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Dedication
To the people of Daufuskie Island, South Carolina, for sharing your island and inspiring my stories. And to my puppy love, Oreo, for always being at my feet and sharing my love for the beach.




Note to Readers
Thank you for choosing an Indigo Island Romance!
I’m thrilled to be writing a series of books that share a setting on a beautiful South Carolina Sea Island. Her Forbidden Love is the story of Dorsey and Jack, two young people trying to figure out their futures, individually and perhaps, together. I attempted to weave some Gullah culture into the story, because it’s an important part of our shared history and in my opinion, needs to be preserved and treasured. I hope you enjoy your glimpses of Gullah via Barbara in the story. Happy reading!



Chapter 1
Dorsey
Dorsey’s strawberry blonde hair had expanded from curly to frizz in the short forty-five minutes it took the ferry to cross the Calibogue Sound, the body of water separating Hilton Head Island from Indigo Island. Before the ferry, her hair had reached the middle of her back, but was now circling her head in a clown-like poof. She searched in her duffle bag to find a hair tie, attempting to tame her life-long nemesis.
At twenty-five, she had tried every product known to Sephora to straighten or even simply manage her mane. After a couple Brazilian straightening treatments gone wrong, during which time she discovered that the chemicals used were the same as embalming fluid – she’d decided to just set her hair free. She smiled at her reflection in the mirror. It was time to start a new life, let the past, and her hair, go.
As the ferry continued to chug through the warm, still water at the backside of the island, Dorsey imagined how great it would feel to jump into the water to cool off. Sure, she could just go inside the main cabin and freeze in the air conditioning. But she wanted to stay out on deck. She was excited to experience everything about her new home and workplace, to see it for the first time. She couldn’t wait to swim in the warm waters of the sound even though she knew it contained horseshoe crabs and other creatures. There were even sand sharks, she’d read, so maybe she’d swim close to shore. But after living in Ohio most of her life, she was excited to get to know all about what was in the ocean and everything else about the Sea Islands. She’d focus on her future, build a new life and hopefully replace her bad dreams with new memories.
Dorsey had felt the healing beginning the moment she had stepped on the ferry, even as she was running away from everything she had ever known. She stretched, contemplating a Kate Winslet Titanic pose at the bow when –
“Miss, we’re pulling into the dock, please take your seat,” the captain said over the loudspeaker.
Dorsey hurried inside the empty, brightly lit and frigid cabin, goose bumps immediately covering her body with the dramatic change in temperature. Dorsey’s white blouse was drenched in sweat and sticking to her everywhere, becoming translucent. She covered her chest with her arms, and hoped to dry soon. Before she knew it, the clanking sound of a metal ramp being attached to the boat announced she’d arrived.
“Watch youself, little landlubber, it’s slippery,” said a tall, skinny, blond man with oversized Ray Ban sunglasses. He walked toward Dorsey down the gangway. “Let me give you a hand.”
“Ah, sure,” she said, as the man grabbed her under her right arm and hauled her up the ramp. Well, I guess I’ve arrived.
“Okay, well, here we are,” the man said, dropping her arm once they had reached the top. “That’s how I like to see us greet any guest who may be a little sea-sick. Don’t want them falling in here, it’s really shallow and murky. Not a quality experience,” he said. “You’re Dorsey, right?”
“Yes, right, but I’m not sea-sick, just hot,” Dorsey said, noticing his gleaming Top Club name badge said Steve.
“Just noticing from your size that you’ll need to eat some of our good ol Low Country cooking. Fatten you up a bit. I do like the freckles though, and your greenish-blue eyes. The kids will love you, I suspect,” Steve said. They stood staring at each other at the top of the ramp, sweating in the late afternoon heat.
“Thanks, and what do you do here besides greet the ferry?” Dorsey said. And manhandle employees? She was getting irritated that he was sizing her up and seemed to know all about her when all she knew about him was what was written on his shirt badge. He reminded her of a turtle, his long neck poking out of his preppy polo shirt.
“Steve Fordham. I am Club Manager. I oversee everything on this plantation. All of the recreational activities for the club, the golf, tennis, swimming complex, and all forty guest cottages and the inn. And, of course, the staff. And that’s what you are, so I oversee you. You’re mine, for the duration of your contract,” he said. His laugh was too high-pitched for such a tall man. “I’ve been with Top Club for four years now, and I’ve been here on Indigo Island for two. Been in the hospitality business all my career. So far, this is my favorite spot. I like the isolation, the peace. I call it home now, like it’s my island. I’m the driver of all this success,” Steve added, with a grand sweeping gesture.
Success? she wondered, following the arc of his arm and seeing only a dirt road and an old, beat-up pink school bus behind him. Godforsaken—that was the word that suddenly popped into Dorsey’s head. There must be more to this place than this, she realized, standing in the middle of the sand/dirt parking lot/ferry landing. She’d checked it out online, and it looked beautiful.
“Well, are you my boss then?” she asked, hoping that he was her boss’s boss or something more removed.
“Yes I am. I take pride in directly managing most of the staff. I like to know what everybody is up to, at all times,” Steve answered, his round, mirrored sunglasses glinting in the orange-pink sunset light. “To become the best club in the Top Club chain we’re going to have to step it up a notch. You’re part of my master plan. Come along. Employees ride in the old bus. The air-conditioned shuttle is for our club guests. Suppose this will be your first taste of roughing it, huh, city girl? Come this way.”
“Right,” she answered, realizing he probably knew everything about her – well everything she put on her application. Hometown: Grandville, Ohio. College degree: Early childhood education with a minor in hospitality from the Ohio State University. Work experience: Live-in nanny for the Rogers family for the last four years.
What Dorsey wanted to know was how a six-foot-tall man sporting Popeye-like biceps ended up with a squeaky-high voice? Genetic freak of nature, she decided. She couldn’t tell if he was looking at her or past her from behind his 1980’s sunglasses. Oh well, she didn’t care. She was excited to get to work, and as long as the Kids Cottage looked like the photos she’d seen online, everything would work out fine.
She followed him through the dusty, sand-covered parking area to the bubble-gum pink school bus.
She climbed up the stairs to the bus ahead of Steve and nodded to the hat-clad driver who looked seventy years old but could be fifty, she simply couldn’t tell. She took a seat three rows back in the empty bus, behind the driver who made eye contact through the large mirror suspended above his head. The driver shook his head back and forth, slowly, almost imperceptibly, as his dark brown eyes darted toward Steve who was climbing onto the bus. Dorsey could taste the driver’s dislike of Steve in her mouth, as if she’d just taken a big gulp from a spoiled carton of milk. A chill ran down her spine and she nodded at him.
The bumpy drive to her new job and new life wasn’t any more reassuring than the ferry arrival area had been. Through the open window she saw desolate, shadowy forests of hanging-moss-covered trees and dirt roads peeling off from the main road in many directions. The huge, bent trees hoisted tangles of moss, looking like witches. Thick groves of pines obscured the light in several places as they bumped along. Every pond they drove past was covered with green ooze, pollen, and swarms of insects as large as her hand. Dorsey shifted in her seat, leaving a slick trail of sweat where her legs had just been. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, praying the employee housing had air conditioning.
“Under that water are some huge gators,” Steve said. “This is the backside of the island. You don’t want to find yourself out here, especially not alone, and especially not at night. It’s primitive, you know what I mean? Ol’ Jim lives out there, don’t you, son?”
“Yes, sir,” the driver answered quickly, eyes fixed on the road.
Steve lowered his voice. “If it wasn’t for the club, I don’t know how Jim there would make it. There’s a one-room schoolhouse down that way. Some of ’em don’t even have plumbing. Primitive, that’s all I’ll say. It’s different inside the plantation. Night and day. You’ll like it better there. Girls like you shouldn’t venture out to where you don’t understand things.” Steve had taken the seat across the aisle from Dorsey, but he moved closer to her with each sentence. He leaned over her seat now, resting one arm on the back of Dorsey’s seat and one on the seat in front of her, caging her in.
“You should say women. I’m not a girl. I’m a woman, and could you stop crowding me?” Dorsey said.
“Right. Spoiled. College-educated. Skinny,” Steve said, not changing his position. “You think you know everything, don’t cha?”
“No, not at all. Just that men like Jim are men, not boys, and women like me are women, not girls. I’m not trying to be disrespectful, just saying,” Dorsey said; it was fun having her spunk back. She wasn’t sure Steve was enjoying it quite as much, though.
Steve dropped his voice lower, his jaw clenched and she could see a small river of sweat working its way down the side of his face. “It really doesn’t matter what we call each other. I expect Excellence, Team Work and Quality. ETQ, at all times. That’s how we treat the guests and each other at Top Club. You’ll have orientation tomorrow, eight a.m. sharp. You have a lot to learn.”
“I’m sure I do, sir,” Dorsey said, sliding over to the window, pretending to peer outside. Probably, the first lesson was to keep her mouth shut, she realized.
“Do you know how many people applied for your position? Just want to make sure you know how lucky you are to be here. Oh, look, we’re home. Welcome to Melrose Plantation,” Steve said.
Suddenly the road was paved and the bus stopped jumping around. White wood fences sprung up on Dorsey’s side of the bus, and brilliant emerald-green grass stretched beyond the fence as far as she could see. They turned left and a guard appeared and opened the gate. Next thing she knew, they were inside an oasis of manicured grass and bright tropical flowers. The world had turned from sepia to Technicolor, a Wizard of Oz–like experience. A large pond glistened, ooze-free, next to horse stables on her left, and in front of Dorsey, the water of the sound and beyond it, the Atlantic Ocean, sparkled. Across the sound she spotted the red-and-white-striped lighthouse of Hilton Head Island. Paradise found, she thought, and took a deep breath.
“This is beautiful,” she said, smiling at Jim, who met her gaze.
For the first time in ten long years, Dorsey felt the tension in her neck releasing, just a little. Steve was right about one thing: she liked the manicured version of the island inside the gates of the plantation the best. This was what she’d seen online, the place she’d dreamed about.
The bus stopped in front of a bright blue wood cottage. Pulling the door open, Jim said, “You’re in cottage twenty-four, miss. It’s unlocked.” He delivered the speech without ever once making eye contact. Quietly he added, “Miss, keep ya tongue een ya teet an put fire een ya feet. E tuh wicket.”
Dorsey leaned down to try to hear him. “What? I don’t understand.”
Jim turned his head, his dark eyes locked with hers, and again, slowly, he shook his head. He was telling her to stay away from Steve, she was sure of it.
She turned to look at Steve, but he remained seated in the middle of the bus. “Let me know if you need anything, girl. See ya later,” he said.
Every man for himself, she thought, and realized she’d probably made Steve mad with the women not girls comment. It’s fine, she reminded herself. This is what I wanted. A fresh start. Independence. To prove to myself I can make it on my own. I probably won’t even see Steve very often. Dorsey continued giving herself this pep talk as she dragged her suitcase and duffle bag out of the bus and then pulled them across the wood-plank steps of the cottage. When she finally got the suitcases inside, she realized she’d entered the land of giant bugs.
“This is the price of paradise,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand, stifling a scream.
Love bugs, mushy and plentiful, covered the front door of the cottage and littered the floor just inside—victims of pest control, she assumed. Unfortunately, the spiders adorning the ceiling were quite alive, as was the cockroach the size of a tube of toothpaste that skittered brazenly across the floor in front of her. She looked around what was otherwise a nice room, complete with a checkered couch, a round dining-room table, and a kitchenette with bright white appliances.
The only item in the kitchenette mini-refrigerator was a beetle cruising the bottom shelf, and she bravely used the often-copied “Welcome to the team!” note to squish it, leaving bug and note inside the icebox.
Wandering over to an open door with her name taped to it, Dorsey discovered her bedroom and loved it: two queen beds, a smaller television, and her own bathroom. But when she pulled the cream comforter from the bed she had decided to call her own, a black cricket jumped out. Stifling a scream, she decided to sleep in the other bed.
Breathe. Dorsey walked into the kitchen and grabbed ice, and some water from the sink, ignoring all of the bug remnants from her killing spree. She reminded herself this was where she’d start over, bugs, and all. A firm line between my past and future. Nobody needs to know anything about me except for who I am right now.
“Cheers,” Dorsey said to the beetle crawling under the coffee table before heading back to her bedroom to unpack. Orientation was early in the morning, and she was excited to see how her new life would begin.



Chapter 2
Jack
Jack leaned against the wall outside the conference room and eyed with disinterest the crop of new summer employees filing into the mandatory orientation meeting. It was the same types every summer and some of the same actual people – college co-eds, a few retirees, some jock guys to fill in the recreation staff, seasoned waiters recruited for summer work, golf and tennis pros who travelled to clubs all year round. This was Jack’s fifth summer on Indigo Island as an employee and his tenth summer visiting the island. This year was different though. When all the summer tourists departed on Labor Day, he’d still be here. It was too late to apply anywhere else.
He’d arrived two weeks before Memorial Day, a week after graduating with honors from University of Central Florida’s Rosen College of Hospitality Management in Orlando. Jack had a blast his senior year, knowing he’d landed a management position with Top Club on Indigo Island as soon as he graduated. He had the offer in-hand at Christmas, with Steve Fordham’s signature across the bottom welcoming him to the team, welcoming him to management. He’d be the first person promoted from lifeguard to the front office, and the youngest in management ever.
