give me a free ride over to Bloody Point. 

The early morning wind was frigid off the river, the air slicing through my layers. I hadn’t expected it to be as cold as it had been in Atlanta. I didn’t know the next time I’d get a hot shower, and hadn’t even thought about how to buy food out there, although I seemed to remember there was a small general store for basics. The logistical challenges of what I was doing started to crowd my head. It wasn’t that they hadn’t occurred to me, but I had deliberately pushed them aside, knowing I’d talk myself out of this crazy idea if I thought about it too much. 

The familiar ribbons of panic wove their corset around my chest. Shit. I let go of the scarf at my mouth to press my shaking hand hard against my chest. An instinct. As if it could possibly stop the tightening. The shortness of breath. One hundred, breathe out, ninety-nine, ninety-eight, breathe in, gross, fish, ninety-seven, ninety-six, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out, ninety-five, breathe in, breathe in, breathe in, shit, shit, shit. 

I stepped back, I needed to turn around. Shit, shit. Not here, not now. Something strong took my arm, and I jerked around and yanked myself free. 

“Whoa, hey. Are you all right?” a gravelly male voice asked. 

My vision swam with black dots as my oxygen lowered. I tried to focus so I could see the person. But the panic was hitting way too hard. The large form in front of me stepped closer, and I stumbled back, only to be pulled forward straight into the solid wall in front of me. 

“Damn, careful,” the voice boomed from inside the body that held me. “Pete, I need some help over here!” 

I fixed my attention on the rough material under my cheek, trying to hook on to something, anything to bring me back. I mentally grabbed on to the knots and ridges of the fabric. Denim? Cord? Anything to anchor me. 

The smell. His smell. I hauled in a lungful through my nose and picked out the soapy-fresh laundry detergent smell over the fishy smell of the air. Something spicy and male. And maybe perfume. Women’s perfume, but faint. And a hint of alcohol. 

It was the large, warm hand on my back running up and down my spine that finally did it. My mind tracked the downward stroke, the pause at the base of my spine, and the slow migration up to my shoulder blades. Again it slid down, and again back up. I imagined the hand was catching all the tight bindings around my chest and unraveling them a few at a time on each pass. God, it felt good. Soothing. Soothing when I normally didn’t like people touching me. Down went the hand again, and then back up. 

“Call 911,” I vaguely heard. 

No, no. “No.” Don’t call 911.

I became aware I was choking on large lungfuls of air and that I was now sitting down. God, did I pass out? I thought I was standing in someone’s arms a few moments ago. The fog cleared, and I went into action mode. I needed the meds. I tried to fumble at my backpack, but it wasn’t on my back. Had I put my drawstring bag inside my pack? I couldn’t remember. 

“My bag,” I gasped and opened my eyes, blinking heavily. Trying to see through the blur. 

“Here,” a voice rumbled. “Do you have medication you need?” 

I nodded, or tried to. My vision cleared enough to see the bag at my feet, with large strong hands working the zipper. I lurched down to help. 

The hands grabbed mine firmly. Mine looked pale and sickly with their chipped black polish next to the tanned, rough ones. 

“I’ve got it,” he said. Then to another pair of legs standing close. “Grab a bottle of water, Pete, would ya?” 

I relaxed my hands and pulled them reluctantly from under the warmth. 

Sucking in a slower lungful of air, I sat up. 

A man crouched in front of me, strong thighs in worn brown denim holding him steady. His shaggy brown-haired head leaned over my bag as his hands re-emerged with three pill bottles. 

“Amy?” he asked, squinting at a bottle. His face, what I could see of it, beneath copious amounts of facial hair—gross—was as sun-beaten as his hands. Then he flicked beautiful golden-brown and startlingly familiar eyes up at me. 

I momentarily stopped inhaling my much-needed air as confusion swirled in me. How did I know this person? Expecting to get the same reaction from him, I was startled when his gaze dropped back to the bottles and he said, “Or is it … Melodie?”

That’s when he stopped. And looked back up at me, narrowing his eyes. Then just as quickly he shook his head as if to clear an unpleasant memory. I used the reprieve to grab the latest bottle from his hand. 

“The Klonopin, thank you.” I shook one into my hand and threw it in my mouth, swallowing before he could even hand me the water bottle that had just been delivered. 

I was exhausted. I needed to get to the island. My crash was coming. 

