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Lightning lit up the sky
and Cay took hold of her hand.

Sasha’s eyes were wide and frightened when he looked into her face. Gently, he turned her loose.

“This, too, is part of living in the Keys,” he declared. “It’s a part that will either nourish you or break you. The stormy side of the people here. The secrets we hold. It is the price that some of us pay.”

“You make it sound ominous. I think it’s beautiful.” Sasha looked up at the sky.

“Yes, risk can sometimes be beautiful,” Cay agreed. “The beauty lies in the uncertainty. The thrill. But it takes a lot of courage to walk that path. I’ve learned to play it safe.”

“Are you telling me you’re a coward, Cay Ellis?”

“Perhaps.”

“But I know that’s not true.” She thought of how he rescued her from the storm.

“When it comes to some things. When it comes to you,” his voice was husky as his face descended, “perhaps I am a coward.”






Prologue
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It was as if the mighty hand upstairs had flipped a coin. But as Sasha Townsend long ago realized, the ultimate power never uses coins. It uses people’s lives. This time, a heads up had appeared for her life.

Sasha had never owned land before. A town house with a zero-sized lot, yes. But not three acres of land. It might not be much to many folks, but to Sasha the Floridian property appeared to go on forever.

The impact of what she saw was startling. This was the first time she had actually seen her inheritance, walked on it, and each step turned into an exploration. The sloping ground was a precious thing beneath her. The air smelled so promising. If it were possible, Sasha believed she could have tasted abundance on Magic Key.

Sasha wasn’t exactly a nature lover, but something here moved her as she gazed up at the sky. Was it joy? Perhaps. But Sasha and joy had parted company so long before it was difficult for her to know.


Part of it was her fault. She was thirty years old and couldn’t think of anyone who was really close to her. Sasha had come to believe that most people were insincere. They said things they didn’t mean, motivated perhaps by an ulterior motive or just plain nosiness. From Sasha’s experience, on a scale of one to ten, ten being perfection, human nature would score a three. As a younger woman it pained her to admit it, but with time a callus had hardened the tender spots in her heart.

As a result she had created a life no bigger than a shoe box. It contained the school where she taught and the town house where she lived with her ailing mother. Eight years before, directly out of college, Sasha had taken the first position offered in her hometown of Gary, Indiana, in order to take care of her mother, Leslie. Any other relationships were mere shadows. Men had come and gone, and through the years she had loved and lost. But it hadn’t taken Sasha long to decide she did not favor loss, so she cultivated the feminine skill of only appearing to give her heart. Those were times Sasha was not proud of, but she held no regrets. Those times allowed her to give her life to her mother. Now, after Leslie Townsend’s death, the chance to truly live had opened up for Sasha.

A few months before, the idea of inheriting land from the “other side” of the family would have been laughable. But the cosmic wheel of fortune had been spun, and what was once laughable was now reality. Much to her surprise she inherited the property from the Bethels, estranged relatives on her father’s side of the family.

Sasha did laugh now, and she broke into her own celebratory dance. She whirled across the flower-filled field, stopping only when her sandal sank into a puddle of mud. She felt dizzy, and the landscape seemed to continue to spin around her, but she was aware of how different the area appeared from before. The trees were thicker, the wildflowers profuse, and there were reeds above the moist, dark earth. It was a natural habitat for any creature that favored dampness, and Sasha immediately considered the possibilities. She stepped back, but she was already ankle-deep in murky water.

“What in the world?” Sasha spun around. She was standing in a muddy stream that originated at a tiny fountain bubbling out of the earth. “Well look at that. It’s coming right out of the ground,” she exclaimed. “Just like the springs at the Pure Spring bottled water plant where I took my class.”

She hiked her purse onto her shoulder and put her sunglasses on top of her head. Why is there a natural spring here? she questioned. The island is surrounded by salt water. There must be an underground river running beneath the Key, Sasha rationalized.

Excited, she cupped her hands above the tiny spout and sipped. The water was unusually sweet. “Mmmm, this is good,” she said as a feeling of euphoria surfaced. “Oh, my. I don’t know what’s happening, but this is wonderful,” Sasha murmured as she closed her eyes and surrendered to it….

When Sasha opened her eyes she was lying on her back and someone—a man—was looking down at her. She attempted to focus on his face, but it was useless. She closed her eyes again.

“I thought you would be coming around soon. How do you feel?” a deep voice penetrated the pleasant fog.

“I feel…I feel,” Sasha repeated, her lips barely moving. “I feel wonderful.”

“Wonderful? Is that right?” There was a pause. “You should feel lucky as well,” the man continued. “I don’t know why you tourists insist on visiting Magic Key. There’s nothing here for you. Anything you’d be looking for is across the way on Big Pine.” His voice lowered almost to a grumble. “Roaming around these Florida Keys without a clue is not a smart thing to do. One day somebody’s going to get hurt.”