His mom had been so proud, her eyes were glistening at the dinner table as he told her the news. Since he was the only child now, he knew it would be especially hard when he moved away. But he’d always take care of his mom. He was all she had.
Jack’s ambitions were huge. He knew he’d own his own chain of hotels someday. At least that was the plan. He’d learned a lot at college – tourism and guest services management, hospitality industry finance, information systems management and even techniques of food preparation. He’d loved classes in culture and cuisine, facilities management and even enjoyed the revenue management courses. When he’d told his mom he took an elective in Yacht, Country and City Club management she had laughed hysterically over the telephone. He didn’t mention any of the other classes after that, especially not the history and culture of wine. Jack wasn’t laughing, not about any of this. It was his future. He’d make her proud, and, with his success, he’d try to make his mom happy again.
A group of five newly hired college co-eds walked noisily down the hall headed for orientation. When they spotted Jack, they all started to hit each other and whisper, a situation Jack was more than accustomed to. He flashed them his dimpled smile as they walked past. He’d always be friendly to them, but he wasn’t available, not more than a one-night stand. Not to them, not to anyone.
“Oh my God, he’s so hot,” the short blonde said as they passed him and strutted into the conference room.
“Aren’t you joining us, Jack?” Steve said, punching him in the arm. Steve was drenched, as always, in aftershave, a scent so strong it must double as bug repellent. Jack sneezed.
“Sure, if you need me to. I feel like I already know this stuff.”
“This stuff, as you call it, is important, son. Especially if you want to be in management,” Steve said, lowering his voice.
“I have an offer in hand from you. I am in management. I should have started two weeks ago,” Jack said, his brown eyes narrowing as he stared at his boss.
“I told you, I’ll honor it. I paid you for the summer, upfront, like you demanded as I recall. So now you just need to wait until the season is over. Three months and the position is yours, as long as you maintain a stellar employment record. You can do that, can’t you?” Steve said, patting Jack on the shoulder.
Jack wanted to pull away, or punch him, but said, “Sure, Steve. ETQ all the way.”
“Good,” Steve said, and walked into the conference room.
Jack hated being lied to more than anything. He was a man of his word. Knowing he’d turned down three other job offers, one with a company rivaling the size of Top Club pissed him off. He had been offered a job, he’d accepted it and then, when he arrived on the island he was told he’d be a lifeguard again for the summer. Now he had no choice. He had to make it work. He’d checked. The other three positions he’d been offered already were filled.
He balled his hands into fists, took a deep breath and followed Steve inside.
Jack looked around the ballroom, the setting for corporate retreats and indoor weddings in case of bad weather, and the scene of Steve’s power trip meetings. He saw some familiar faces, repeats from the summer before. Rebecca was back, and trying to catch his eye. They’d had some fun, especially in bed, but that’s all it was. Fun. Most girls got that, and he’d tell them that up front. No strings, no relationship. He’d had trouble shaking Rebecca last summer, though. He found an empty seat in the second-to-last row and sat down, dreading hearing Steve and his pompous squeaky voice drone on about how great the summer would be. Jack knew it would be the longest in his life, because of Steve.
Jack’s attention was drawn to a pretty strawberry blonde who walked down the center aisle like a deer in the headlights. Her hair was crazy curly, nothing like the rest of the girls who flattened and primped so much their hair all looked the same. She had freckles on her nose and gorgeous green eyes. He wanted to jump up and help her find a seat.
What’s wrong with me? Sure she’s adorable, but you aren’t looking for anyone this summer. Just work and get promoted, Jack reminded himself.
“Don’t we have a fabulous-looking group of new Top Club team members?” Steve said enthusiastically, using his stupid bullhorn as usual. “I know a couple of you are on long-term contracts. Dorsey, where are you?”
“Here,” said the girl Jack had just been watching. He could see her face blush a deep red. He could tell she hated to be singled out. Jack knew that would make Steve draw even more attention to her.
“Stand up, honey,” Steve said, bounding down the aisle and reaching her row, pulling Dorsey up by her hand.
“Dorsey’s our new Kids Club leader. Better her than me, if you know what I mean,” Steve said, and a few employees laughed.
“Where’s Jack?”
Oh shit, really? Two can play this game, Steve.
“Hey, I’m Jack. So happy to be here for my fifth season,” Jack said, standing up before Steve could reach his row, taking charge of the room. Jack knew the smile on his face was forced. Usually because of his dimples, people believed it anyway. His smiles never had reached his eyes, not since his brother’s accident. “Steve here hired me in management, but then changed his mind. So I get to be a lifeguard for the summer. Again.”
“Jack, let’s tell them the whole story,” Steve said to him without his handy bullhorn. Then he held the thing back up to his lying lips and said, “Jack here is going to be head lifeguard and in charge of all pool staff for the summer. After Labor Day, he is joining management. The youngest person we’ve ever hired to management, something which he should be grateful for,” Steve said. “Let’s give him a round of applause.”
Steve walked back up to the front of the room, basking in Jack’s applause. Jack caught Dorsey looking at him, clapping vigorously. He gave her a quick smile. She blushed and lowered her eyes. She was a babe, he decided. He dropped back into his seat, prepared for a two-hour lecture from Steve about the rules he already knew, about a system he helped create over the past five years. Steve himself had only been here for two seasons.
Jack put his head down on the table in front of him and settled in for a nap.
“Jack, wake up,” Rebecca said.
Disoriented, Jack sat up, realizing he’d slept through orientation and employees were filing out of the ballroom. He stood up quickly, wiping drool from the side of his mouth.
“Uh, thanks,” he said, looking past her, trying to figure out an escape route.
“Look, I know you said we were over last summer, but I’m here, you’re here as well,” she said, smiling up at Jack hopefully.
“No, we’re over,” he said, too loudly he realized as he looked up and saw Dorsey standing in the aisle in front of him. He pushed past Rebecca and Dorsey and walked quickly out of the ballroom.
“Jerk!” Rebecca yelled in his wake.



Chapter 3
Dorsey
Dorsey found the young woman Jack had been talking to outside the ballroom. She was leaning against the wall, alone, crying.
“Are you OK?” she asked, worried about her and wondering what was going on with her and Jack.
“I’m fine,” she sniffed. “I just shouldn’t have gone out with him. They all warned me what he was like. I thought I’d change him, that he’d actually like me, not just want sex.”
“Oh, well,” Dorsey said, stepping back. She didn’t want to know any more. Didn’t need to know any more. She’d seen the way all the women here looked at Jack, like he was a piece of meat, a prize to be won.
“I’d stay away from him if I were you,” Rebecca said. “He’s bad news, but I miss him.”
Dorsey walked away, not sure she could be of any help, and she had work to do. By the end of the second day on the island, Dorsey had the Kids Club cleaned up and ready for the new crop of vacationers arriving the next morning. Memorial Day Weekend started tomorrow and kicked off the season. Dorsey couldn’t wait for the kids to arrive. Laughter and fun would fill the now-quiet air. The Kids Club was housed in a bright white cottage, closest to the swimming pool facilities and adjacent to a wonderful play area with swings and climbing structures, and plenty of shade from the giant pine trees. Steve had shown her the supply closet and the order form if she needed more crayons or the like. She’d scrubbed the black-and-white-checked linoleum floor until it shined, and she’d ordered a new bright blue area rug for the kids to sit on. The windows shone. Everything was ready.
Dorsey headed for the beach after locking the Kids Club behind her for the day. She was feeling more settled, more at home on the island each moment. All the new staff were nice and friendly, even if she didn’t have anything to talk to them about. At least they said hello and good morning. They were all, she had realized, freakishly good looking – bright white teeth, big smiles, perfect skin. All the guys were built like lifeguards and body builders. All the girls were in shape and model-looking.
Jack was especially in shape and looked like a model. She’d watched him stand up to Steve in front of the whole staff, but she’d also watched his incredible dimples. She had noticed that, like her, his smile didn’t reach his eyes, not when Steve was around at least. Jack was the epitome of a lifeguard – broad shoulders, dark wavy hair and muscles like she’d never seen. He could be a movie star. He was that gorgeous. And he was closer to her age, older than the rest of the staff. Whenever she thought about him her heart beat a little faster.
But that was silly. Dorsey heard how rude he had been to the young woman during orientation. Rebecca had burst into tears. Dorsey watched all the young, cute women flirting with him during staff meetings or whenever she walked through the pool complex. She knew she didn’t have a chance of catching his eye. Even so, it was nice to realize she could get a little crush again. She hadn’t had the butterfly feeling in her stomach since the early days with Chad. It was a fun feeling, even if it wouldn’t amount to anything.
She walked along the wide warm sandy beach alone, getting her feet wet at the edge of the warm water. She looked across Calibogue Sound to Hilton Head Island and suddenly felt envious of the throngs of people lining the beach. She was aware of how very alone she was here and in the world. She swallowed hard and kept walking.
Behind Dorsey, huge egret nests were perched on the tops of the trees at the edge of the sand. Beyond the egret homes was a vast forest that the club planned to develop someday. It was early evening and only the end of May, but five minutes into her walk, she was drenched in sweat. Out in the ocean, shrimp boats bobbed in the flat water, just as they did every day. The lazy arms of the boats worked all summer and continued long into the fall in a quest to find the popcornball-sized delicacies as they hopped by in schools called swarms.
Feeling uncharacteristically brave and particularly hot, Dorsey decided to wade farther out into the water. She was careful to shuffle her feet to avoid stepping on a horseshoe crab. She’d made it out to just about her shorts line when a loud clicking sound erupted on the water, like a bunch of people snapping their fingers. She turned in time to see a swarm of shrimp lurching toward her. She didn’t know what was chasing them, but she didn’t wait to find out. Her heart racing, she hurried out of the water, tripping over a rock or a large shell on her way out.
“Ack!” she hopped to the dry-sand line and plopped down to examine the bottom of her foot. A big gash on the pad of her foot below her big toe was blooming with blood, dripping down her foot and onto the sand.
“Hey, can I help?”
Dorsey looked up and realized it was the god of lifeguards. Shirtless, sweaty, sexy.
“Hi, I’m Jack,” he said, extending his hand.
“Dorsey,” she said, fighting to remain calm. She realized she was a clumsy mess, her hair frizzy, her foot dripping with blood. But still, his touch had been electric, at least to Dorsey.
Jack kneeled down next to her. “What happened?” he asked, his huge brown eyes kind and caring. He smelled like sea air and sweat, a surprisingly intoxicating mixture.
Dorsey’s heart thumped in her chest.
“I tripped on something. I’ll be fine, I think,” she answered, although the blood was still flowing from her cut and her foot was beginning to throb.
Jack gently held her foot in his hand, assessing the wound. “Wait here, I’ll be right back with a medical kit from the pool,” he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze before jogging off in the direction of the main clubhouse.
Dorsey leaned back into the warm sand. Her foot throbbed but Jack’s touch still lingered on her shoulder. She couldn’t believe how his touch made her feel, and as she thought about it, her stomach flipped again. Stop it, she told herself. He was just being nice and she was acting like a schoolgirl with a crush.
Jack came jogging back, sweating muscles glistening, carrying a fully stocked first aid kit under his left arm, two water bottles in his right.
“Drink this. I’m glad I decided to go for a beach run today. I usually just run on the cart paths,” Jack said, bending down to examine her foot. “Sorry I took so long. It’s at least a mile back to the plantation.”
“Thanks so much,” she said, pouring the cool water into her mouth, trying not to wince as he doused her foot with antiseptic. Dorsey didn’t trust herself to say anything else, she simply leaned back on the sand, enjoying his care, his skilled touch.
“This is too deep for a shell cut,” Jack said.
He bandaged her foot and then rose, standing over Dorsey and looking out at the calm ocean. “Where’d you go in? Right here?” Without waiting for an answer, he walked slowly into the ocean and then dove in right where the shrimp swarm had been. She watched as he swam slowly around in the shallow water, popping underneath the waves in the spot where she’d cut her foot.
“Eureka!” he said, walking back to shore, soaking wet. He looked like he’d just stepped out of the pages of a magazine, abs defined and hard, his arms strong and powerful. Stop it, she told herself. He handed her an arrowhead, carved of pink quartz. The tip—the obvious culprit—was still as sharp as it must have been when it was crafted by one of the first residents of the island.
“Wow!” she said as he dropped it into her hand. The arrowhead, more of a spearhead, was longer than her hand and beautiful, with different gradations of pink. The tip was sharp. Very sharp. She shivered.
“I’m sorry I didn’t bring a towel or anything. But the golf cart should be here any minute.” Jack sat down on the sand next to her. “You’ll need some stitches. It’s a great find, though. I’ve found six arrowheads so far, but nothing like this. These Savannah River points, as they’re called, can be eight thousand years old.”
“How do you know all of this?” she asked, playing with the spearhead in her hands. Her heart was beating faster just because he was sitting next to her; she could feel the heat from his body, and it was making her dizzy.
“I like to know all about the place I’m going to live,” he said. “It’s amazing what you find when you know what you should be looking for. Now that you know you might find an arrowhead, you might find one every time you’re out walking. Just wait. I can’t walk the beach without finding one.”
“So you’re here past the summer, too, right? I saw you at orientation.” Dorsey blushed, and looked away. She tried not to stare at his six-pack.