Taking the plastic water bottle from the man I presumed was Pete, I mumbled my thanks up to him. Pete was gray and portly, where the brown-haired guy seemed more lean and muscular. It was hard to tell under his heavy black coat. 

Pete nodded. “Can we, uh, call someone fer ya?” he said, his voice gruff, like I imagined a pirate to sound. He looked agitated, though, like he had a million other things to be getting on with. Of course he probably did, this being a busy spot in the blue pre-dawn light. 

Shaking my head, I forged ahead with my plan. “It was … just a panic attack. I’m so sorry, not sure why. I need to get over to Daufuskie, actually. I’m going to my grandmother’s …” I dropped the white lie in there, hoping to hell they didn’t ask me about her. There were only about two hundred and fifty residents on the island as far as my Internet research had shown. And almost as many pieces of property for sale. Go figure. If they knew the island, they’d know of her or know she was no longer there. I needed to prevail upon their chivalry just a little bit more. “I, uh, underestimated how much the train ride down would be to … visit …” 

The men in front of me exchanged a small concerned look.

I clasped my hands together, twisting my fingers nervously. “Are you, I mean, is anyone going out in that direction this morning? To fish, or whatever? Do you think they’d mind dropping me off?” 

Brown-haired guy stood up, unfolding to a six-foot, if not more, tower in front of me. “Pete’s taking me over to Bloody Point. That work for you?” 

Relief was surely evident on my face. That was exactly where I needed to go. Seriously, he must have similar color eyes to someone I’d met before. They were so unique. And as he watched me from out of that hair-covered face, I had the oddest sensation I was looking at a lion. A lion and a pirate. “Thank you. And thank you for the water.” The small smile I attempted was quickly thwarted when lion guy turned abruptly on his heel. I almost missed the look of disgust on his face. Almost. 

I followed the two men down the jetty, my heartbeat and breathing still slightly erratic. I needed to try and stay awake as long as possible. The boat was small but sturdy and piled high with fishing equipment and what looked like grocery bags. 

Pete offered me his cold and callused hand as I gingerly clambered aboard in my heavy boots, then he motioned me toward a small bench he had cleared off. “An’ stay put, or your foot will get caught in a net or rope or somethin’.” 

I hesitated. Lion guy scowled. There was only one place for us both to sit, and I suddenly became uncomfortable that I would be practically plastered against my savior, who clearly regretted helping someone he now assumed to be a dishonest druggie looking for a free ride. It was my least favorite part of what I’d been reduced to as well, so I didn’t blame him. 

“Pete, I’ll give you a hand.” A man of few but certainly effective words. 

I sat where indicated on the hard and cold white seat and pulled my hoodie up, securing it with my scarf and tucking some wayward strands of black hair away so I could see better in the wind. Then I pulled my backpack off my shoulders and tucked my disconnected ear buds into my ears in an attempt to shut out the mistrust I could feel directed at me. I hugged the pack to my chest. I missed my phone, needed my music so badly right now.

Turning my head, I took in the lightening sky and the silver hue of the water. The marsh reeds of the Bull River that I always remembered as vivid green were brown and beige, casting a gloomy lens over my romantic memories of visiting down here. But then I’d never been in winter. 

My blood felt thick and heavy in my veins. It was a large dose for my body weight. “How long does it usually take to get to the island?” I asked Pete as he caught a final rope from his other passenger. Lion guy pushed the boat away from the jetty and leapt in the back with hardly a sound. Just like a cat. 

“About twenty minutes normally, but around to Bloody Point, more like thirty.” 

Shit. I hoped I made it. But already I felt my eyelids getting heavy and my arms slipped slowly from around my pack. I gripped with my hands, looping the straps in my fingers. I could just lay my forehead down on my bag. Just rest for a bit. The motion of the boat was so soothing. 

I dreamed of my sister. I dreamed of Abby. 


CHAPTER TWO

Six years earlier

I could see Abby through the crack in the door. I’d heard the argument Mom and Dad had with her. Well, odd disjointed words actually. 

“This boy …” My father.

My mother’s voice. “… financial sacrifices.” 

“… slap in the face after what we’ve done for you.” Again my mother. 

“Fuck you both.” My sister. 

Her words had stopped the fast rhythmic strokes of my brown pencil where I’d been sitting in my room shading in the tail of the Little Mermaid. The real one. Or at least, my sketch of the bronze statue of her in the water off the coast of Copenhagen, Denmark. I’d see it one day, I swore it. 