“Tourists, m-m-m, who’s a tourist?” Sasha opened her eyes again. This time she caught a glimpse of the man’s shoulders before she closed them. They are so broad, she thought as she floated away.

“Nope. Don’t do that,” he commanded.

Sasha felt herself being picked up and cradled in the stranger’s arms. “What…what are you doing?” she questioned as she wondered who the stranger was and what his motives might be.

A tinge of fear sparked, but Sasha noticed how warm and comforting his body felt, and how easily she fit within his arms. No one had carried her in their arms since she was a child, and she opened to the warmth. How wonderful it would be to feel like this all the time, she thought. This is security. This is peace. All too soon she felt herself being propped up against a tree.

“How much of the damned water did she drink?” the man muttered to himself. “You would think she’d have better sense—”

“Wha-what did you say?” Sasha emerged again and tried to clear her head. She didn’t like the tone of his voice or the things he was saying. “Sense? I’ve got plenty of sense,” she replied groggily.

“So you understood that, did you?” The words came from another direction. “I guess you’re doing okay.”

Sasha put her hands up to her face, then pressed her temples with her fingertips. “I’m doing just fine, thank you.” She hoped she sounded indignant but she wasn’t sure. “It must have been the combination of the heat and the water. This isn’t like me. Maybe the water had some salt in it after all.” Sasha removed her hands from her head.

“This isn’t like you,” he repeated with obvious cynicism. “Well, whoever you are, you need to be careful while you’re out here exploring these Keys. You’ll find yourself in all kinds of predicaments.”

“I can assure you I can handle anything that comes my way,” Sasha replied. She focused on the man who was giving her a hard time. A colorful shirt was draped around his neck, and the ends dangled against his mahogany chest. He wore thigh-high cutoff jeans, and Sasha thought, with legs like that, he had to be a runner. She expected him to be barefooted, but his feet were covered by a nice pair of white-soled shoes.

“I think if I examined you as thoroughly as you are examining me, you might be insulted,” he said in a low voice.

Sasha looked up at his face. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen, silver-gray highlights and all. “From where I’m sitting, your body was the first thing I saw.” She shaded her eyes against the bright sunshine. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” Then Sasha recalled how it felt to be carried in his arms and she wasn’t so sure.

“I must confess, if I looked at you that way it would mean plenty.” His eyes remained steady. Sasha met the challenge in them before looking away. Feeling silly and at a disadvantage, she began to get up.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he advised.

She heard his warning just as the intense floating sensation returned. “Whoa-oa,” she said. Sasha eased herself back down to the ground.

“By now it should be obvious that water was poured by the devil and no good will ever come of it.” The words were filled with loathing. “But you’ll be okay. Just sit still for a little while longer.”

Sasha closed her eyes and massaged her temples. “Is there something in it?” she asked. She waited for an answer, but all she got was silence. Sasha opened her eyes. The man was gone. She searched the field and the edge of the forest; there was no one there.

Testing, Sasha moved her head back and forth. She could feel remnants of the euphoria. In hindsight, she knew drinking the springwater had been an impetuous thing to do, probably even stupid. Was the spring toxic? Did it have salt in it? Or had she fainted?

“That was really a dumb thing to do,” Sasha chided herself as she thought about the stranger and how dangerous the situation might have been. “My purse?” She grabbed her side. The purse was hanging there undisturbed.

Sasha looked toward the sun as she wondered why she’d passed out. True, it was quite hot, and being from the North, she was unaccustomed to this kind of heat. Her excitement over discovering the spring probably hadn’t helped, either. Perhaps the combination of heat, excitement, and the water had brought on the fainting spell. Slowly, Sasha got to her feet. She felt a little out of sorts, but other than that she felt fine, even energized.

The strange incident monopolized her thoughts as Sasha made her way back to the small stucco house situated on the property. When she sat down on the front stoop she realized the walk had helped her make up her mind.

Sasha had toyed with the idea of moving to Magic Key ever since she received the inheritance, but she didn’t know how to make it work. Now the land had provided the answer. It possessed a saleable natural resource: springwater.

Sasha thought over the changes she would have to make during the next month or so. Moving from Gary to the Keys would be quite a change, and starting a bottled water business would be no small feat, either. Still, Sasha felt accomplishing those goals would be nothing compared to the hardships she and her mother had endured during her last years. Hardships a person as loving as her mother did not deserve.

The incident at the spring ran through her mind as she watched a troupe of butterflies fluttering in the field. Once again, Sasha wondered who the mysterious male visitor was. His clothes told her he was one of the locals, perhaps someone who worked on either the docks or on a fishing boat, although there was something distinguished about him.