“I saw you, too,” Jack said, nudging Dorsey’s shoulder with his. Electricity shot through her body. “I am making my career here, I hope. I was promised a management position but when I arrived, Steve told me I had to lifeguard again through the summer. Asshole. He better keep his word when Labor Day rolls around.”
“I heard. Sorry about that,” she said. “I’m head of the Kids Club. I’m excited to get working with the kids. I hope it’s the start of a new career. All I’ve done so far is clean. It was a mess.”
“Yeah, Lila left in a hurry. Anyway, you’ll be bringing the kids to the pool, so we’ll see a lot of each other,” Jack said. “So, um, want to go to the employee bonfire with me tonight? You’re going to need help with that foot of yours, I mean if you want to go.”
Dorsey was shocked. She swallowed. Was Jack asking her on a date? “Sure. Great.”
“Cell phones don’t work here, as you know, so call my cottage if you change your mind. Otherwise, I’ll swing by about seven?”
“Perfect,” Dorsey said, as Steve pulled up in an all-terrain golf cart.
Dorsey tried to stand up, but fell back on the sand. Jack reached for her hands as Steve said, “Here, Dorsey, let me help you,” scooping her up off the sand as Jack turned away. “You’re good to walk back, right, Means?” Steve asked Jack. Steve dropped her into the back of the cart and they drove away, leaving Jack behind on the hot sand.
“Why didn’t we give Jack a ride back?” she asked. “He really helped me a lot back there.”
“I’m sure he did. You know my policy, right? No dating among employees. I enforce it very strictly,” Steve said. “Summer staff is one thing, but you are an employee, like Jack is now. Will be quite a change for the lad from last summer.”
“Right,” Dorsey said, getting the chills. Her foot was throbbing, the sun was hot and Steve was, well, Steve.
“Quite the playboy, that one, but now he is in management. Rules change. I learned that the hard way on my first management job. I was quite the ladies’ man back in my day,” he said. “Yup, but now I’m a career man. Career first, pleasure second. Excellence in everything.”
As she held on to the golf cart, Dorsey realized she’d sort of agreed to go on a date, a date with the hottest guy on the island. Hopefully, though, Steve would just think Jack was helping her out by taking her to the bonfire because of her injured foot. And really, that’s all they could ever be anyway, even without Steve’s strict rules. Friends. She knew she wasn’t ready for more. She’d made a promise to herself after Chad broke up with her that she’d spend this time, this chapter of her life alone. It only made sense.
Dorsey looked at her foot, at the blood seeping through the bandage Jack had applied, and shuddered, remembering years ago the blood that had splattered all over her face and pink t-shirt, and all over the flowers they had been planting in the garden. The police said the killer must not have seen Dorsey, as she was kneeling down, planting a row of seeds. They also told her she must have seen the shooter, just before he turned to run away.
She’d been fourteen years old, old enough to remember, her mom kept saying.
Dorsey wrapped her hand tightly around the arrowhead as tears flooded her eyes.
Five stitches later, and with orders to use crutches for the next three days to allow the cut to heal, Dorsey was released from the resort’s clinic. Steve hadn’t left her side, insisting on being there as the doctor cleaned the cut and then stitched her foot, an excruciatingly painful process. She didn’t understand why he had to be with her, watching her suffer, his beady eyes glinting under the fluorescent clinic lights.
“I’ll drive you back, Dorsey,” Steve said, holding the door for her as she learned to walk with the crutches. “Tomorrow is a busy day. You should stay in and rest tonight. It’s OK for you to skip the bonfire.”
“Um, right,” Dorsey said, swallowing. He couldn’t know about her plans with Jack, she realized. But it was almost like he did. She shook her head. The pain pills were making her loopy.
As soon as she walked awkwardly out the clinic door, sweat formed on her forehead and dripped into her eyes. The cart ride provided a brief respite until Steve stopped and parked near the ocean, just below the swimming pool, where a group of happy day-trip vacationers stood waiting for their “nature walk and history talk.”
“I hope you don’t mind but I’ve got to do a little talk for these good folks before I run you home,” he said. He climbed out of the cart and approached the group.
Really? More time in the sun was the last thing she needed, but she had no choice. She reached for her water bottle and swallowed another pain pill.
“This is what it was like over in Hilton Head forty years ago,” Steve explained. “It’ll take a while for us to get this old island into Top Club shape. But it’ll happen. We’ll embrace the past of the place. There were bloody Indian battles here, grand Southern plantations with fields of cotton, famous oyster-canning companies, and flourishing Indigo fields. We’ll bring it all back around, fix up what we can. That’s Top Club’s commitment.”
Nothing would ever fix the summer weather. It was only May and stepping outside felt like walking into a steam shower, but she supposed with air conditioning and swimming pools, tourists would still come. And she was getting accustomed to her new look, she thought, reaching up and touching her hair, an uncontrollable frizz shooting out all around her head. She’d have to give up. Back home in Grandville, it had taken an unusually fiery and damp August day to cause the kind of havoc each day brought on the island. Here every day would be a big hair day, but nobody would notice. She would simply be one of many blue-shirted employees there to serve wealthy vacationers’ kids.
As she strained to listen to Steve’s history talk, her foot started throbbing. She still couldn’t believe she had been attacked by an inanimate object in thigh-deep water. I’m feeling sorry for myself, she thought.
But if she hadn’t stepped on the arrowhead, Jack wouldn’t have come to her rescue, and they wouldn’t have a date tonight for the bonfire. She knew he’d only asked her because he felt sorry for her, her clumsiness, her lack of friends, her chaotic hair. But she had felt the electricity between them, even if the current had only run one way. She’d enjoy every minute around his perfect muscular body, even if it was a pity date.



Chapter 4
Jack
From his lifeguard chair, Jack saw Dorsey trapped on Steve’s golf cart – her bandaged foot propped up on the dashboard – as Steve performed his show for the day-trippers. She must be hot and uncomfortable. He knew she should be taken to her cottage, she needed air conditioning and rest. What was the jerk doing? Trying to make her suffer or trying to impress her with his king-like knowledge of the island? Either way, Jack was disgusted.
Jack was stuck in the chair, even though there were only two 30-something sunbathers at the entire pool complex and the two women hadn’t gone in the water past their ankles so far. Most of the time, they just smiled at Jack and whispered as they flipped through their gossip magazines.
The two college girls working the snack shack and pool hut looked equally bored. He knew they should all be appreciating this relaxing day as tomorrow was a full house, with every room and cottage booked. But he hated being bored, and he hated that he couldn’t go rescue Dorsey.
What was it about her that immediately attracted him, he wondered? He’d noticed her at orientation, of course. She had looked like a deer in the headlights when Steve had called her out. He’d wanted to protect her from that moment on. She had crazy curly strawberry blonde hair and gorgeous green eyes, and now that he’d been close to her on the beach, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. About the freckles dotting her small nose, about her full lips, about the heat that sparked between them.
He’d spontaneously asked her to the bonfire, a move he hadn’t thought through at all. Steve would be there, and Jack knew how Steve felt about staff relationships. They were strictly prohibited. ETQ left no room for romance, Steve was fond of saying at staff meetings.
They’d have to be careful. For some reason, Jack knew Dorsey was worth it. He gazed at her stuck in the golf cart in the blazing sun and shook his head, anger making him too antsy to sit any longer.
Steve was such a jerk, he thought, as he climbed down from the chair and dove into the cool blue swimming pool. Underwater, he imagined that he didn’t need this job so badly. He saw himself running over to the group lecture, grabbing Steve, punching him in the nose, and hopping in the golf cart and driving Dorsey to her cottage where she belonged.
As he surfaced for air he reminded himself again that this was the only job he had. His mom, long deserted by his father, expected the best from him. And, he’d promised to pay off her mortgage so she wouldn’t lose the house. He was her only child now, her only hope. Before, she had been a strong person who wore the pants in his family, teaching her sons that women were their equals. After the accident, she’d lost her passion for life. All her hopes and dreams rested on Jack’s shoulders, and he felt the weight every day.
No matter how much he hated that liar, Steve, he needed to stay calm and play the game. He’d already mailed his mom the check Steve had advanced him and she’d taken it to the bank just in time to save the home from foreclosure. That meant Jack would bide his time, play the lifeguard until Labor Day. Once he was a member of the management team, nothing and nobody would stand in his way. One of his first missions would be to write up Steve for everything he did wrong. His weird control methods, his overt sexual harassment of the summer staff. Jack had seen enough last summer to fill a book of complaints, even if everyone else just let Steve get away with it all.
Jack wouldn’t. Once he had the position he’d been promised he’d fix everything. He would do almost anything to get what he wanted – to make his mother proud, to help heal her heart. And now he had another reason to succeed on Indigo Island, he thought as he climbed back into the lifeguard chair, and she was sitting in a golf cart just out of his reach.
He pounded his right fist into his left hand, imagining it was Steve’s face. It felt good. Jack smiled, and the two women at the pool smiled back, not realizing the smile was not meant for them.



Chapter 5
Dorsey
Dorsey awoke suddenly, unsure where she was, with damp hair stuck to her forehead. It was just another bad dream. She took a breath, trying to calm her thumping heart. Of course her nightmares would follow her here to Indigo Island. She’d never be able to be free of them.
She was on the couch in the living room of her cottage, where she must have fallen asleep after Steve finally dropped her off. He’d told her to rest, take it easy and to stay home tonight. It was dark outside, and inside her cottage. She wondered what time it was. Sitting up slowly she blinked at the clock in the kitchen. It was nine o’clock.
Jack, we had a date.
Dorsey reached for the telephone on the side table next to the couch.
“Jack Means’s room please,” Dorsey said into the phone. She listened through four rings before voicemail answered. “Hi Jack, it’s me, Dorsey. I fell asleep, and I’m so sorry.” She hung up.
Frustrated, Dorsey slowly stood up, shoved a crutch under each arm, and made her way to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. She tossed and turned all night, hoping Jack would call. But he didn’t. Once the sun finally rose, she decided she needed to get to work. Fortunately, Steve had arranged for a golf cart to be dropped off for her use until her foot healed, so Dorsey zipped over to the Kids Club. The first kids wouldn’t arrive until nine a.m. She had an hour to kill and decided to drive over to the pool, hoping to find Jack. A group of the college girls were busy setting up the pool hut.
“Hey Dorsey, heard about your foot. Sounds ouchy,” said one.
Dorsey couldn’t remember anybody’s names yet, so she just smiled.
“Great way to get the hunk’s attention,” said another. “He’s all about saving people. Did you know he saved a little kid who was drowning just last summer? I watched the whole thing.”
“No, I didn’t know about that.”
“Did he pick you up and carry you out of the water? Did he ask you out? He doesn’t give anybody here the time of day and then you show up. It’s just not fair,” the third girl said, giggling.
Dorsey didn’t see Jack anywhere around, the pool wasn’t officially open yet so there weren’t any lifeguards in the chairs. Dorsey was about to ask the pool staff if they’d seen him when a blood-piercing scream rang out.
Grabbing her crutches, she headed toward the kids’ pool, where she found a family in panic.
“Oh my God, what is it? What got her?” The distraught mother cradled a screaming girl of about three.
“What happened?” she asked as the mother carried the child to Dorsey.
“A huge bug bit her. Look,” the mother said, pointing at the middle of the child’s forehead, where blood seeped from a bite.
“Horsefly,” Dorsey said. “They’re awful this year, we were told. They hang out by the swimming pools. Let’s go get some ice for you, OK?”
Suddenly, Jack appeared but instead of stopping where they were gathered by the toddler pool he ran past them and dove into the deep end of the main pool.
“My God, there’s a child under there,” somebody screamed, and as quickly, Jack appeared on the surface of the water, cradling a small boy. He hurried to the edge of the pool, handing the limp body to the other lifeguard and then jumping out himself and beginning CPR.
“No, Tommy,” the woman next to Dorsey wailed before shoving the little girl into Dorsey’s arms and running to where Jack was at work.
Dorsey grabbed the little girl’s hand and hopped on her good foot to the pool hut.
“Call 9-1-1,” she said to the two pool hut staffers who were frozen in place. “Put ice on her forehead. Call now.”
As quickly as she could she hopped to the side of the pool where, thankfully, the young boy was coughing and throwing up water. His mother held the child and was crying as Jack glared down at her.
“What the hell were you thinking?” he said to the woman, quietly. His anger was palpable, coursing through the air as if tangible. Dorsey could feel it as she stood next to him.
“Jack, go get the kit, and be sure the squad is coming,” the other lifeguard instructed. “Now.”
“He almost died,” Jack said to the mother, his eyes tearing up, his face contorted into a grimace with what was both anger and grief mixed, before walking away, causing the mother to wail again.
Dorsey hurried after him, forgetting the crutches.
“Jack, what is it? How can I help?” she said, but he was in too much of a hurry, outpacing her every step.
As she reached the pool hut, Jack was escorting the paramedics to the pool, filling them in on everything that happened. The little girl who had been bitten had calmed down and was playing peek-a-boo with the pool hut staffers.
“Dorsey, what happened?” asked Sabrina, one of the pool hut staff. Finally they’d put on name badges.
“That little boy, he, he was drowning,” Dorsey said, realizing tears had sprung to her eyes. “It was awful, he was so white and limp when Jack pulled him out.”