Now my parents were downstairs, their raised voices muffled enough for the words to be indistinct. I moved to stand quietly in the hallway outside Abby’s room and watched through the tiny gap in the doorway as she rummaged in her bedside drawer before moving her thin, willowy body around the bed to the window. Her shoulder-length wavy blonde hair was mussed and careless; her pajama shorts made her look even taller. She would turn eighteen in a few days.

She pushed the white sash window up as high as it would go and slung a long, bare limb over the sill so she could sit half in, half out. Then, sticking a misshapen cigarette in her mouth, she fumbled with the box in her hands and after a few tries struck a match, bringing it to the end of the white cylinder. After a deep inhale, a pause, and an even longer exhale that pushed swirls of white clouds around her body, she rocked her head back against the window frame and spoke. 

“Come in here, Livvy.” 

I jumped.

“Come on in,” she said more softly and looked over to me as if she knew exactly how long I’d been there. “And let me tell you about the fucked-up but so-called perfect life we lead here in the Baines family.” Her hand held her cigarette out the window.

I glanced over my shoulder, my heart lurching, but I could still hear my parents downstairs. Inching open the door, I eased inside my older sister’s room that I’d hardly set foot in during the past year, and closed the door behind me. I was elated I’d finally been invited back in and terrified of who this sister was, who seemed so changed, yet still so eerily familiar. 

The room was bigger than I remembered, or something seemed different, but I kept my gaze on my sister. 

Abby watched me with her blue eyes. They were a shade darker than mine. Daddy always said she got the deep end of the pool while I got the shallow end. I used to love it before I knew that might not be such a good thing. 

“You don’t question anything, do you, Livvy?” Abby took another deep inhalation of her cigarette, holding it between her thumb and forefinger, her eyes slitting up as she assessed me. 

I stood still, wondering what she meant, afraid to say anything in case she changed her mind about talking to me. 

She removed the home-made cigarette from her mouth and held it toward me in offering. 

Swallowing hard, I shook my head. Worse than the idea of sucking hot, dry smoke into my throat, the idea that I might not be able to do it without choking held me firm. I’d seen enough in the movies of people’s first try with a cigarette to know that when I did it, I wanted to be on my own. Worse than this Abby who looked annoyed at me would be an Abby laughing at me.

“Well,” she continued slowly, letting out the fragrant smoke she held in her lungs, “I don’t think I questioned why Uncle Mike was so involved in our lives when I was eleven years old either.” 

Uncle Mike. Who cared about Uncle Mike? He was such a bore—trying too hard to be fun and funny with me and my friends. Asking us what music we liked and singing along in the car from swim practice. So embarrassing. 

Abby beckoned me closer, her mouth a hard line, but I stayed put. The look on her face, the eerie distance in her eyes as if some other person inhabited her body, was giving me the willies. 

When we’d been little, she’d treated me like a doll, dressing me up and playing with me, even when I got up to about five or six and didn’t want to be ordered about so much. I still loved her attention. But after her thirteenth birthday—“Teenage-hood,” my mother had trilled and rolled her eyes—Abby’s time for me plummeted exponentially with each year. As far as I could tell, teenagers were boring and it only got worse. Abby had pretty much ignored me for the last year. Not that she’d paid that much attention to me before that. But at least, even with her vastly reduced attention, she’d been sweet, always quick with a hug or ruffling my hair. Indulging my adulation. 

I glanced warily about the room, noticing for the first time that she’d ripped all her posters down, leaving pockmarks and torn paper corners all over the walls. It looked bare and cold. No wonder it had seemed bigger when I first came in. 

My eyes finally found their way back to Abby, and hers softened, her pupils darker. She gestured me closer again, and when I didn’t respond she leaned out the window and banged her cigarette to stub it out before bringing it back inside, wrapping it up carefully and sliding it into a baggie. Getting up, and folding her long limb back in through the window, she moved to the bed and sank to her knees on the rose-colored carpet. Her hands reached under the bed and pulled out the monogrammed black duffle Mom bought her for her swim tournament in ninth grade. It was packed full, and she slid the clear plastic bag into the side pocket. 

When she turned back to me, her eyes were shiny dark pools. “I know you won’t understand yet, Livvy, but I’m leaving tonight.” 

“W-what?” Confusion moved through me. I felt the swell of fear in my chest. I didn’t understand what was happening. 