Sasha stood, walked over to her rental car, and pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes. She took one last look at her property before she climbed inside the vehicle and headed toward the seven-mile bridge.






Chapter 1
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Six weeks later…
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The two weeks prior to her move had been a mess. In the end Sasha managed to rent her furnished town house and give notice at Ernie Pyle Elementary that she would not be back to teach in the fall. Everything she needed to start her new life was packed in a small U-Haul trailer when she crossed the seven-mile bridge that spanned the Keys.

But once she’d arrived, settling in on Magic Key was easy. It was a quiet place that felt far removed from the larger neighboring island, Big Pine. If it hadn’t been for the occasional passing of vehicles on a distant road, Sasha could have envisioned she was alone there.

A wall of forests that surrounded her property on three sides heightened her feeling of isolation. It was a welcomed feeling for the time being, for the five-room house and the land had been maintained with tender loving care. She could feel that care emanating from the pastel-shaded furniture, the unique decorations, and the pruned key lime orchard.


Florida agreed with Sasha. In one week her skin had evened to a smooth, maple syrup brown, and her natural shoulder-length hair seemed to thrive in the tropical environment. There was plenty of physical work to do, and Sasha believed she could not help but firm up and become stronger.

An exuberant sun had shown its face every day, but that didn’t stop Sasha from spending her time clearing the land around the spring. Her vision of a bottled water business consumed her; it was her future and her inspiration. As she worked in the heat, it was hard for Sasha to imagine how her ancestors were able to stay in the fields from sunup to sundown. Hers was a labor of love, but without technology and the occasional breaks under a tree with some ice-cold lemonade, Sasha didn’t believe she could have done it.

Now, at the day’s end, she stood at her front door and looked up at the setting sun. Her body ached and her hands were sore, and all she could think about was a nice, cool shower. She was halfway to the bathroom when the knock came.

“Yes?” She peered out the door to see an elderly man standing on her stoop.

“Are you the person who lives here now?” He tried to look around Sasha into the house.

“Yes, I am.”

“This was stuck in your mailbox.” He handed her a piece of paper.

“Thank you.” Sasha glanced at the flyer advertising a local attorney, then up at the man who remained where he stood. “Can I help you?” She noticed the envelope in his pocket.

“I was told to give you this.”

“What is it?” Sasha took it and turned it over.

“I don’t know, ma’am. I was just told to give it to the person living in the Bethel House.”

Sasha opened the envelope and looked over the letter that was addressed “To Whom It May Concern”: “You are being asked to cease all land-altering activity at 340 Bimini Lane. This letter officially summons you to Guana Manor.” She stopped. That name was familiar. Then Sasha recalled that Guana Manor III was the name of the sloop she saw during her first visit to Magic Key. “Look, I don’t know what this is, but I think you’ve got the wrong house. This is three-forty Route Nine.”

“That’s what it used to be until Hazel allowed Precious to turn the Bethel House into her special place. No, ma’am, I don’t have the wrong address.”

“Precious?” Sasha looked puzzled and shook her head. “Who is Precious?”

They stared at one another.

“So, I’m sorry.” Sasha refolded the letter and placed it back into the envelope before handing it to the man. “There’s been some kind of mistake. This might have been Precious’s…place, but it isn’t anymore.”

He accepted the envelope but continued to stand on the stoop.

“I’ve got to go now,” Sasha said as she closed the door. “Have a good day.” How strange, she thought as she walked toward the bathroom, where she began to remove her clothes.

Sasha treasured the early-morning hours. It was a peaceful, quiet time when she sipped coffee and listened to the sounds of dawn. And at Bethel House she finally felt as if she’d come home. She didn’t know how to explain it, but there was something comforting about the house that made her feel as if she was not alone. Maybe because she was surrounded by the possessions of her Aunt Hazel Bethel. Sasha had not expected to feel so comforted. After living with her mother for so many years she had feared living alone would be lonely. But nothing was further from the truth. The house itself seemed to waken with the prisms of sunlight that reached through the windows every dawn.

In spite of her contentment, Sasha was keenly aware of how uncertain her future was. She knew the inheritance would carry her only so far, and she wondered where she would be in five years. Would her bottled water business be thriving? Would she still be alone, if not lonely? She hoped not as she closed her eyes, but the thoughtful moment was disturbed by another knock on her front door. Sasha was astonished to discover that the man from the day before had returned.

“Good morning,” he said with a slight smile.

Sasha was so outdone she didn’t know if she should speak or shut the door in his face.

“This is the right house, ma’am. And I was told to show you this.” This time he held out a document headed “The Bethel Agreement” along with another letter.

“Do you realize it’s seven-thirty in the morning?” Sasha asked.