The paramedics wheeled the boy past in a stretcher, his small face covered with an oxygen mask, followed by his distraught mother.
“Mommy!” cried the little girl as she saw her mom pass by.
“Oh baby,” the mom said, grabbing the toddler from Sabrina’s arms and hurrying to the waiting emergency squad.
Dorsey turned to look back at the pool and saw Jack, his head hanging, leaning against the side of the lifeguard chair. The female lifeguard was talking to him and he was shaking his head. She climbed into the chair, but Jack remained where he was.
He saved a life, in front of her eyes.
Dorsey crutched slowly to where Jack was standing, his back to her.
“Jack, you were amazing,” she said. She reached out and touched his shoulder, his tan skin was warm and firm. Her fingers were still trembling from the events while he had been so brave, so in control.
“I was just doing my job,” he said, his back to her. “I just can’t believe parents don’t watch their kids. Drownings happen all the time. It’s such a silent, awful death.”
“But you weren’t even on duty, you weren’t even here when I got here to look for you.” Dorsey blushed, realizing her slip, hoping he hadn’t heard it.
Clearly, he had. Jack turned then and faced her. He smiled his dimpled smile. His eyes were still shiny, hinting at his previous emotion. “I’m glad you were looking for me. You’ll always find me here, all summer. Remember, Steve made it so. I’m in charge so it is my job. I’ve got to go write up my report, so I’ll, um, see you around.”
As Jack grabbed a white pool towel and rubbed it through his still wet dark hair, Dorsey remembered she hadn’t apologized for sleeping through the bonfire. Then again, he hadn’t returned her call, so clearly it had been a pity date after all. She decided not to say anything, and sighed as she watched him walk away. She knew she should stay away from him. There was something guarded and distant about him and that was just fine with her. She knew she had that quality herself. She wasn’t looking for anything but to start a career on Indigo Island. That’s all.
Dorsey made it back to the Kids Club just in time to welcome her first camper, a towheaded ten-year-old boy by the name of Tade, pronounced like Tate with a D he explained. He was dressed like a little preppy in a pink polo shirt and blue golf shorts.
“I’ll be the only one here most days,” he said after his parents had left in a swirl of hellos and goodbyes. “I liked the other girl who was here before you. I sort of miss her. She was really pretty. Did you know Miss Lila?”
“No, I didn’t,” Dorsey said. “But I hope you’ll like me, too.”
“I will, I think. Miss Lila didn’t like Mr. Steve. She thought he was icky,” Tade said. “What happened to your foot?”
“Arrowhead,” she answered, wondering if she should press Tade for more information about Miss Lila and her problems with Steve. Maybe later. He was her boss, so any information could be useful as she worked her way up the Top Club ladder. First things first, she reminded herself. Make the Kids Club a model all the clubs would want to copy.
“Can I see it?”
“What? My stitches. No!”
“No, the arrowhead, silly!” Tade said.
“Sure, I’ll bring it tomorrow. What do you want to do today?” she asked. She had a lot of activities planned, and a bunch of ideas for crafts and hikes and activities, but she also wanted Tade’s input. She needed to stay busy, to focus on her job, not how Jack’s skin felt under her fingertips. Stop it.
“Dunno,” Tade said. “Let’s go steal an apple from the front desk!”
As they walked out of the Kids Cottage, Jack was standing there.
“Tade, my little man, welcome back,” Jack said as Tade jumped into Jack’s arms. “Good to see you squirt, I see you two have met.”
“Ah, yep, he’s my first camper,” Dorsey said, unable to control the blush covering her cheeks.
“Jack’s a kissy boy. He was Miss Lila’s friend, too,” Tade said.
“You are a little troublemaker, you know that? To the water with you,” Jack said, easily tossing the youngster over his shoulder and heading toward the ocean.
“Save me, Miss Dorsey,” Tade yelled, all the while laughing and kicking his legs over Jack’s back.
Dorsey jumped into the golf cart eager to rescue her charge and just as happy to be spending time with Jack. He was a natural with the boy, who was now sitting on his shoulders as Dorsey pulled alongside them.
“Hop in, you guys, let’s go explore,” she said as Jack flipped Tade over his head and placed him on the sand. “Jack, can you come with us?”
She was flirting and she couldn’t believe it. She was probably batting her eyelashes, too, she realized, mortified. Fortunately she had her sunglasses on. He was just so hot.
“I’d love to,” he said, sliding Tade into the front seat next to her as Dorsey’s heart thudded in her chest. “But unfortunately I have to go back to the pool. Hey Dorsey, I’d really like to see you later, though?”
“Ah, sure, of course, me too,” she said. Sounding just like a sixth grader. What had happened to her?
“I’ll find you,” Jack said with a wink before turning to walk back to the pool.
“Me too, me too, kissy kissy,” Tade teased Dorsey as she drove around to the back of the inn, the ocean side, where the sun danced and sparkled on the calm surface of the sound. The calm stillness of the ocean was a complete contrast to the crazy longing she was feeling inside.
Dorsey reminded herself to focus on her job and let Tade help her to navigate her crutches across the oyster-and-shell-encrusted cement walkway leading to the back door of the inn, stopping to point out embedded fossils along the way. As they moved past the lawn-bowling court, Dorsey tried to imagine what it would have been like to grow up a hundred years earlier in a huge home at the edge of the ocean, daughter of a cotton farmer. Waited on by slaves.
“You know, back when this was a plantation, we wouldn’t be on the island during this time of year,” Dorsey explained, reciting Steve’s speech that she had heard while she waited with her throbbing foot. “We’d be inland, in the mountains in Asheville or near there. It’s malaria season, a dangerous and uncomfortable time to be on the Sea Islands. That was before the invention of air conditioning, and pesticides and malaria pills.”
“Yeah, well, the folks who were here year-round then are still here now, you know?” Tade said. “The Gullah people are just outside the gates. Most people here never even see them. But it’s really their island.”
“Don’t tell Steve that,” she said. “He likes to think it’s his island.”
“I know. He was here last summer, too. But he doesn’t get it. Indigo Island doesn’t belong to him, or the club. It belongs to them. He’ll find out,” Tade said.
“How do you know so much about the people here?” Dorsey asked.
“I have a friend on the backside. She tells me things. Lila met her.” Tade dashed ahead of Dorsey and up the steps to the large porch.
The inn was a replica, a yellow stucco splendor recreated from historic drawings of the original plantation home, once the grandest on the eastern seaboard. Now it was home to an ever-changing horde of tourists like Tade and his parents, who had all begun to look the same to Dorsey since they’d begun arriving throughout the day. White couples. Mid-thirties to late forties, typically from the Midwest or South. Two or three kids, preschool to middle-school aged. They were a type. Mom would play tennis or join Dad at golf. Dorsey didn’t know yet how many kids would get stuck in the Kids Club since only Tade had shown up today.
“I think the inn looks like a house made out of butter,” Tade said, as Dorsey slowly climbed the brick steps to the veranda, a long, covered porch winding around the first floor like a decorative apron. “Like they painted it with melted butter. I think ghosts live here, too.”
“Why would ghosts want to live here? It’s way too hot for them,” Dorsey said, as Tade held one of the huge mahogany doors open for her.
“Ghosts live where it’s not settled. That’s where there’s room,” Tade said, removing his pint-sized sunglasses as the two of them stepped into the air-conditioned lobby.
“This feels good.” Goose bumps covered her arms from Tade’s ghost speech. She blamed it on the air conditioning. “You just don’t realize how hot it is until you come in here, into the air conditioning. Can you imagine before AC? So how long will your parents be gone today?”
“Who cares? All they like is golf, golf, golf,” Tade said and dragged the toes of his well-worn tennis shoes across the hardwood floor as he followed Dorsey to the front desk. “I’d rather just hang out with you anyway.”
She smiled. She liked her first camper.
“You two are supposed to be at the Kids Cottage,” said Shane Peters from behind the front desk. He was the resort’s concierge. Dorsey had never seen him smile and he seemed to have a strong dislike for children.
“We’re just on a little field trip, Shane,” Dorsey said. “We’ll be out of your hair in a minute.”
Shane hrumphed and walked away from them, across the lobby to his concierge desk. The coast was clear and Dorsey was about to grab two apples from the bowl on the desk when Paula Ganz appeared behind the front desk.
Paula had been on Indigo Island forever, Dorsey had heard, but still her skin was as pale as paper. She wore reading glasses that gave her the look of a librarian. A terse librarian. Dorsey had yet to see her smile, either.
“Aren’t you supposed to be working?”
“Yep. I am. Meet Tade,” Dorsey said.
“I know Tade. Son, try not to sneak out of the Kids Club so often this season,” Paula said, a stern look crossing her face. “Lila lost several stars because of you.”
Dorsey looked over at Tade, and Tade beamed a smile back at her like a little angel. She’d talk to him later about that. She needed to keep any stars she earned.
“Can we have a couple apples for the road?” Dorsey asked, trying to look sweet. “I’m injured.” The freckles her mother warned her would return with sun exposure had done just that, adding a certain Raggedy Ann air to her overall appearance.
“One. For the guest. As you know, they have a bunch on sale at the general store—twenty-three, to be exact, if you need more,” Paula said, then turned her attention back to the computer screen in front of her. Dorsey knew what she was doing, they’d heard all about it at orientation. Since her promotion to assistant food and beverage manager, Paula didn’t make a move without checking the computer. She knew how many apples were consumed each day, which were eaten by guests, which were eaten by employees, and even which were devoured by the horses at the stables. During the morning staff meetings, everyone winced when Paula stood to give her report. Persnickety and detail-oriented, Dorsey’s opposite.
Dorsey grabbed two of the shiny red apples and shoved them in the pocket attached to her right crutch before making her way toward the back doors of the inn, Tade following close behind, laughing. When Tade’s parents picked him up at four, Dorsey felt they’d already formed a close bond.
The telephone rang in the Kids Cottage just as she was locking up. It was Steve, summoning her to his office. Dorsey wondered if he’d spotted her taking two apples, somehow, or if he knew she had a crush on Jack, or if it had something to do with the pool incident.
Dorsey slowly climbed the winding Gone with the Wind staircase of the inn to the second floor where his office was located, taking her time with the crutches, and when she finally reached the top she realized Steve had been watching her, arms crossed, at the top of the stairs. Steve wore a cardigan sweater, reminding Dorsey of a mean Mr. Rogers. He smelled like the bad cologne he seemed to drench himself in daily.
She followed Steve slowly as they walked past his assistant’s desk until they were standing inside his spacious office with grand ocean views. His large mahogany desktop was empty, except for a closed laptop computer. Dorsey wondered if maybe Steve didn’t have enough to do.
“Do you know why I love it here?” Steve asked.
“You have a great office and a really tidy desk?” Dorsey said.
“Cute, you’re a funny one. No, it’s because I can control everything here. It’s a small resort, manageable. I like that. That control. We must always give the impression that everything is OK, even when it is not.”
“OK,” Dorsey said, dropping into one of the matching brown leather chairs facing his imposing desk.
Steve didn’t sit. Instead, he paced back and forth behind his desk. “I’m referring of course to the near drowning. We will not speak of that to anyone, especially the guests and the summer staff. Am I clear?”
“Um, Steve, the summer staff saw what happened. The pool hut attendees and at least five guests were all witnesses,” she said. He had his air conditioning turned to icebox setting and Dorsey was getting the chills. She hugged herself.
“Ms. Pittman. The rest of the staff has been spoken to already, and will proceed as if this unfortunate event never happened. The child was checked out and released from the hospital and is headed home. Nothing happened. Am I clear?” he asked, leaning forward, both of his small hands on his desk. He’d never appeared more tortoise-like and Dorsey stifled a giggle, despite the edge in his voice.
“Sure, yes, got it. But shouldn’t Jack get a star or an award or something? He saved a life,” she said, gathering her crutches so she could make an escape, her stomach tightening as she mentioned his name.
“Jack was merely doing his job. Stars are for going above and beyond. Remember, Dorsey,” Steve said, finishing his lecture. “Nothing bad ever happens at a Top Club resort. Now go out there and have a great Top Club evening.”



Chapter 6
Jack
Rebecca confronted him as he was closing up the pool.
“We need to talk,” she said, hands on hips, full lips shiny with the sticky gloss Jack remembered from last summer. Why had he been such an idiot? He could sense she was trouble the first time they talked. After Lila left abruptly last summer, he’d been horny and lonely. Rebecca had been willing and waiting for his attention, as easy as grabbing an apple from the front desk. Maybe easier. Just because it was easy, didn’t make it right, and he had been sorry he’d ever started anything.
“How was junior year?” Jack asked, attempting polite banter, trying not to clench his jaw and reveal his distaste. He was straightening the lounge chairs, putting them back into the perfect rows the guests would then move and demolish tomorrow. The busy work kept his mind off the near-drowning of this morning, and at the moment, kept him away from Rebecca.
“Fine. I studied abroad second semester. Paris. It was amazing. I messaged you a couple of times, thought I could pay for you to come over, but you didn’t answer.”
“Look, Rebecca, I told you this last summer. We’re over. It was fun. You’re a great girl, but we’re through. I’m in management now, I can’t date summer staff,” Jack said, gathering up a big pile of used pool towels and heading toward the pool hut.