“I’m leaving. For good—” 

“No!” I burst out, the fear exploding into full-blown panic in my chest. Lurching forward, I fell toward her, my arms out to grasp her. I knew, I knew, in a way I’d never be able to explain, that I was losing her. Perhaps forever. 

“Not you, Livvy.” I heard her voice as I pressed my face into her neck, inhaling the scent of our youth that came from the bottle of pineapple shampoo currently sitting upside down on the edge of our shared tub. “I don’t want to leave you. But I can’t take you, and I have to leave.” She grabbed my upper arms, squeezing tight and shaking me. “I have to leave.”

I winced with the pressure of her hands as they held me away from her body. 

Her face was grim. “I’m sorry. But I have to go.”

“But where are you going? I don’t understand.” 

She shook me again.

And shook me. 

And shook me. 

“Wake up, we’re here.” A deep voice. Not Abby. 

I snapped my eyes open, disoriented. Lion eyes stared back at me. 

I pulled away and blinked, looking around. The island ahead was a wild tangle of gray-green, making it look as primitive and isolated as I remembered. It was so familiar, and so strange all at once. “I’m sorry. I’m really tired.” I’d missed the ride in. I’d missed the dolphins in the marshes around Turtle Island. My favorite part.

Pete the pirate was looping a rope on to a metal cleat on the dock. He looked over at me as he finished. “Are you sure you’re all right?” 

I nodded, pulling my coat tighter around me. The dock was newer-looking than I remembered it. 

“Who did you say you were visiting?”

I hadn’t, and he knew it. If I said my grandmother’s name, he might ask too many questions, seeing as her house had most likely been abandoned for years. I wasn’t sure how much Pete knew about the goings-on of the island. “Actually, I’m just visiting a house. It belongs to my family. Thank you for the ride.”

“I’ll make sure she gets there, Pete.” 

I swung my head up. 

“All right. Tommy here’ll get you safely to where you’re goin’.” 

Tommy? No, Tommy didn’t fit. Not at all. 

Pete went on, “Just give me a holler should you be needin’ a ride back. I’ll be fishing up the cuts most o’ the mornin’s this week.” He held out a grimy card with even grimier fingers, black under the fingernails. 

Captain “Fishy Pete” White. 

I nodded and slid it into my bag, knowing these gestures were less about helping me out and more about what my business was here. Small waves rocked against the boat, and I grabbed Pete’s outstretched hand and stepped up on to the steady dock. “Thank you.” 

Tommy stepped out after me, and I didn’t wait for him. I didn’t need him making sure I got to the cottage. Or knowing where I was headed. I strode forward. 

The landing we’d come in at was on the New River side, where the island curved away from the Atlantic. It wasn’t technically Bloody Point, although it was referred to as such, being the closest you could bring a boat. As the crow flew, the house was less than half a mile away. But of course, with the dense foliage and the marshes cutting inland, I had further to travel. 

Heading over the sandy pine-needle-strewn ground, I could see through the saw palmettos, and I made for the dirt road that wound through the trees, not even stopping to appreciate the surroundings I’d missed over the years. The wind was still cold off the Atlantic, and I inhaled the fresh salty gust, hoping its chill would permeate all my senses and keep me alert and awake until I got to the cottage. 

A few minutes along the cleared earth track that passed for a road, the whir and buzz of an electric cart closed in behind me, crunching over the coarse ground. I glanced back to see my fellow boat passenger riding a golf cart that had seen better days, and I remembered that no one used cars here. The expense of having them ferried over probably wasn’t worth it to most locals. Especially if this was what the roads still looked like, and I suspected it was. 

He pulled up in front of me, effectively cutting me off. 

I stopped short. Annoyance had to be etched all over my face. 

“We’re headed the same direction,” he said, leaning forward, one arm slung over the wheel. I expected his eyes to be assessing me, but instead they slid away uneasily. “May as well give you a ride.” 

“No. Thank you,” I muttered and stepped sideways so I could continue. I seriously hoped this guy was on the up and up. 

“Suit yourself.” He sighed. “See you in a bit.” 

What the hell did that mean? See you in a bit? He took off, the cart shuddering along the track. 

It was eerily quiet as I walked through the trees. Just once I heard the thwack of a golf ball and some low voices and realized I must be passing close by one of the tees of the Bloody Point Golf Club. It had been abandoned and in disrepair the last time I’d been here. Abby taught me to ride my bike on the fourteenth fairway, the grass all patchy and brown in spots. 