“Yes, ma’am, I do. I thought it was a little early, but I was told to bring this over right away.” He looked uncomfortable. “Most of the folks around here tend to get up real early. They want to get things done before noontime. It’s just too hot to work outside after that. You have to wait to almost dusk.”

Sasha lowered her fiery gaze. She knew this man wasn’t to blame. He was only a messenger. She opened the screen door and took the document. “All right. I’ll look it over, and if I think it’s necessary I will get back to you. I guess whoever is trying to contact me, their name and address is on the letter?” She glanced at the top and bottom of the page. In the center, “Guana Manor” was embossed in a metallic black; an address was underneath it. The name “Cay Ellis Jr.” was printed at the bottom.

“Um-m.” The man cleared his throat. “I was told to wait and escort you over.”

“Escort me over. Now?”

The man nodded. His eyes were apologetic.

Sasha could feel her anger rising. What could be so important that this Cay Ellis would practically get her out of bed to be escorted to his house? Sasha scanned the document. It was an agreement between the Bethels and the Ellises. “But what does this have to do with me?” She shook the paper.


“Ma’am, it’s my place to—”

“Never mind,” Sasha snapped. She opened the letter again. It claimed the Ellises had the right to legally stop her from clearing the land around the spring: “We will have a restraining order drawn up against you if you do not accompany Mr. Knowles to Guana Manor this morning.”

“You are Mr. Knowles, I presume,” Sasha questioned.

The elderly man nodded. Sasha read on. “‘We hope to resolve this matter in a way that’s satisfactory to all.’ They have to be kidding. This agreement is practically a hundred years old!”

“If I should say so, ma’am, I don’t think they’re kidding. The Ellis family is a pretty powerful force around here. I haven’t known them to kid too often.”

Despite how trite the man sounded Sasha could see he was sincere. “Where is Guana Manor?”

“Just down the road a bit. The Bethel House and Guana Manor are the only two houses on Magic Key. Magic Key basically belongs to the Ellises.”

A sinking sensation stirred in the pit of Sasha’s stomach. She had come to Magic Key to get away from the blatant disparity between the haves and the have-nots. Yet here she was being thrust into a familiar battle. But Sasha was a fighter. She had fought long and hard to get her mother the medical care she needed. She never gave up trying. She never lost faith, even until the end. Her sense of inner strength crystallized and she would fight again to keep what was rightfully hers. “Okay. If they want to see me I want to see them,” Sasha proclaimed.

She gathered her keys and her purse as Mr. Knowles waited beside a vintage 70s Cadillac with the passenger door wide open.

Minutes later they went past a nearly hidden Keep Out! Private Property! sign that introduced the road to Guana Manor. Sasha was surprised the house was so close. The evenly paved road defied the pinewood forests on both sides, snaking its way through the tall trees until it opened onto manicured grounds. She hadn’t been prepared for such a display of wealth, and Sasha found herself leaning close to the windshield. Automatically, her body armed itself with adrenaline, preparing her for whatever lay ahead.

She studied the landscape. It was a masterpiece of finely trimmed hedges and flower gardens. A fountain stood in the center of the garden. Beyond, a white, three-floored stucco building gleamed. Its rose-colored porticos offered shade to the occupants of the mansion who chose to venture outside and lounge in the wrought iron furniture beneath them. It was picturesque to say the least. A far cry from Sasha’s town house in Gary, and an outright shout from her five-room house no more than three miles away.

Mr. Knowles pulled up behind an SUV parked at the apex of the semicircular driveway. He got out and began to make his way to Sasha’s side of the car, but she got out before he could help her. Sasha wanted the Ellises to know she was not expecting any handouts, nor was she a pushover. She wouldn’t allow them to take what was rightfully hers.

It was cool and quiet inside the mansion as Mr. Knowles led Sasha to a sitting room. During the short walk she could sense that Guana Manor was a class act that smelled of lemon oil with a hint of patchouli. It had been a long time since Sasha had been intimidated, but intimidated she was as she sat on a striped chair with its twin facing her on the opposite side of a glass table. She browsed through a spread of Black Enterprise and People magazines as the minutes ticked away. By the time she was on her fourth magazine Mr. Knowles reentered the room.

“I’m really sorry. I had no idea you were still sitting here waiting. Would you like something to drink? A glass of water? Some ice tea?” he offered.

“No, I don’t—”

“Olive,” a voice spoke over the intercom.

“No, Mr. Cay, it’s Baltron.”

“Is someone waiting for me in there?”

He looked at Sasha. “Yes, there is.”

“I’ll be there right away.”

“Yes, Mr. Cay,” he replied. “It won’t be long now,” he reassured Sasha before he disappeared.

Moments later a man entered the room looking at his watch. “I wish someone had told me you were coming,” he said, striding across the floor.


“Are you Cay Ellis?” Sasha inquired.

“Yes.”