“Can’t you stop and talk to me like an adult?”
“Sorry, I’ve had a long day. We don’t have anything else to talk about, OK? There’s nothing here.” Jack tossed the towels into the laundry hamper and locked the pool hut door. When he turned around, she was gone.
Good riddance, he thought, and headed to the inn.
Jack saw Dorsey standing at the top of the grand staircase and stopped in his tracks. She was so gorgeous, so natural, the opposite of Rebecca with all of her makeup and entitlement oozing through. He knew Rebecca only wanted him because she couldn’t have him. He knew nobody had told her no before, just like most of the spoiled rich girls working on the summer staff. Dorsey was different. He could sense a deep hole in her heart and a kindness that he wanted to protect. Just seeing her made him smile. He had been cutting through the inn on his way to hit some golf balls on the driving range. He realized she was about to try sliding down the banister, and he watched as she swung her injured foot over the smooth wood of the rail. She’d get in big trouble, he thought, almost laughing out loud at her spunk, but realizing Paula or Shane would not.
“Dorsey, what are you doing?” he asked, dashing up the stairs. “Let me help you.”
“Ah, nothing,” she answered, blushing as always, and pulling her leg down. “Just finished being scolded by Steve. I’m sick of these crutches so I was going to try sliding down.”
“Not your best idea,” he said, picking her up in his arms. She felt so good, so small but strong in her own way. He didn’t want to let her go. Holding her he felt a surge of electricity shoot through his body and into his heart.
“I’m so sorry I slept through the bonfire,” Dorsey whispered. Her breath smelled like mint and her hair smelled like sea air. Her skin was beginning to tan and her freckles seemed to be growing in number.
“Just so you know, I came by at seven and saw you asleep on your couch and knew that was for the best. Tonight I’m stuck in an administrative meeting. I should be out of here before ten. Can I come by?”
“Please,” Dorsey whispered back. She had a beautiful smile, white teeth and the reddest lips, just begging to be kissed. And her crazy hair was beautiful. It took everything in his power to not keep her in his arms and stroll out the door into the sunset. What was wrong with him?
He shook his head, and settled her on the ground. He ran back up the steps, grabbed her crutches and came back to help her get her footing. Each time he touched her, heat rushed through him, he realized. He hadn’t allowed himself to feel this way ever, not with anyone, not since the accident. This was crazy, he thought. This wasn’t just lust, it was something more, something deeper.
“Thanks for the lift,” Dorsey said, and she was blushing again. “I’m usually not this helpless. Promise.” Jack laughed. Almost since they’d met she’d needed his help. The strange thing was he didn’t mind at all.
“Do you need help getting back somewhere?” he asked. Her cheeks were incredibly pink. Jack had to resist the urge to kiss her, right then, right there.
“I still have a cart to use until I heal. Thanks again. See you tonight,” Dorsey said as she turned and headed toward the front door of the inn.
Jack smiled a genuine smile as he watched her walk away. He couldn’t believe the effect she had on him. He sighed and looked up the stairs, and saw Steve staring down at him. Had Steve seen him carrying Dorsey?
“What are you doing, Jack?” Steve asked, descending the stairs, wearing his ridiculous cardigan sweater. Jack realized Steve pictured himself as some type of Southern gentleman. In complete control of his plantation. The man was a freak. Jack took a deep breath.
“Going to hit some balls before the meeting,” Jack said, keeping all emotion out of his voice.
“I keep seeing you and the new girl together, why is that?” Steve said, licking his lips like a lizard.
“I have no idea,” Jack said, adding under his breath, “maybe you should find something else to do?”
“What?”
“Nothing,” Jack said and turned and walked away.
He could feel Steve’s eyes on him as he passed by the front desk, grabbed an apple and headed out the front doors. Outside the air was thick and hot as usual, suffocating, and it felt even more so given he was dressed for golf not half-naked for lifeguarding. He’d hit a few balls at the driving range, catch up with his buddy, Tom, who was an assistant pro. Get his mind off Dorsey and back on the game. He was here to get promoted, to get ahead and that was what he intended to do. He couldn’t afford to let a strawberry blonde beauty ruin all of that, no matter how much he wanted her. His mom was depending on him. He couldn’t give Steve a reason to fire him.
He crossed the wooden bridge that connected the inn to the golf clubhouse. As he walked he stared down into the dark murky water and wondered if he should even go over to Dorsey’s cottage after work. Sure, he convinced himself, they could be friends. She was new and seemed lonely. And she was always getting into trouble it seemed. Of course he’d show up. That was the gentlemanly thing to do. And Jack was a gentleman, despite his reputation with the summer staff. That was his past.



Chapter 7
Dorsey
Dorsey awoke to a tap-tap on her window. She rolled over on her bed and saw the silhouette of Jack’s face pressed against the windowpane, the evening breeze blowing his thick hair. She smiled, wondering how long she’d been asleep as she watched him push the window open, and silently climb inside, a big grin on his face. She loved the dimples framing his perfect smile. His dark brown eyes sparkled as he hopped down from the windowsill and closed the window behind him. She wondered how many times he’d made a similar entrance to another woman’s cottage, but tried to push the thought away.
“Hey, sorry I’m so late. How’s your foot?” he asked, touching the top of her foot tenderly, sending a bolt of electricity through her body.
“It’s getting better, thanks,” she said. She felt shy, and wrapped her arms around herself. She wore her favorite jeans and a comfortable light green t-shirt and she’d even managed to tame her hair a bit for him. She’d dreamed of this moment, but now that he was here with her she was nervous and hurried to sit up.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, reaching out and placing a firm hand on her shoulder, calming her, grounding her. He smelled like sea breeze and fresh cut grass from the golf course. She felt his breath on her hair. And his touch made her stomach flip.
“Nothing, it’s... I’m...well, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a man in my bedroom,” she said.
“Hey, I’m just here to get to know you. We could go for a walk, but your foot?” Jack said.
“No, this is great,” she said, resisting the urge to touch his leg so close to her own. Just the thought of it sent electricity ripping through her again, reaching deep inside, filling her with longing. They stared into each other’s eyes and Dorsey’s breathing grew shallow. She broke eye contact, looking down at the floor. She felt the bed dip as he sat down beside her.
“So, uh, Jack, tell me about yourself,” she said.
“Well, I like pina coladas and I’d love to get caught in the rain,” he said, dimples appearing with his white smile. “Seriously, though, I’m the only son of a single mom, who worked really hard to get me here, helped me pay for college, and so I can’t mess up this chance. But you really make me want to take the risk.”
Dorsey felt her cheeks turn red. “Well, no. That’s why we need to, um, you know just be like this,” she said, indicating the space between them on the bed. “I understand, I do. Tell me more.”
“You’re right, I got ahead of myself, it’s just you, well, you have that effect on me. I’m from Orlando, Florida. Only surviving child of Patricia Means. My little brother, Bobby, died when he was twelve, and my mom never got over it.”
Dorsey watched as Jack’s hands kneaded the side of the bed as he spoke about his brother, watched the light drain from his eyes.
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
“Thanks, it was a tough time. Guess it still is,” he said. “Anyway, after high school I went to UFC and majored in hospitality. I’m going to be a hotel tycoon. I’m going to run this club someday. I love this island; I’ve been working here for years.”
“Sounds like a plan,” she said, smiling. The light had come back into his eyes and he seemed to relax a bit. Finally, he turned toward her.
“Sorry, but I think you’re incredibly hot, I feel this overwhelming need to protect you. I’m drawn to you. God, I don’t even know if the feeling is mutual.” Jack shook his head, as if to clear a thought.
“It’s, yes, it is,” she managed to say, leaning back against the headboard.
She heard him release a breath. They sat in silence, both lost in thought. About what couldn’t be, she supposed. It was sad, but it was apropos of her life.
“Well, OK. Tell me something about you,” he said, finally.
“I’m an only child, too, and my mom is single now. She’s glad I’m here, moving on, so I guess we have similar stories, in a way,” she said, knowing their stories could never be the same. His could never be as horrific, although his brother had died.
“I guess so, although I doubt it,” he said. “My younger brother drowned. I’ve always felt like it was my fault, because I didn’t save him. That’s why today hit me so hard, I suppose. That boy looked just like Bobby.” Dorsey watched as he grabbed the edge of her bedspread again, gripping it tightly with both hands, kneading the soft cotton in his fingers.
“Oh, Jack,” Dorsey said, covering his right hand with hers. He was still holding on tight, rocking gently forward and back. “I’m so very sorry.”
“I don’t talk about it,” he said finally, still staring straight ahead. “He was a little older than the boy today. Just playing with his best friend in a crowded public pool. There were three lifeguards on duty but they didn’t see him until it was too late. I was asleep. I was supposed to work later that afternoon so I just crashed on my towel under a tree. My mom was at work. I was in charge of him, of Bobby. I’ve never forgiven myself for falling asleep.”
“Jack, it wasn’t your fault. You were a kid, too.”
“It was a really hot humid day. I woke up to screams and whistles being blown. I sat up fast, too fast, and I was dizzy. I looked around for Bobby, but he wasn’t next to me. His towel – it was light yellow – was on the grass next to mine, but it was dry. Our bag of Lays Potato chips was unopened on the grass between us. I stood up and hurried over to the pool in time to see the lifeguard pulling him up onto the pool deck. Bobby was blue.”
Jack stopped and dropped his head into his hands. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. I don’t talk about this.”
“It’s OK, you don’t need to say more, not if it hurts too much,” she said, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “I’m so sorry, so very sorry.”
Jack turned toward Dorsey and leaned forward, easing his lips onto hers. It was a soft, gentle kiss, and Dorsey’s body took over in response, pressing back into him, wanting more, wanting to comfort him, wanting him. His tongue was parting her lips and Dorsey heard herself moan.
Without breaking the kiss, Jack maneuvered Dorsey so they were lying down facing each other. He was so strong, his lips soft but insistent. His hand cupped the back of her head, her hair wrapped around his hand.
“Dorsey,” he said, pulling away from the kiss but staring deeply into her eyes. “You’re incredible.”
Her stomach fluttered, her head spun. This was what being kissed by a real man was like, she realized. Jack wasn’t embarrassed to be with her like Chad had been. And it wasn’t a pity date like the ones after college. He wanted to be with her. Their connection had been immediate, their embrace as natural as it was exciting. It all felt so good, so right, but it couldn’t happen. Not here. Not with Steve as their boss, not with her past. This was all going too fast.
“We can’t do this,” she said, suddenly, rolling away, turning her back to him.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, sounding hurt, placing his hand on her hip, sending shock waves through her body.
“It’s just that we can’t jeopardize our jobs, you need yours as much as I need mine, no matter how handsome you are. I’m sorry,” she said. She should never have invited him to her bedroom. What was she thinking? She’d been a tease, and she hadn’t meant to be. She forced herself to sit up, crossing her legs, trying to deaden the fire building there.
Jack sat up, too, his expression was kind, not angry. He scooped her up and pulled her into his lap. She relaxed into him, into his embrace, even as she wanted him to touch her everywhere, to fill her. She sighed.
“By the way, you’re a great kisser,” Jack said. “I’m so turned on.” Her face flushed as she burrowed into his chest. She could tell he enjoyed making her blush even as she enjoyed every minute of being with him. And she could feel him hard behind her. This was torture, for both of them. “So tell me more about you.”
“I’m not into yoga, and I have half a brain,” she said, but not finishing the rest of the lyrics even though she could vividly imagine making love in the moonlight on a dune with Jack. Her heart pumped and her stomach clenched.
“You just might be the love that I’ve looked for,” he said, gently lifting her chin, tilting her face up towards his. “It’s OK. You can trust me. Talk to me.”
She had to choose her words carefully. She never told the whole truth of her past, not to anyone, and she wasn’t going to start now, no matter how amazing he was. “My dad, ah, died when I was fourteen. My mom and I never got over it either. I went to Ohio State, majored in early childhood education but never knew what I wanted to do with it. I was a full-time nanny for four years, but I needed a fresh start. I was searching the Internet and found the ad for the Kids Club position and applied. Here I am,” she said. “And I haven’t had anyone protect or care about me for a very long time.” Dorsey couldn’t believe she was admitting this to Jack, even as tears welled up in her eyes.
“I’m here for you. I am,” Jack said, wrapping his arms around her tightly, his brown eyes dark and sparkling while he used a finger to gently brush a tear away from her cheek. “I know we have to be careful. I’ve been under Steve’s rule since last summer. We can outsmart him, outlast him, too.”
Dorsey’s teeth bit into her bottom lip as she thought about Jack’s implied proposal, unsure if she could stop herself from wanting more. Not sure she should allow herself to trust a man again after what happened with Chad. This could ruin everything she had come here for, even as it felt so good to be with him. But, what about the others?
“From what I hear, you didn’t play by the rules last year, either,” she said, and felt his hand tighten on her hip. He let out a sigh behind her.
“Last summer, I was summer staff. I was just goofing around. Nothing serious. This year, it’s different with the management position. It’s different with you.”
“What about Rebecca?” she asked, a question that had been pinging around her mind since she spotted them together at orientation. “It seemed like there was more to it than just goofing around. She was really upset after you yelled at her.”