Sure enough, as I rounded the corner, the fully restored clubhouse rose up to my right, painted white, with a fancy-looking porch and a dark red roof. It didn’t seem to have much activity—not surprising in winter on an island with so few residents—but it was clearly operational. Maybe I could see about getting a job tomorrow. The thought lightened my mood, hatching a small kernel of hope. 

After veering inland, and then heading right on another dirt track through the dark and eerily silent vegetation that towered above me so the sky was only periodically visible, I finally got to the turn-off for our road. My relief at the lack of development on this part of Daufuskie was acute. It meant I could be here in relative peace, and my grandmother’s cottage, while it was probably overgrown, would be largely un-messed-with. 

I could almost make the house out through the trees as I got closer. Forcing myself to slow down in my excitement and relief, I breathed deep and turned into the driveway. Okay, driveway was an overstatement. There was a gap in the vegetation and the cottage sat nestled in a clearing, embraced by a massive live oak to one side that was for sure several hundred years old. I remembered Gran saying it could even be a thousand years old. Thick with leaves, dripping moss and iced with green revival plants, the branches reached out majestically before snaking toward the ground and up again, as if they were arguing about whether to grow out toward the surrounding forest or reach for the sky. 

The two-room-wide cottage was smaller and older than in my memory, but in that moment it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. And not as overgrown as I’d imagined. Sanctuary. The word rocked through me. A place to heal. 

The white paint could no longer be called that, though from what I could see, the metal roof looked good. It jutted out over the porch that spanned the front. There were two missing spindles in the railing to the left and the porch sagged there a little, but … wait. I swept my eyes from left to right. There was fresh white paint on the opposite end. New, unpainted wooden spindles every so often. 

No. 

I turned my head all the way to the left and confirmed what my brain had already processed in the periphery. Golf cart. The same golf cart, if I wasn’t mistaken. The screen door squeaked open and he stepped out, the door banging shut behind him. 

“What are you d-doing here?” I swallowed. There must be some mistake. There was no way my parents could have sold this. They couldn’t! It was mine. Anguish and exhaustion closed around my throat. My eyes stung. 

“I live here,” he said matter-of-factly. I couldn’t see his expression beneath all that facial hair. 

This was not happening. I locked my knees and clung tightly to the straps of my bag to stop the shaking. 

And then I was angry. So angry. This was mine. Mine. Mine. And I was so tired. 

“Who the fuck are you?” I spat, because it was all I could do to speak through the indescribable helplessness that was threatening to do me in. Oh my God. I had nowhere. I had nothing. 

“You must be Olivia,” he said, his voice gruff and oddly flat. “I was wondering when you’d show up.” 


CHAPTER THREE

“How do you know my name?” I asked. Was he some kind of caretaker? 

“You’re Abby’s little sister.” 

The shock of hearing my sister’s name on this stranger’s lips jolted me. 

He stood, strong legs braced apart, arms crossed over his checked-shirted chest. He looked imposing. Almost savage. 

“If you knew who I was, why didn’t you say something on the road? Or on the boat for that matter?” 

He cocked his shaggy head to the side, a lock of light brown hair falling across his face, and let out a breath I could hear from where I stood uncertainly looking up at him on the porch. “Why don’t you come in.” 

It wasn’t a question. 

It sounded more like resignation. 

He turned around and went through the door into the dim interior. 

Questions and vague memories whirred in kaleidoscopic fragments through my mind, too disjointed for me to grab on to. For a moment, I stood in place before the one-story cottage that now held such mystery. This person knew Abby? Or did he just know of her? He was vaguely familiar and I guess maybe I’d seen him on the island when I was a child.

He could be a creepy serial-killer recluse. The recluse part was right. But I could hardly pass judgment on that since I was here to be the same. 

A cold gust of wind made me shiver, and my stomach growled loudly. I climbed up the steps, my eyes sweeping side to side. My grandmother’s white wicker love seat was still there, the chintz faded, the paint peeling and dulled to a shade of gray. 

“Are you going to stand out there like the angel of death all day? What’s with all the black?” 