“Then you should have known I was coming. You’re the one who told me to come.” His memory and his inconsideration were appalling.

“I don’t know what you’re talking abou—I remember you.” He pointed. “You’re the woman I found laid out in the field a few weeks ago.”

“Laid out in the field!” Irritation and shame washed over Sasha. “I’m amazed that you remember something that happened weeks ago when you can’t remember sending someone to my house to get me at seven-thirty this morning.”

“I beg your pardon?” His tone was clipped.

“That’s right. Here is the letter and the paper to prove it.” Sasha tossed the papers on top of the magazines.

“I don’t need to see your papers.” Cay Ellis stood poised with his hands in his pockets. “I did not send for you or anyone else.”

“This is ridiculous.” Sasha threw up her hands. “So you don’t know anything about this?” She pointed toward the letter and the document as a slim, well-kempt woman entered the room.

“Oh, here you are, Cay darling,” she said, diverting his answer. “And who have we here?” She placed a perfumed hand against her cheek.

“I’m Sasha Townsend,” Sasha replied, attempting to calm herself. “I was given this document this morning” —she passed it to the woman— “and this letter demanding that I come to Guana Manor. It has Mr. Ellis’s name at the bottom, but he claims he did not send for me.” Sasha threw Cay Ellis a challenging look.

“He didn’t,” the woman replied. “I did on behalf of my father-in-law, Cay Ellis Jr. I’m Sherry Ellis.” She offered Sasha her hand.

Sasha noticed a large diamond and wedding band. “Oh, I see.”

“Then why isn’t Father down here to meet her?” Cay Ellis interjected.

“He’s not feeling well, Cay. I wanted to tell you under more appropriate circumstances” —she glanced at Sasha— “but I didn’t know you were back.”

“I got in about an hour and a half ago. How is he?”

“He’s fine,” she hurried on. “If I had known you were back I would have had Olive prepare a special breakfast for you.” She touched his cheek.

Sasha looked away. She didn’t know why. A wife could touch her husband any way she wanted.

“I’m okay,” he replied. “What is this about?” Cay pointed at the papers.

“The Bethel property,” Sherry answered. “Ms. Townsend is doing some things over there that I know you wouldn’t approve of, so I—”

“I inherited that land a few months ago,” Sasha spoke up. “I’ve got the legal documents to prove it. It’s my property, and I should be able to do whatever I want with it.”


“You inherited the Bethel property?” Cay questioned, looking deep into Sasha’s eyes.

“Yes, I did.” Her steady gaze wavered under his probing.

“But I thought there was no inheritors.”

“Obviously, there is,” Sasha retorted.

“But it’s not that simple, Ms. Townsend,” Sherry Ellis stated. “The agreement makes it clear that although the Bethels have lived on that land for several generations and the house was theirs, the land actually belongs to the Ellises.”

“What?” Sasha exclaimed.

Sherry Ellis turned away from Sasha and looked at Cay. “Baltron told me someone had been working on the property. So while you were gone I talked to Papa about it. I hate to say it, but he was in one of his moods. Although he did manage to tell me the original Bethel Agreement is in the family’s files and has been there from the moment it was signed. So I thought it would be best to send Ms. Townsend this letter” —she gave him the paper— “in light of all you’ve been through.”

Sasha watched him read it.

“You are clearing the land around the spring?”

“Yes.” His question caught her off guard.

“Why? What do you plan to do?” he interrogated.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Sasha replied.

“I’m making it my business,” he said sharply. Then he softened his approach. “If you don’t mind.”


“I was told she applied for a business permit.” Sherry massaged her wrist. “You’re planning to start a bottled water business, aren’t you, Ms. Townsend?”

Sasha squinted. “How do you know that?”

“It’s a matter of public record,” Sherry informed her.

“A bottled water business.” Cay Ellis’s tone lowered substantially. He walked over and looked out the window. “That water should never be sold.”

“And pray tell why is that?” Sasha couldn’t believe how deep the Ellises had gotten into her affairs.

“You don’t recall what happened to you? I had to literally pick you up after you sampled it.”

With his close proximity Sasha remembered how natural it had felt to be in his arms. Their gazes held, and she knew he was remembering, too.

“So you two have met before?” Sherry asked, folding her arms.

“Yes,” Cay replied.

Sasha collected herself and defended her actions. “There is nothing wrong with the water. I had it tested. It’s not toxic and there’s no salt in it.”

“I didn’t say there was anything wrong with it,” Cay corrected her. “I said it should never be sold.”

Sasha felt as if they were going around in circles. She decided to take another approach. “Look, I’m sorry you feel that way. I simply have a different opinion. And since the water is on my property, I have a right to do whatever I want with it.”

“So you intend to go ahead with your plans?” he asked in a deceptively soft voice.