“Sorry you had to see that. She’s a little crazy, but I promise you, there’s nothing there,” Jack said, pulling her back into his chest, gently lifting her chin so their eyes locked. “Give me a chance.”
“I’ll try, I really will,” she said, as Jack hugged her tightly. She loved being in his lap, feeling taken care of and protected. The way his arms felt around her, so strong, so grounding. She wanted to believe him, to believe that the most gorgeous guy on the island really did like her, that this deep emotional connection she felt went both ways. Could it be true?
Jack lifted her up and slid them down the headboard until they were lying next to each other on their right sides, his strong arms holding her tight, his body behind her, curled around hers. He held her until they both fell asleep, Dorsey comforted by the sound of Jack’s heart.



Chapter 8
Jack
Jack didn’t know what had come over him as he woke up, fully dressed, in Dorsey’s room. This had to be a first. He cuddled a girl all night. What was wrong with him?
He was surrounded by gorgeous girls, every summer, all summer long, and if he wanted one, had actually been invited to crawl through her window at night, he’d have sex with her. Every one of them, until now. But until now, none of them had made him feel like Dorsey did. Sure, Dorsey was hot, sexy in an all-natural way, and she always seemed to need his help, his care. And he liked that. When they’d kissed he’d felt things stir inside he hadn’t felt in a long time, maybe never. He loved the way she blushed every time they flirted, the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed. There was intense chemistry between them. It had taken every ounce of his willpower to fall asleep next to her. He had already pictured his hands on her breasts, her soft skin in the moonlight. But now, he’d just take it slowly. They had both had trauma in their past, he was sure of it even though she hadn’t been forthcoming. He was surprised he’d told her about Bobby. The near-drowning had weakened his typical walls, he supposed.
Or maybe, she had.
He looked over to where she was sleeping peacefully on her side, knees curled up, a faint smile on her face. One arm was tossed lazily in his direction, palm up. Her hair was a wild tangle covering the pillow, illuminated like a halo by the sunlight sneaking in through the slats of the blinds. She looked like an angel.
The sun was up, Jack suddenly realized, reluctantly pulling his attention from Dorsey to the fact he was still in her room. And it was daylight. He climbed carefully out of her bed. He’d need to get out of there before anyone discovered them. Even the cleaning crew reported directly to Steve, he knew. Everybody would and could run straight to Steve, and be rewarded for ratting out fellow employees. That was the type of culture Steve had created, one of tattletales and mistrust. It would be a problem. Steve’s world was emotionless and orderly, asexual.
The opposite of everything Jack saw and felt when he looked down again at Dorsey, sleeping soundly. He fought the overwhelming urge to leap back in bed with her, fighting the urge to wake her up with an urgent, hard kiss, fighting the urge to touch her. He backed away, reluctantly, hoping nothing was ruined last night, believing it was just a start.
Jack pushed up the window and climbed out, closing it silently behind him. A quick jog to his cottage in the fresh morning sea air reminded him he needed to focus on his job. He couldn’t allow himself to get sidetracked by Dorsey, no matter how much he wanted her. Remember the goal, Jack told himself. He was going to make his mom proud, he was going to see his mom smile again.
Jack was in his lifeguard chair, eyes scanning the crowded swimming pool when Steve appeared next to him.
“Have you seen that little kid, Tade, around?” Steve asked, anger in his voice. “The little bastard seems to have run off again.”
“He’s a pistol. He’s the one who put the blue crabs in the pool last summer, remember?” Jack said, remembering the sight of panicked vacationers mobbing out of the pool. He struggled to swallow a laugh. It had been a funny prank.
“That’s him. He’s supposed to be in the Kids Cottage, but he’s not there. Would you mind looking for him? I’ll get another guard to cover for you,” Steve said, smiling his fake smile, sun bouncing off his over-sized sunglasses.
“I’m not good at kid finding,” Jack said, turning away, scanning the crowded pool.
“It’s not really a request, son,” Steve said as another lifeguard appeared. “We will have order here on Indigo Island. Get going.”
Power play perfected, Steve, Jack thought. Jack dove into the water from the chair, anxious to cool off and to get away from Steve. He swam under water to the other side of the pool, climbed out, grabbed a towel from Sabrina at the pool hut and set out to find the kid.
The first place he’d look would be the Kids Club; maybe Tade had returned in the time it took Steve to summon Jack. Even if the kid wasn’t there, he knew Dorsey would be. He smiled at the thought as he pulled on his white polo shirt. Everything led him back to her.
The playground outside the cottage was empty, but as he walked up the steps to the Kids Club, he spotted Dorsey inside. She was dressed in the official uniform, of khaki shorts and a pale blue polo, but she still looked great. And, she had a tennis shoe on her hurt foot, no crutches in sight.
“Hey,” Jack said, shaking his wet hair once more before walking into the cottage. “Feels good in here, chilly.”
“What are you doing here?” Dorsey said, a huge smile across her face, and of course, the usual blush.
“Me? Why I just wanted to see how the prettiest woman on the island was doing today. Sorry I had to slip out before you woke up,” he said. Being this close to her again made him want her, made him remember the kiss from the night before. He fought to control himself. He didn’t want to scare her away.
Dorsey walked over to Jack and held his hand. “It was the first night I can remember having a really good sleep. Thank you,” she said.
The door slammed open and Steve appeared, hands on hips, furious. “How the hell do you expect to find Tade here, Jack? I told you he didn’t show up at the Kids Club so why would you?”
“I wanted to be sure he still hadn’t showed up.” You tool, he didn’t add. “Dorsey and I are going to look for him now. We’ll find him. Right, Dorsey?”
“Right, I don’t have any campers today,” she said, looking confused but soon following along. “Steve, you really should tell Tade’s parents to sign him in, follow the rules. If they don’t, how can they expect their kid to?”
“They think they own the place. Tade likes you, so just go find the little brat,” Steve said. An angry flush rose on his cheeks and his dark brown eyes flashed at her. He’d pushed his glasses up above his eyebrows.
Jack realized the man’s eyes were too small for his face but made up for their size with intensity.
“Look, he’s a good kid. Just lonely. We’ll find him,” Dorsey said. She had to walk past Steve to get out of the cottage and as she did he patted her on the butt.
“Go get ‘em, tiger,” he said. “And Jack, you can go back to the pool. Dorsey has it covered.”
Jack felt his neck tense and his hands form fists. He couldn’t believe Steve had touched her that way. And he didn’t care what Steve said, he’d help Dorsey find Tade, and tell her to stay away from Steve.
Jack caught up to her by the golf cart, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Does he do that often? Touch you like that?”
He saw her shudder. “No, that was a first, but it’s nothing I can’t handle, really,” Dorsey answered, but Jack didn’t believe her. And he didn’t trust Steve. “Let’s focus on finding Tade.”
Jack didn’t say anything, but he knew if he saw Steve touch her like that again, there would be trouble and he’d be the one making it. He reached over and squeezed Dorsey’s hand, and she smiled at him.
“He’s probably on the backside of the island,” Dorsey said, and she directed him down the beach, past the swimming complex and around a bend. A small creek poured into the ocean there, Jack saw as he pulled to a stop in the golf cart. A sign marked the end of the Top Club Plantation and the beginning of the “backside” of the island.
Jack had yet to venture past the creek, and hadn’t been off the plantation since he’d arrived this year. The backside belonged to the island’s natives, as Steve called them, and it remained a tangle of moss-covered live oak trees, pine trees, dirt roads and mysteries. When he was a kid on vacation on Indigo Island, he’d explored back here, too.
Jack stared into the thick dark woods. “You ok going in there? I can go find him if you’d like to stay here, rest your foot?”
“If Tade wasn’t afraid to venture back there, I’m not,” Dorsey said, although Jack suspected she sounded braver than she was.
Jack led the way along the sandy bank of the creek into the island. Inland, the heat was stifling. The dense hum of bugs hung in the thick air. No ocean breeze reached here. Dorsey followed closely behind, following Jack and the snaking water, and started calling Tade’s name.
“Hey Dorsey!” the boy said, his voice coming from somewhere inside the thick woods.
“Come out here, would you? You promised not to run away. You said you’d be at the Kids Cottage everyday,” Dorsey said, putting her hands on her hips but not budging from her spot on the creek bed.
“Come meet my friend,” Tade said, suddenly appearing at the edge of the woods, a smile stretched across his face. “She’s awesome, she teaches me so much. Oh, hi Jack.”
“What could you be learning out here?” Jack said.
“Lots. You’ll walk around the world three times in your lifetime. Cool, huh? Come meet her.”
“What? Who are you talking about?” Dorsey asked. “Come here right now.”
“No, you come with me,” Tade said, and disappeared into the woods.
Jack and Dorsey didn’t have a choice, so they followed, reluctant but captivated by his excitement. Not only was Jack afraid to lose him, but also he needed to know that his friend was a safe person for a ten-year-old boy to be hanging out with. Jack grabbed Dorsey’s hand reflexively. The bolt of electricity shot through him.
“Tade, slow down!” he demanded, worried about Dorsey’s foot. He could hear her panting from her sprint through the thick tangle of grass, vines, and pine trees. Finally Tade came to a stop in front of a seemingly deserted tin-roofed shack. The place reminded Jack of the slave cabins he’d seen in the black-and-white etchings in the inn’s art gallery. The roof was the color of the inside of a can of soup. The gray wooden walls were covered with tabby—ground oyster shells—and had leaned toward each other over the years and away from the sloped front porch three steps above the ground.
The cabin was stuck in time—in black and white itself, as the pine-tree and live—oak canopy above forced the sunlight to work hard to break through. The front door was a dusty red, and light blue shutters framed two small, steely windows. Jack felt sure if he stepped onto the porch, he’d fall through to the dirt. He had to get Tade and Dorsey back to the plantation, back to the environment where he was in control.
“Come on, Tade,” he said, placing an arm protectively on the boy’s small shoulders. “Let’s get out of here. We really aren’t supposed to be out here.” Jack noticed the windows on either side of the door, although partially covered by the shutters, were polished clear.
Tade noticed him looking at the shutters. “I love that color blue, don’t you? It’s called haint blue and it’s the color of heaven. The blue keeps the devil away at night. The bad guys are called haints—you get it?” Tade said.
“No, I don’t. Let’s go,” Dorsey said, and started pulling him backward by his arm.
“Hey, Barbara, I brought my friends, Dorsey and Jack, to see you,” Tade said.
“Oh honestly, chile, I’m in no shape to be having company,” a deep, gravelly yet singsong Southern voice said from inside the shack.
Jack realized whoever lived here had heard what he said about the island. “Oh, please don’t come out on our account, ma’am. We’ve just come to take Tade back before his parents know he’s gone. We’re sorry to disturb you, ma’am.”
“No problem. He’s a fine boy. Lonely boy. But a nice boy,” the woman said, as the old red door opened a crack. From below the porch, Jack saw the woman’s smooth, walnut-colored face. Wisps of cotton-white mingled with her black hair, pulled back tightly into a bun.
Tade shook Jack’s arm off his shoulders and Dorsey’s hand off his arm, bounded up the stairs, and pushed the door open wide enough to wrap both arms around the thin figure, now revealed. She wore a simple brown cotton dress. The hand that reached out to pat Tade’s head was wrinkled and bumpy, with large, dark, age spots. Jack had no idea how old the woman was—she seemed timeless in her sepia surroundings.
“I’ll try to come again, Miss Barbara, before I leave,” Tade said, backing out of her embrace.
“That would be nice, honey—now you go so’s y’all don’t get in no trouble,” Barbara said. Then smiling kindly down on them, she closed the door.
“Tade, you’re not supposed to be on this side of the island,” Dorsey said as they made their way out of the moss-draped forest.
Jack was in the lead, Tade behind him and Dorsey in the rear. He imagined black rat snakes under each tree and alligators lunging at them from the marsh. He hated snakes. He was completely on guard and he knew Dorsey’s foot must be throbbing.
“Yeah, yeah. Bet you can’t catch me,” Tade said, breaking into a run at the creek.
“Bet I can,” Jack said, catching Dorsey’s eye to be sure she was ok. She nodded and Jack took off after Tade, grabbing him as he rounded the bend at the beach and reached the golf cart.
“Can I drive the cart?”
“No. Scooch over. We need to pick up Dorsey. And Tade, don’t do this again,” Jack said, relieved to be back in civilization. He looked out over the ocean and was surprised to see thickening dark clouds. He didn’t know it was supposed to storm. They reached Dorsey as she was limping across the thick sand and she climbed on the cart, Tade between them in the front seat.
“Want to go put some blue crabs in the pool? I did that once and watched all of those sunbathers scream. It was funny!” Tade said as they drove past the pool area.
“That was you?” Dorsey said, shaking her head. “I heard about the prank at a staff meeting. Listen kiddo, I need your help. You’re the senior camper around here. You can help me with these new kids, show them all the fun things to do here. Like a second-in-command?”
“Maybe,” Tade said. “Didn’t you like Barbara’s house?”
“She seemed really nice,” Jack said, parking in front of the Kids Club cottage.
“When I leave, you have to visit her for me,” Tade said. “You do that, and I’ll help you with the kids. Deal?”
“OK, sure,” Dorsey said.
“As long as I’m with you,” Jack added protectively, meeting Dorsey’s eyes over Tade’s head. He saw her blush. He realized he was completely nuts about her. He didn’t want to go back to the pool, he wanted time to stand still. But he had to go. He parked the golf cart and they all climbed out.