I gritted my teeth in annoyance and pulled open the screen, stepping into a chamber of memories. I slid my backpack to my feet on the warm wood floor. It smelled the same, but different. Cedar, but also something lemony. Whitewashed wood walls surrounded the one-room living room/kitchen, the huge scarred farm table that doubled as a kitchen island dwarfing the space. A string of seashells I’d collected with Abby one summer was still hanging at the kitchen window. Missing was the clutter and the floral touches that had made it the place I associated with everything good, but it was close enough. Waves of conflicting emotions tumbled through me, bringing the sting back to my eyes and the thud to my chest. My breath caught as I tried to breathe. I couldn’t cry, I wouldn’t cry, but I couldn’t hold it in. The relief of being here, coupled with the stark reminder of everything I’d lost since the last time I’d visited, hit me deep in my gut. And I was tired. So tired. I tried to control it, but my breath released in a sob. 

Strong arms took mine and steered me toward a chair. I shrugged him off. All I wanted to do was be alone here, and I couldn’t be. “I need to lie down, and you … you need to go,” I said, not looking up. I stood and headed toward the bedroom on the right where Abby and I had slept. 

“I can’t,” I thought I heard him say. 

I didn’t care if the beds had no sheets. I needed to be horizontal. Stumbling into the twin room I’d once shared with my sister, I realized vaguely this must be the room he used. The beds were pushed together, the closest one mussed, a navy blanket pulled back from rumpled white sheets. The sight was too much, too inviting, too needed, and my weighted body, boots and all, crawled into the spicy-scented cocoon of bedding. And everything went dark. 

My eyelids kept turning bright red as light fluttered over them every few seconds. Irregular. A shadow, then. Sunlight, perhaps. Sunlight. I hadn’t seen sunlight in so long. Not in the way I liked, anyway. In the way it cascaded through deep leafy shadows and dappled you in the bright hope of spring. 

I’d come to in the night, several hours earlier, disoriented, trying to find familiarity with the sheets that smelled so foreign in a place I couldn’t see in the dark. Remembering my escape, the exhausting train ride, my panic attack and the stranger in my house, I pieced together my surroundings from memory. But soon exhaustion slid over me again, and I sank deeper into the musky male scent of the sheets. 

Now, even though my mind was awake, my eyes stayed closed. But it was day. And I smelled food. Toast maybe. My stomach was too empty even to growl. But the hollow ache was there, and I knew I needed to eat. And drink. God, I was so thirsty. But all I wanted to do was stay. Stay exactly like this and not deal with who Tommy was. The caretaker scenario seemed the most likely. And completely explained his familiarity, explained how a speck of memory teased me. He was older than I was, maybe late twenties. If he was a long-time island resident, it also explained how he knew me too, remembered me more clearly than I did him. 

I peeled my eyes open incrementally. The wood walls were unpainted still, sunlight sliding across them from the window, where a breeze stirred the tall longleaf pines and the large oak I’d climbed since I was a child. The dresser stood against the wall next to a small antique campaign desk and lamp. The desk held stacks and stacks of haphazard papers and the old typewriter I remembered. But now, a white laptop cord snaked across the chaos, its small silver head hanging impotently over the side, a touch of modern incongruity in the vignette. 

I sat up, curious, swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stretched my aching back and arms. I crossed the creaky wood floor to the desk and the papers. It looked to be a manuscript of some sort. Looking down, it suddenly occurred to me that while I was in my tights, I wasn’t wearing boots. I had no recollection of taking them off. Had I? I couldn’t remember. 

A short, sharp knock sounded. I swung around to the door just as it opened. 

He stood there, tall and imposing, wearing worn jeans and a dark sweater. Of course, he didn’t do the normal thing and say anything like “Sorry to barge in” or “Good morning.” 

Only his eyes and his hands were visible, what with his facial hair and long sleeves. I had the fleeting thought that he was hiding himself. But it was gone in an instant, replaced only with my questions. Of course, I didn’t ask them.

His brown eyes assessed me, then dropped to the desk. They were narrowed and back on mine a moment later. The implication was he didn’t want me nosing through his stuff. 

I tore my eyes from his before it became too uncomfortable and noticed my black boots sat neatly against the wall by the door. Oh no, he didn’t! 

I expected him to finally say something. I folded my arms, but all he did was flex his large hand on the door handle. 

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t come into my room when I’m sleeping,” I finally managed, my voice rough with first use. 

His eyes narrowed. “Actually this is my room, and you’re awake. Clearly.” 

“I meant removing my boots,” I snapped. 

He shrugged, turning away. “I thought you’d be more comfortable. See you in the kitchen.” 

Well, that was a good start. 

Locating my backpack on the floor near the bed, I rummaged for my toothbrush and headed to the small shared bathroom at the end of the hallway. Sue me, but I wanted to have clean teeth before trying to convince someone to get the fuck out of my house. 