“It’s my land,” Sasha replied. “I can do whatever I want.”

Silently, Cay Ellis studied Sasha’s face before he looked away. “Sherry.”

“Yes.”

“You say we have the original document in our legal files.”

“That’s what Papa told me.”

“Then I think you need to give that copy back to Ms. Townsend so that she will be familiar with the terms.” He looked directly at Sasha as she took the papers. “I want you to know that I am of the opinion that the Bethel land cannot be altered or capitalized on in any way. I’m telling you that as the proprietor of Guana Manor and the owner of that land. Since I am acting in my father’s stead, I prohibit you from doing any further clearing of the land around the spring.”

Sasha couldn’t believe what she was hearing. When she recovered from her shock she replied, “Well, I must tell you, Mr. and Mrs. Ellis, it has not been a pleasure meeting my new neighbors.” She gave a fake smile. “It’s a shame that we’ve gotten off to such a rotten start, but if this is the way you want it, that’s the way it’s going to be. You can be certain I’m going to seek legal advice on this, and I believe you don’t have a chance in hell of winning with this ancient agreement.” Sasha started for the door.


“Ms. Townsend,” Cay called.

Sasha turned.

“There are a couple of things you’re wrong about. I always have a chance, and” —he paused— “Sherry is my brother’s widow.”

Sasha and Cay locked gazes for the last time as Sherry watched with apparent interest.






Chapter 2
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Sasha watched the legal secretary’s fingers fly over the computer keys. Her desk was neat, and her voice professional when she answered the inner office telephone.

“Attorney Williams will see you now. Just go through the door.” Her head bobbed but her hands never left the computer keyboard. “He’s in the first office on the right.”

“Thanks,” Sasha said as she got up. She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly lunchtime and she was hungry, but she had to take care of business first.

“Ms. Townsend,” a man in his thirties said as he got up from behind his desk and extended his hand, “I’m Attorney Williams.”

They settled down on opposite sides of the desk.

“What can I do for you?”

Sasha handed him the copy of the Bethel Agreement. “Have you seen a document like this before?” She was so anxious she couldn’t wait for his answer. “This agreement claims the property I inherited is not mine. It says, to settle an old score, the Ellises gave my house to my relatives, the Bethels, but they didn’t give them the land. According to this I don’t own the land my house sits on.”

“Well…can’t say I have heard of this in particular, but with the folks down here all kinds of pacts were created to settle old island business. Caribbean Islands, I mean.” He studied the document. “Did you know some of these Keys were settled by folks from the West Indies?”

“I’ve heard a bit about it,” Sasha replied, not interested in a general history lesson at the moment.

“Well, it’s a big thing down here in the Keys. All the people born here call themselves Conchs. I consider myself to be a Conch.” A smile lit his average features. “But a while back, you had to be a descendant of the original Bahamians who settled the Keys to bear that label. This Key, Big Pine Key, was settled by a group of Bahamians. The Ellises were one of the families.”

“So is that supposed to intimidate me?” Sasha was beginning to feel more and more like an outsider.

“Nope. Just thought you might want to know.” He looked up at her, then back down at the paper. “But I tell you right now, I know the Ellises, and I know them pretty well. They’re a big name in these parts. Even though they’ve had Guana Estate on Magic Key for at least four generations, they carry a pretty big stick in the entire Big Pine Key area.”


“I get the picture.” She reached for the document.

“Wait a minute.” He pulled the paper toward him. “I just like to size up my opponents before I take them on. That’s all. I’m not saying this to scare you away.”

“So is this agreement legal?”

“It’s got some legs to stand on, but I think they’re pretty weak.” He tapped his pen on the desk. “You know, these Keys are full of subcultures. Folks like to hold on to the past. It gives them a solid foundation to work from. People like knowing their beginnings. I’m talking about the Bahamians. They are proud of their heritage. But of course I don’t need to tell you this. You’re part Bahamian yourself. You’ve got to be. You inherited the land from Hazel Bethel. I’m assuming she’s a relative of yours.”

“She’s a relative of mine, but I didn’t know she was Bahamian until now.”

“What d’ya mean?” He gave her an uncertain look.

“I didn’t know the Bethels were Bahamians.”

“But you’re in the family, aren’t you? You inherited the land.” He leaned back as if he were questioning Sasha’s credibility for the first time.

“Yes, I inherited the land. Hazel Bethel was my aunt. Her brother, Amos, was my father. But he and my mother never married.” Sasha folded her hands in her lap. “It’s a rather complicated story.”

Attorney Williams chuckled. “Most family histories are.” He sat forward again. “So obviously, you didn’t know anything about this agreement when you inherited the property.”

“No, I didn’t. As a matter of fact, I didn’t know anything about it until this morning, when I was summoned to Guana Manor.”