“See you later, guys,” Jack said as he headed back to the pool and Dorsey and Tade climbed the steps to the Kids Cottage.
Rebecca was waiting for him as he reached the lifeguard chair.
“Say, just for old times why don’t you come by after work? I have a couple of your t-shirts I accidentally kept from last summer. You’re probably going to want them, right?” She had her hand on his biceps, her fingernails digging into his shirt.
“Could you just bring them to me, please?” he said, using his hand to pry her nails off of his shirt, smiling at her before climbing the ladder to the chair.
“No, I can’t,” she said tossing her long brunette hair over her shoulder, arms crossed in front of her. “If you want them, you’re going to have to come get them.” And then she stormed away from him in a huff.
Maybe Rebecca had finally gotten the hint.



Chapter 9
Dorsey
Dorsey watched Jack walk away with pure lust in her heart. She hoped she’d see him tonight, even though she knew it was against the club policy, against everything she’d wanted when she started her new life here. She knew she couldn’t trust a man again, not with her truth. Once he knew the real story, he wouldn’t want her anyway. It would be far easier to push him away now, before it went any further. How had he gotten into her heart and mind so quickly? Her stomach clenched as an answer and her face flushed. He was the hottest guy she’d ever been around. Period.
Dorsey looked out from the porch of the Kids Cottage and saw that girl, Rebecca, standing below Jack’s lifeguard chair. What were they saying? Were they making plans? Dorsey was stuck, she couldn’t leave the Kids Cottage and couldn’t find out what was going on from here. Tade was pulling on her arm.
“What?” she said impatiently.
“So should we take the kids to look for Loggerhead Sea Turtle nests?” Tade said, interrupting her thoughts.
“That’s a perfect idea,” Dorsey said reluctantly taking her eyes off of Jack and Rebecca and following Tade into the Kids Club where they found Steve finger painting with a group of toddlers. “But we may have to wait until the storm passes.”
“Thank God,” Steve said, hurrying toward the door, wiping his hands on a paper towel. He had green paint on his cheek, but Dorsey wasn’t going to wipe that for him. “You son, need to stop hiding like that.”
“I wasn’t hiding,” Tade said. “I was visiting a friend.”
“That’s not allowed. Everyone must follow the rules precisely in order for this club to be the best. You are expected to do so, as are your parents. I will be speaking to them, as well,” Steve said, spittle at the corner of his mouth.
“They won’t listen,” Tade said, hands on his hips, taunting the large man in front of him. Dorsey didn’t know why he was being so defiant, but she didn’t like seeing Steve get so angry at a child.
“They will, son,” Steve said, jaw clenching while his tiny eyes darkened with anger. “You all will. Good work, Dorsey.” And then he was gone.
Tade and Dorsey sat side by side on the window seat of the Kids Cottage, watching the waves build as the storm approached. The water grew dark brown as the light drained from the sky. The little kids had stopped painting and Dorsey had put on a Disney movie for them to watch. Dorsey heard the sirens blowing, calling all golfers off the course.
“My parents said this is a northeastern fetch,” Tade said. “I’m not sure what a fetch is, but if it cools it down here, it’s fine with me.”
“Me too. When are you leaving?” she said.
“Tomorrow,” Tade said.
“Already? Wow, I’ll miss you.”
A crack of lightning brightened the sky, followed closely by a loud thunderclap that seemed to be directly above the Kids Cottage. All three toddlers began to cry and Dorsey and Tade gathered them together in the center of the room. Dorsey wondered whether Jack would stop in and check on her, since the pool had to be closed during the storm. Or, maybe he had other duties she didn’t know about.
Nervous parents began banging in the door of the cottage, collecting their kids and hurrying out before the downpour. Tade, as usual, was the last to be picked up.
“I don’t want to go. Dorsey and I have plans,” he said to his parents when they eventually appeared.
“Well, you can just have that to look forward to on your next visit. You know we were only here for the long weekend, son. We’re back in three weeks,” Tade’s mom said, hurrying him out the door.
Dorsey was surprised how sad Tade’s departure made her. She had started to clean up the Kids Club for the day when the door burst open again. Tade.
“I forgot. I have something for you, something to keep you safe,” he said. “Put out your hand.”
“It better not be a bug, or I’ll get you,” Dorsey said.
“OK, open,” Tade said.
“What is it?” she asked, rolling a little figurine the size of a wine bottle cork back and forth in her fingers. It was a tiny clay person glazed periwinkle blue with a white base, four pressed buttons up its middle, two arms, and a little face with a pointed hat.
“It’s an oogle. Barbara said it’ll keep you safe. She gave me two. One for you. You need to keep it in your pocket, and when you go to sleep, put it by your bed.” Tade pulled his own small figurine out of his shorts pocket.
“Tade, I love it. Thank you. I’ll miss you, but I’ll see you in three weeks,” Dorsey said, and watched as he ran to the golf cart and his mother drove quickly away.
It was getting eerily dark outside, almost as if night had fallen when it was only four in the afternoon. A crack of thunder boomed above Dorsey’s head and she saw a lightning bolt strike on Hilton Head, near the famous red-and-white striped lighthouse. They’d close the pool for sure, she realized, and decided to head there to find Jack, even though it was wrong for her to want to be near him, even though he might have made plans with Rebecca. It was as if an invisible force was pulling her to him. She made it to the pool as the last of the guests were hurrying away in their golf carts.
Jack grinned when he saw her. “Hey beautiful, ready for your first Indigo Island storm?” he said, unzipping his backpack and rummaging through its contents. “Not that it matters. I’m prepared for both of us.”
He pulled out what looked like a yellow garbage bag. “Voilà! A rain poncho, straight from Disney World. Present from Mom. Just ignore the big mouse ears and think of me as a bright yellow beacon on a rather miserable day. I have an extra. Want to borrow it?”
He had unconsciously run his fingers through his dark brown hair, and it stood up. When he grinned, a dimple appeared on the left side of his smile. Dorsey hadn’t felt this tingle inside for years, maybe never.
The feeling was happiness, she realized. And a really big, teenage-sized crush.
“Give me a poncho, buster, and let’s explore this little resort in the rain. It’ll be fun. We look like a couple of overgrown ducks,” Dorsey said, pulling the yellow tent over her head.
“Hey, wait for Big Bird, would ya,” Jack said, hanging the “pool closed” sign.
They walked together in the pouring rain, past cottage after cottage, first the employee row and then the ocean-front guest cottages, which alternated blue, white, and yellow, blue, white, and yellow, until finally they reached the seawall protecting the cottages and the inn from the ravages of the Atlantic storms that would always come.
“You know, this is pretty.” Jack yelled to be heard over the crashing waves, pressing wind, and whipping rain. “Good shelling and arrowhead finding tomorrow!”
“I like finding colonial pottery shards. I have started quite a collection—that and my spearhead.” She turned to look up at him, and Jack leaned over and gave her a quick kiss, as water ran down both of their faces. Dorsey’s knees almost buckled.
“Sorry, couldn’t help it,” Jack said, smiling. “Let’s go near the water.”
“Strong currents,” Dorsey said, shaking her head.
“Yes, there are. Oh, you mean the water,” he teased. “We’re not going swimming. We’re just walking next to it. Come on. We’re already wet. I love the power of the ocean. I’ll hold your hand.” He jumped from the seawall to the sand a foot below. Reaching up, he held her with ease before lowering her to the sand. It was scary and sexy, all at the same time she realized as her heart thudded in her chest.
“Come on,” he yelled, pulling her hand.
The waves thundered, making it impossible to talk. By the water’s edge, the wind’s strength forced Dorsey to bend her head down to her chest. Her heart was pounding, the angry waves so close, so violent and still building in the normally flat and calm sound, but holding Jack’s hand made her feel safe, grounded. At that moment, she realized, Jack seemed to have always been with her, that he always should be. Protecting her, saving her.
Once they had walked far enough out and were walking parallel to the inn, she pulled on his hand, directing him back toward the gazebo and the grand yellow building beyond.
“OK,” he said, grinning at her and then lifting her back up onto the seawall before climbing back up himself. Together they ran to the white lattice gazebo, but it offered no protection from the growing storm.
“We need to get to the inn,” he yelled, and she nodded. They hurried up the oyster shell path. When Jack noticed her limping, he scooped her into his arms and carried her the rest of the way. They had climbed the steps to the large porch and were about to go inside when he pulled her to the side, into the shadows in the corner of the porch.
“Hey, do you know what these are? I’ve been meaning to ask every year,” he yelled pointing to a long wooden plank suspended on two rocking horse bases.
He’s such a kid, like Tade. Always asking questions, she thought, smiling. She was glad she knew the answer, too.
“It’s a joggling board. Made in Charleston,” Dorsey yelled. “Like this.” She sat in the middle of the long, foot-and-a-half-wide board that was inserted into rocking chair rockers on either end. She started joggling by bouncing up and down, and then added a back and forth rock by kicking her legs. “Ta da,” she yelled and Jack joined her. Two yellow ducks swaying on the joggling board.
“This is great,” he said, wrapping an arm around her waist. “It’d be great to—”
“In Charleston, rumor was that there weren’t any virgins inside a house if it had a joggling board outside,” Dorsey said, surprising herself; she was suddenly glad the storm made it almost dark so Jack couldn’t see her blush.
“I can understand that. Wow, look at the lightning over the ocean,” Jack said, mesmerized by the sharp white streaks of light. He pulled Dorsey closer, holding onto her waist as they joggled. She could feel his strong hands on her sides, felt the electricity of his touch to her core.
Dorsey self-consciously pushed her wet hair away from her face and pulled the plastic hood off her head. She hadn’t seen her white Keds this muddy in a long time either, she thought with a smile. She hoped her stitches weren’t ruined. Her foot felt fine. She looked at Jack and wondered what they could do, should do.
“I’m glad I got to share this storm with you,” Jack said. “If I was in the corporate office now, I’d probably be dealing with hundreds of freaked-out guests. Instead, I just had to hang the pool closed sign and find you.”
Dorsey smiled. “Actually, I found you, and I’m glad,” she answered, leaning into his strong body.
Jack took his arm from her back and stood up in front of her, pulling her to standing, hugging her tightly. “I didn’t know how lonely I was until I met you,” he said, his hair wet but sexy, eyes dark and shining. “Now look at me. I’m falling for a soaking wet, muddy shoed, strawberry-blonde, adventuresome girl who is acting like she isn’t afraid of storms and who knows how to joggle.”
“I’m not afraid of the storm, not with you,” Dorsey said, her voice catching in her throat. Could this be happening to her? What about their employment contracts? What about Rebecca? Steve? “Jack, I was so lonely before I met you, too. When my last boyfriend, well my only real boyfriend, broke up with me, well, I haven’t been able to get past it.”
Jack grabbed Dorsey’s wet hair and tilted her head up. He leaned forward, covering her lips with his, gently pressing, exploring. Dorsey opened her mouth, gasping, as his kiss moved to her neck and behind her ear. She felt faint, the kisses were making her dizzy. Jack held her tight as another lightning bolt lit up the sky, this one close to the gazebo.
“I’m sorry he hurt you. I won’t,” Jack said, his voice low and needy.
Dorsey looked into Jack’s darkened eyes, wanting to believe him, as the thunderclap shook her to the core. She couldn’t trust him, though. She knew what he didn’t. He wouldn’t want to be with her once he knew her secrets.
“We better get inside,” Dorsey said, reluctantly breaking their embrace by pulling him into the lobby of the inn. Vacationers were everywhere, trapped inside by the storm. The bar was hopping, the library was packed, and Shane and Paula seemed beyond stressed by the volume of people in their lobby. Apples were disappearing faster than they could be counted. Dorsey smiled.
“Can you think of anywhere private we can go?” she whispered, stunned by her own boldness.
“Yes, I have an idea—come on,” he said, and they hurried up the main stairs, past Steve’s office, and down a long corridor, Dorey’s wet tennis shoes squeaking with every step. “This is the service entrance to the private dining room. I doubt anybody is in here right now.”
He was right. Flipping on the lights, Dorsey saw that they were alone in a formal dining room, complete with sparkling crystal chandelier, oil paintings of the former plantation residents, and three huge windows facing the ocean and the storm.
“Sorry about your boyfriend,” Jack offered, his eyebrows knit together with concern. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here.”
“Thanks,” she said. “It really is in the past, but for some reason, I can’t let go of it. He was embarrassed to be with me, after, after my dad died. He was from a long-standing family in Grandville, and well, my family’s scandal made him uncomfortable.”
“What a jerk,” Jack said, reaching over to hold Dorsey’s hand. They sat on the plush wool area rug, trying not to drip too much on the hardwood floor. “What could possibly make somebody act like that? That’s when you needed someone by your side. I mean your father’s death is a tragedy, not a scandal. I wish I could meet him. I’d punch him.”
“No you wouldn’t,” Dorsey said, rubbing the oogle in her pocket. “The sad thing, for Mom and me, was that we should have seen it coming. First somebody dyed our swimming pool a blood-red color. I came home from school and the pool, it was so creepy.”
“Why would anybody do that?” he asked, squeezing her shoulders.
Dorsey didn’t answer, she was lost in the past. She shivered.