I stepped inside on to the black and white mosaic tiles, and, closing the door behind me, breathed in a smell similar to the sheets. The shower beckoned; the lure of hot water and cleanliness was too much. The conversation could wait just a few minutes. Stripping, I turned the rickety shower head on and stepped into the claw-foot tub. I scrubbed myself from head to toe with a small cake of white soap, wanting desperately to steal some of his shampoo, but resisting. 

I caved when it came time to brush my teeth, peeking out of the shower and seeing the mashed-up tube of toothpaste sitting on the edge of the pedestal sink. I brought it into the shower with me and brushed my teeth for over five minutes because it felt so good to run my tongue over slick teeth. 

And suddenly I didn’t care about using his stuff. I grabbed the shampoo and lathered up, even glancing back around the curtain to see if there was a razor. Of course there wasn’t. I rolled my eyes, remembering his caveman face. What was that about anyway? Who did that these days? It wasn’t “Movember.” And he wasn’t some crusty old fisherman like Pete. He seemed young enough that he shouldn’t have a beard, though what did I know? He looked about ten years older than me, and I guessed when you were a recluse on an island, you stopped giving a shit what you looked like. Or you didn’t want people seeing your face. 

Or you didn’t want to see your own face. 

I paused at that thought, and then shook my head. Finishing up and turning the now chilly water off, I grabbed a familiar old blue towel off the railing. There were two, and this one seemed drier. It was thin and rough with age, but it felt good abrading my skin. I didn’t want to put my dirty clothes back on, but I hadn’t brought much, and my jeans were stuffed in my backpack in the room. Clever. I’d need to sort out some clothes. I grabbed my underwear and bra and washed them in the sink with soap. Wondering where I could hang them to dry, I settled for the handle of the shower since it









Dearest sweet Livvy,

You are sunshine. My sunshine. I never tell you that, but you are! I know I’ve been the worst and grumpiest big sister lately, and you think I don’t like you anymore, or I think you’re boring. I don’t. 

There’s been some crazy stuff going on that I can’t tell you about. But I need to get away. Whit’s going to help me. He’s so wonderful, Liv. He’s amazing. I know Mom and Dad don’t like him because they think he’s a party boy and isn’t taking his future seriously. But he’s different than everyone sees him, and he loves me. We’re running away together! Doesn’t that sound romantic and exciting? You’ve been wondering where I’ve been the last few weeks, right? Well, I’m going to the cottage on Daufuskie Island. That’s where I’ll probably be when you read this. 

I’m planning to call you and tell you about this letter after I’ve been gone a few weeks, hopefully then you won’t feel like you need to show Mom and Dad. 

You won’t be reading it right after I’ve left when everyone is all surprised and in shock and you’ll want to help. And I know you’ll want to help because you’re a good girl like that, Livvy. 

But this time, I need you to help me. Can you do that? Are you reading this right now and thinking you should show it to Mom and Dad? Please don’t. I wish I could tell you everything, and I will, but I can’t right now, okay? 

Some yucky, horrid things happened, and I was a part of them. Whit says we should just go away for a while, somewhere safe, and see if we can work out a way to sort it out. 

I know when we get to the cottage I won’t want to come back. My hope is you can come too when you’re ready. Remember how much fun we had with Gran every summer, catching fireflies, digging for crabs, being muddy and tired every night so she had to spray us down outside with the hose. Weren’t those the best times? Do you even remember them? I’ll let you in on a secret. The cottage is ours! Gran left it to you and me. Just us. Can you imagine? We can have it to go to whenever we want. Mom and Dad hid it from us, though. I think they wanted to sell it. I found all the papers in Mom’s room. You’ll be able to come whenever you want to. You’re a bit young now to come by yourself, and maybe that will be the thing that makes me come back. Maybe I’ll just come back to get you once I know what it’s going to be like there without Gran. I’ll make you grilled cheese sandwiches with extra butter whenever you like! Won’t it be fun? 

Anyway, there’s something else that’s really important. Remember the horrid, yucky things I talked about that I can’t tell you? Well, they have to do with Uncle Mike. I don’t know how to explain it so you would understand. Well anyway, I found something else when I found out about the cottage, and I need to keep it somewhere super-safe. 