“Summoned? How so?” One eyebrow went up.

“I don’t know what else to call it. This guy shows up at my door at seven-thirty this morning with this letter.” Sasha slid the letter toward Attorney Williams. “I didn’t know what the legal repercussions would be if I didn’t obey, so I went.”

“Uh-huh. So what is it? The Ellises want you out of the house and off of the property?”

“No, that’s not it. Cay Ellis wants to stop me from starting a bottled water business using the natural springwater on the property.”

“That is a mighty big project for a single woman to take on, don’t you think?” Attorney Williams pulled at his mustache.

“We’ve got to get something straight right now if you’re going to represent me.” Sasha’s patience had run out. “I came here because I’m new to the area and I don’t know anyone. This bizarre situation was thrown at me this morning, and I knew I needed an attorney, fast. Your promotional flyer was stuck in my mailbox and I called you. Now, if you’ve got something against taking this case, it’s fine. It’s okay. But I don’t plan to spend my time convincing you that my starting a bottled water business is a good idea.”

Attorney Willams nodded. “You’re right. Sometimes I just get too caught up in these things.” He adjusted his tie before proceeding. “So the Ellises don’t want you to disturb the land.”

“To be honest with you, I’m not sure. Cay Ellis Junior…no, he must be the third,” Sasha corrected herself. “Cay Ellis the third doesn’t want me to do anything with the springwater. That’s what seemed to get his goat. He acknowledged there was nothing poisonous in the water, but he says it should never be drunk or sold. Sherry Ellis just wanted to do whatever he wanted. It was rather strange. I thought she was his wife, but then he tells me she’s his sister-in-law.”

“Yes. She was married to his half brother, Wally.” Attorney Williams got up and walked over to the window. “It looks like that tropical storm is rolling in.”

Sasha suddenly noticed that the natural light in the office had dimmed. “It sure does,” she agreed, looking at the gray-tinted sky through the glass.

“We always get hit with storms. It’s part of the price you pay for living in paradise. It’s part of the Key’s history, just like the stories. There are all kinds of stories floating around.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “One of the stories claims that water is part of the Fountain of Youth Ponce de León discovered. Another one claims the water flows from an underground system that was used on Atlantis.” He faced Sasha. “You ever heard of the continent of Atlantis?”

“Yes, I’ve heard of it, but isn’t that a myth?”


“As far as a lot of people are concerned, the jury’s still out on that. You’ve got geologists and all kinds of professionals still investigating it. Of course, other folks think they’re wasting their time.”

“You don’t believe those stories, do you?” Sasha sensed she might have picked the wrong attorney. Perhaps she’d acted too quickly.

“I’m a native of these parts. I’ve seen some of everything, so I don’t rule out anything,” he rushed on. “But I think what’s important to you is that I can free you up from this agreement.” He leaned over and studied the papers again. “That is, if the Ellises don’t produce any other legal document proving the land is theirs. It might take a little while, because the Ellises are pretty big stuff around here and they have some influence with the courts.” He turned the agreement over. “But you can get a fair shake at the law in these parts, so I think it can be done.”

Sasha smiled slightly. “Good. I guess that’s all I needed to hear.”

The room fell silent.

“Give me about a week and I’ll have a report for you,” Attorney Williams assured her. “Make sure you leave your phone number with my secretary so I can contact you if I need to.”

“All right.” Sasha stood up. “What will your fee be for this, Attorney Williams?”

“Let me see what all this will entail.” He rubbed his chin. “But it shouldn’t be more than three hundred dollars.” They walked to his office door.

“I’ve got one more question for you,” Sasha told him.

“Yes?” His eyebrows knitted together.

“Can you recommend a good place for me to have lunch?”

“I sure can.” He smiled. “It’s got to be Myers Seafood Café. Once you leave out of here, you go back up to the main intersection and turn right. Keep straight and you’ll see them on the left-hand side.”

“Got it.” Sasha reached out to shake his hand again. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Attorney Williams replied.

She had eaten some of the best seafood chowder she’d ever had, and the sky looked ominous as Sasha climbed into her Mazda. The storm that had been threatening earlier was quickly moving in, but Sasha felt at ease about the business with the Ellises. Attorney Williams was a little offbeat, but Sasha felt he could handle the job. As he said, he was a Conch, this was his territory, and she believed he knew the ins and outs of the system, legally and politically.

Thunder rumbled in the distance as Sasha pulled up in front of her house. She had anticipated working on the spring, but when she looked at the sky she knew rain was imminent. There was plenty for her to do inside and around the house in the meantime. Sasha unlocked the front door.

She had barely stepped inside when a powerful smell surrounded her. Her eyes began to burn and she began to cough. It was the smell of bleach—and an awful lot of it. She couldn’t believe what had happened. Someone had deliberately vandalized her house!

Instinctively, she covered her nose with the sleeve of her blouse as she looked around the room. Bleached-out white trails crisscrossed the old couch and the overstuffed chair. The clothes that were stacked on the couch were ruined as well.

Each breath was difficult as she entered her bedroom. There was more evidence of the destructive bleach on her bed and inside her closet. Finally, the fumes became too much. Sasha hurried to the front of the house, threw open the door, and stepped into the fresh air. Her hands covered her eyes as she gagged and coughed. The rain that began to fall was a welcome relief.

Sasha’s eyes continued to burn even after the coughing stopped. Gratefully, she gulped the clean air. She gazed off into the distance as she thought about who might be responsible. Sasha didn’t have to think long. No one but Cay Ellis could be behind it. It made no sense that a man of his status would get involved in this kind of prank, but there were no other suspects.

The rain began to fall faster. By the time Sasha reached her car the rain was coming down in sheets and the wind was gaining strength. She was wet and furious when she jumped inside the car and closed the door behind her.

“So the Ellises think they can do whatever they want because they are big stuff in the Big Pine Key area,” Sasha fumed. “They obviously felt powerful enough to wreak havoc with my life, and they didn’t feel there would be any ramifications, either.”

Sasha had experience with the heavy hand of people in power who didn’t care how their decisions affected those beneath them. Her mother could have benefited greatly from specialized medical assistance, but the people at the HMO office said they could not bend the rules. They knew her mother would suffer, but they didn’t care. It didn’t matter that it was a life-or-death situation. To them she wasn’t a human being, she was a financial liability. Sasha recalled how she surrendered all her pride in seeking help for her mother. She had left no stone unturned, but in the end there was no help to be found.

Sasha had felt broken, defeated. Yet it was her mother, knowing any day could be her last, who reminded her, “Your intention and your effort were the most important things. They are the seeds for the rest of your life. You may not see the results when you think you should, but they will come, and you will have grown because of them.” Sasha never forgot the strength and wisdom her mother possessed in the dusk of her life.

She gripped the steering wheel as she visualized her mother’s face. “Cay Ellis is not going to get away with this,” she declared. “I won’t be able to get the law to do anything because I can’t prove he was behind it. But I can give him a piece of my mind, and I’m going to do it right now.”






Chapter 3
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The rain was relentless and driving was difficult. By the time Sasha pulled up in front of Guana Manor the wind sounded like a pack of wolves on the prowl. Her white clothes stuck to her body as Sasha rang the doorbell again and again.

A heavyset woman answered the melodious chimes. She inspected the doorbell button as if Sasha might have damaged it before she addressed her. “May I help you?”

“I don’t think you can, but speaking to Cay Ellis might do me some good,” Sasha replied.

The woman was surprised by her frankness. “Oh…do you mean Cay Ellis Junior or Cay Ellis the third?” She lifted her chin as she made the differentiation. At that moment a heavy spray of rain caught Sasha from behind and splattered the woman’s face.

“It’s Cay Ellis the third,” Sasha told her, cringing from the onslaught of water. “May I come in? If you haven’t noticed, I’m getting soaked standing here.”

The woman hesitated, wiping her eyes. “I-I guess so,” she stammered before she stepped aside.

Sasha felt the woman might not have given in so easily if her own face had not been drenched. She watched as more rain blew inside before the woman muscled the door closed with her shoulder and her weight. “I’ll go get Mr. Ellis.” She dabbed her face with her apron as she walked away.

Rivulets of water poured onto the rug where Sasha stood. She removed the Scrunchy that was at the end of her ponytail puff and attempted to smooth and tighten the style. She could hear voices approaching. The woman’s words were barely audible, but Cay Ellis’s rich tone was clear.

“Well, who is it?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Cay. She was ringing the doorbell as if Satan himself had a hold of her hand. I was afraid she would break it.”

“You didn’t ask her name?” Cay Ellis persisted.

“I didn’t have a chance. There she was, standing there like a wet chicken demanding to come in.”

Cay Ellis III and the housekeeper emerged from the hall. The woman hushed accordingly.

“So it’s you.” He stopped a few feet away from Sasha, one hand in his pocket, the other arm hanging casually at his side.

“You didn’t expect to see me again so soon, or did you?”

“No.” He paused, pointedly studying her drenched appearance. “I can’t say I did.”

“Well, you should have. Did you honestly think I wouldn’t do anything?” Sasha tried to keep the water running down from her hair out of her face. “Obviously, you didn’t think anybody else would do anything, either.”

“Olive” —Cay Ellis motioned with his head— “go get Ms. Townsend a towel, please, and bring the bathrobe from the second guest bedroom as well,” he called as the housekeeper went to do his bidding.

“I don’t want it. I’ve already seen a display of
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