Do you remember how you dug up that Indian Head penny in the woods near Bloody Point that one summer, and both Gran and I kept trying to convince you to put it in a jar so you wouldn’t lose it? You didn’t listen to us, did you? But you never lost it. It’s hanging on that leather string on the edge of your mirror right now, isn’t it? See? You are so careful! 

My sweet Livvy, I’m trusting you with this box. It’s locked, and I have the key so you can’t open it. Not that you would if I asked you not to, would you, Livvy? 

I’ll get it back from you when I come back, okay? Just keep it safe, and hide it from Mom and Dad. You must! They won’t think to look in your room. It’s really important that you don’t open it because unless I’m there to explain, you may not understand what you’re seeing, or you will and that could be way worse. 

I haven’t even told Whit. Please don’t open it. Please. Please. Please. If I can’t be there with you to explain, I just can’t even imagine. It hurts my heart. Please don’t, okay? 

Okay?

I love you, my sweet little mermaid sister with eyes as light as air. Where did those eyes come from? Do you remember Gran’s answer? They must have caught the edge of a wisp of cloud as you sailed down from heaven. 

Forever, your sister,

Abby

P.S. Love is a wonderful thing. It’s not painful like we read about in those fairy stories. It’s beautiful and light. I hope you find your own Whit one day who will show you love and save you when you need saving. 

Dearest Abby, 

I know I’m writing a letter you can never read and perhaps in some way you already know what’s in my heart. 

In the midst of so much despair and anger, I managed to find something so beautiful, so transcendent that there’s no reason to try and put it into words. It would be impossible. Look into my heart, then you’ll see. Can you see it? The light that’s burning so brightly in there, it threatens, some days, to swallow me whole.

It’s love, Abby. That glowing part of me that reaches so high nothing seems impossible and runs so deep that it’s woven into the very fabric of my being. 

He’s my soul and I am his.

Do you know where I am writing this from? Where I always wanted to visit, ever since I was a little girl? Of course you do. Copenhagen. To see the famous sculpture of Hans Christian Andersen’s Little Mermaid carved by Edvard Eriksen. She is so small, but so beautiful. I am writing this as I wait for Tom to come back with our coffees, and then we will walk down the Langelinie promenade toward the small statue in the main harbor, where I will set this letter to sail. He’s going to propose to me, Abby. And, of course, I will say yes. 

We have been dealing with a lot the last few years. The fallout of what was done to you and me. We are almost through it, I think. We’ve gotten some kind of justice, but nothing will ever be just. 

Dad never knew, but I bet you understand that now from where your eyes can see. But Mom did. About you, anyway. No wonder it was too hard for you to stay. I blamed you for leaving me with him. And after I learned what you did, how you tried to take Tom with you, I was even angrier. How could you? I thought. 

But I was so tired of being angry. 

And then I thought about something. I thought about all the times I’ve felt you close by, and I know now you were trying to make it right and give me something good, to lead Tom and me to each other. How we never would have found each other if I hadn’t needed to run. I understood that too. And I knew it was time to forgive you.

I forgive you, Abby. And more than forgiving, I must thank you. 

All I can promise you, in return, is that I will never be parted from him again, and that you will never have to be kept from the peace your soul so richly deserves. 

I love you, Abby. 

Livvy


Special thanks to the University of Southern Denmark, www.adersen.sdu.dk, for permission to liberally use Jean Hersholt’s translations of Hans Christian Andersen’s works. 


Note from the Author

Forty-four percent of rape victims are under the age of 18. Sixty percent of rapes are never reported to the police, and in two thirds of cases, the assault is committed by a person known to the victim. In the case of juvenile sexual assault victims, a U.S. Bureau of Justice statistics report showed that 34.2 percent of attackers were family members. And in a Commonwealth Fund report of 1998, 12 percent (that is over one out of every ten girls in the study) of girls between grades 9 and 12 (ages roughly 15 to 18) said they had been sexually abused.

For help or more information, please visit RAINN, the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network, https://www.rainn.org. 


A small-town, southern girl. 

A Hollywood A-list megastar. 

A chance encounter and an epic, life-changing love affair.
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Passionate. Devastating. Explosive. Unforgettable.
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‘I don’t want to tell you no.’ My admission  hung in the air.

His green eyes turned dark as he lowered  his head …

‘So tell me yes,’ he whispered.
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Jack stared. I couldn’t look away.  And then he moved. His arm was round my body lifting me against his chest, crushing the  air out of me. I breathed Jack in, just as his mouth crashed on to mine.
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