“Then, they poisoned my dog, Rufus. He was a husky, with bright blue eyes. He was so sweet, so protective of me. He died in our kitchen, in my arms, foaming at the mouth. It was horrible.” Dorsey paused and took a deep breath. She’d never been able to say the words, she never wanted to believe them. “It was all to warn my dad, to force him to stop performing abortions. That was a tiny part of his practice. He was a celebrated Ob/Gyn doctor. He’d delivered everyone in town’s babies. But they took it all away. They threatened to kill us, my mom and me, too.”
“Oh, my God, Dorsey, I’m so sorry,” Jack said pulling her to him in a firm hug as another bolt of lightning lit up the room. With the crack of thunder, the electricity in the room surged, and then went out. One of the portraits on the wall, a Mrs. Stoddard, seemed to be staring down at them, creepily illuminated by each lightning flash, and she wasn’t smiling.
“I can’t talk about it anymore tonight,” she said, stifling a sob. She’d come close to telling Jack the whole story, and if she had, she would’ve ruined everything.
“I don’t even know what to say, you’ve been through so much. I’m here, if you need to talk, whenever you need to talk.”
They sat in silence, holding each other.
“You know, whenever I think my life has been tough and I get all self-absorbed and angry, especially angry, I try to remind myself that others have been through much worse,” Jack said. He leaned against the wall in the dark, Dorsey pulled into his lap. “My dad was such a jerk, leaving my mom with two kids to feed and raise. No child support, nothing. No playing catch, no father-son moments.”
“That’s just as hard, Jack,” she said, realizing that even if she only had a dad around until she was fourteen, he was a great dad. “I was lucky. I know. He was a great man.”
“That’s probably why you’re so good with kids. You had role models, a mom and a dad, showing you how to do it,” Jack said, and Dorsey felt him growing tense behind her. “I’d be awful with kids, with a family.”
“Are you kidding? You’re great with Tade,” she said, turning to try to see his face in the pitch-black room. She reached up, touching his cheek. “It’s not about role models, it’s about your heart. You have a good heart, Jack.”
“Whatever, but thanks,” he said. Dorsey noticed his hands were clenched into fists. She sensed that his anger just below the surface, waiting to explode.
She wondered if his self-doubt and this simmering anger at his dad were what was holding him back. Was this the reason he’d had a string of relationships? Conquests without meaning, without commitment.
“You deserve to have everything you want, Jack,” Dorsey said. “A great career, a family, kids.”
“Nobody deserves anything. It’s luck and fate and hard work, it’s how you were raised and what you can overcome,” he said, pulling her against him, nuzzling his chin into her shoulder. “I’ve watched you with the kids. You’ll be a great mom someday.”
“I hope so. Jack, let’s get out of here, I need some dry clothes,” she said eventually, chilled from being damp, from the draft in the room. Jack took her hand and led her slowly through the darkened inn until they reached the candlelit main lobby. Once outside, they made the run home through rain so heavy it concealed everything except what was just in front of them.
Jack’s cottage was closest, so they stopped there. He handed Dorsey a dry sweatshirt and sweat pants, and gave her privacy to change. Dorsey glanced at her reflection in the mirror and even in the dark could tell how swollen her eyes were from crying. After she’d changed, he joined her in his bedroom, dropping onto one of the two queen-sized beds. The walls, a bright sky-blue with midnight-blue band at the ceiling, were the most colorful thing she had seen all day. With the wind and the rain of the storm, the entire island seemed gray from the ground to the sky.
“Thanks for telling me about your dog,” Jack said. He watched Dorsey use the towel in an attempt to dry her long hair. “I still can’t believe this happened to you. Did they catch whoever poisoned your dog?”
“No,” Dorsey answered. She felt guilty for not telling him the whole truth, not telling him that it was worse, much worse than poor Rufus. But she couldn’t share that, she doubted she ever would.
Jack didn’t say anything in response, just nodded.
“So, what do you want to eat?” he finally asked when she bent over and flipped her hair over to dry the underside. “And did I mention you’ve got great hair.”
“I’m glad you like it, because it drives me crazy. It’s big, that’s for sure, and it takes forever to dry,” she answered from her upside-down position.
“I’m making dinner,” Jack announced, standing. “Hey, what’s this?” he said, picking up the oogle from the bedside table.
“Oh, it’s a little bit of protection from Tade and his friend, Barbara. They gave it to me to ward off evil spirits and things. It’s kind of like you, in miniature,” Dorsey said.
“Cute,” Jack said as he put the oogle back and walked back into the living room. He turned on the gas fireplace and the glow lit the room. The armchairs around the fireplace were brown wicker with bright yellow-and-white-checkered cushions. The kitchen table was sturdy maple. The layout was the same as her cottage.
As they sat in front of the fireplace, nibbling crackers and cheese and bologna slices, safe from the wind and the rain outside, Dorsey decided this might be the happiest moment of her life.
“What time are you working tomorrow?” Jack asked, the light of the fire dancing off his face, chiseled angles of perfection. He was gorgeous, Dorsey decided afresh. She was so happy, and felt so safe, she didn’t want to think about tomorrow.
She yawned and stretched. The warmth of the fire had relaxed her. She reached over and grabbed Jack’s hand. “I have to work at nine, but I’d better head back to my cottage. What if Steve has someone check on me?” She stood up, holding onto the waistband of his sweatpants to keep them from falling down.
“You had to hide out from the storm. Take one of the beds. I’ll sleep on the couch. It’s late. Promise it will be OK.” Jack stood beside Dorsey in front of the fire and grinned. He smelled like rain and soap, and she wanted him to touch her, to carry her to his bedroom, but that would ruin everything. Jack needed this job even more than she did. And how could she ever be sure she wasn’t just another notch on his belt.
“Oh, Jack,” Dorsey said, wrapping her arms around his neck, feeling the connection zinging between them as their bodies drew close and pulsed with desire. She took a deep breath and took in the scent that was uniquely his. “You know I appreciate your gentlemanliness, I guess. It’s just, well, it’s what we have to do, right?”
“Ugh,” Jack said, pushing her away. “This following the rules is killing me. We’ve got to figure out a way to be together.”
“I’d like that, too,” she said quietly, turning to face the fire. After a moment, she turned back to face him, ignoring the need in his eyes, a need she felt just as strongly. “It’s still crazy outside, so I’m sure it’s OK for me to stay, just this time. And just to be safe, you better sleep on the couch,” Dorsey said. She didn’t trust either of them with a whole night together anymore. As Jack closed the door to the bedroom, Dorsey climbed under the blankets of one of Jack’s queen-sized beds. Once she’d stopped thinking about Jack and focused on improvements she still had planned for the Kids Cottage, sleep was deep and peaceful, without nightmares.



Chapter 10
Jack
Reluctantly, Jack closed the bedroom door, and leaned against it. He couldn’t believe he could feel this way about someone, could let a woman into his heart this quickly. All of those years of trying to fill the hole left by his brother’s death and his mom’s emotional distance with one-night stands and overachieving at school and work had never come close to making him feel alive again. Nothing had. Not until Dorsey. Now he stood on the other side of the bedroom door from her, alone and with a huge hard-on.
He let out a deep sigh and eyed the couch, his bed for the evening. All day long, before the storm had blown in, he’d sat up in the lifeguard chair and daydreamed about Dorsey. About her laugh, her soft skin, her incredibly wild hair. He couldn’t wait to make love to her, but knew if he would ever get the chance, he would need to take it slow. He had all the time in the world this summer, before he began his real job. He would wait as long as she needed him to, no matter how hard it was. Literally. He knew he could manage Steve, he just hadn’t exactly figured out how. The bigger issue was to earn Dorsey’s trust – a trust so ruined by her first and only serious boyfriend that he had caused her to believe she was unlovable. Jack had news for her – she was the most lovable woman he’d ever known.
Climbing under the blanket and trying to get comfortable on the couch, Jack thought about how he’d feel if his family were threatened, if his dog were poisoned and killed. That had to be horrible for Dorsey’s father. Dads were supposed to be the protectors, they were supposed to be around, to be the strong ones. Not that Jack would know. He’d been the man in the Means’ household since he was eight and his dad left them. He was afraid he had too much of his dad inside him to ever be a father. He hoped he would never abandon his own child, but who knows what kind of genetic monster could awaken. So Jack had decided to play it safe. Play the field, focus on his career, take care of his mom. But now, now there was Dorsey.
There was a knock on the door. Jack hurried to open it before Dorsey woke up. Steve.
“Just checking to make sure everybody’s accounted for after the storm,” he said, standing on the porch, clothes still wet from the lashing rain. Shining his too-bright flashlight into Jack’s eyes. “Dorsey isn’t in her cottage. Have you seen her?”
“As a matter of fact, I have,” Jack said, opening the door wider, pointing to his couch. Steve’s light followed. “I’m sleeping on the couch there and she’s asleep in my bedroom. I know it’s against resort policy, but as a senior staff member, I needed to be there for her. She was freaked out by the storm.”
“Damn right it’s against resort policy, Jack,” Steve said, leaning forward until their faces were inches apart. “You don’t want to jeopardize your promotion, now do you, pretty boy? Your momma is so proud of you and all.”
“I have an employment contract that you are bound to honor. I could have sued you already, so back off,” Jack said, his anger at the boiling point.
“You cashed the check, son, so you’re mine,” Steve said, tiny eyes threatening. “Everything around here needs to run according to my excellence plan. You fit into that nicely. Good eye candy, good for the morale of the staff. I don’t even mind all your one-night stands with the summer staff. But don’t mess with my Kids Cottage girls. You got close to Lila last summer and she left. Now here you are with Dorsey. Do you want to see her go, too?”
Jack stared back at Steve, seeing more to him than he’d ever noticed before. The realization that he was more than just a control freak was beginning to sink in. Steve really believed everything and everyone belonged to him on Indigo Island. He wondered what had happened to Steve in his childhood. Jack shook his head, still angry but disturbed at the insight. He saw Steve suddenly as a boy in middle school – skinny, squeaky voice and the easy target of every bully. But, even so, he didn’t have to turn out this way. Jack’s eyes widened, absorbing the reality of what Steve had said.
“Did you send Lila away? What did you do to her? You bastard. She loved it here,” Jack said, disgust and anger mixing into a powerful adrenaline rush. Lila was a beautiful girl, always happy and smiling. Jack had been close to falling for her, close to opening up to her during their two picnic dates together. But suddenly she was gone. “Don’t you dare do or say anything to Dorsey. I saw you touch her at the Kids Cottage,” Jack said as Steve rocked back and forth laughing his high-pitched laugh. “I’m going to be watching you, as much as you’re watching me.”
“No need for that kind of threat, son. Just keep out of little Dorsey’s panties, and we won’t have a problem,” Steve said, shining his flashlight directly into Jack’s eyes, blinding him, before turning and walking into the night.
If Jack had been frustrated before, now he was frustrated and pissed. Still blinded by the bright light shone in his eyes, he fumbled his way back to the couch after locking and chaining the door. How dare this guy check on them like they were kids away for summer camp? And what had he done or said to Lila?
Screw him, Jack thought. When he moved into management he’d get his revenge. He’d report Steve and his practices to the heads of Top Club, and Steve would be fired. Until then, Jack knew he just had to outsmart him, and protect the young woman in the next room whom he couldn’t stop thinking about.
He settled back onto the couch, adrenaline still pumping through his veins. Less than three months until Steve would be neutralized, but that seemed like an eternity tonight with Dorsey in the next room.
Jack knew he’d have trouble sleeping for more than one reason tonight.

Jack panicked when he woke up.
Looking around, he realized he was on his couch. The sun was fairly bright, and a quick check of the clock told him what he suspected. Only half an hour to get to the pool. He opened the door to his bedroom, expecting to see Dorsey asleep, but she was gone. The sweatshirt she’d borrowed the night before was folded on his bed. He picked it up and smelled it, and breathed in her scent.
He ran a hand through his hair, marveled at how simply smelling something she wore could turn him on. It was great to feel the sizzle and spark of instant attraction—and crazy that they hadn’t acted upon it. Maybe Dorsey was right. Maybe they were building up to something incredible. Maybe waiting was worth it?
Thinking about it made him crazy with desire, so he had to get moving. It was late. He’d find her and see if they could have a real date tonight. Screw Steve. Jack would find a place for them to go where he couldn’t snoop around and find them. He had several ideas. He jumped in the shower, changed into his lifeguard uniform and headed to the pool complex. He hoped he’d see Dorsey on his way past the Kids Cottage and sure enough, there she was leaning her bicycle against the seawall.
Her hair glistened in the sunlight, and he smiled as she smiled at the children waiting for her for the beach walk. Then Jack noticed Steve also there. Why was he always around, Jack thought, hurrying toward them close enough to hear Steve.
“Well, here’s Miss Pittman, finally. I told you she’d show up, she was scared of the storm last night and had to sleep at a friend’s house,” Steve said to the children, wrapping his long arm tightly around Dorsey’s shoulders as his angry, dark eyes belied the gentle tone of his voice.
“Hey Dorsey, have a great day,” Jack said, trying to reassure her that everything was OK. And it was. He’d make it so.
“Hi, kids, you can call me Dorsey,” she said, smiling up at Jack and ignoring Steve even as he continued to hold her tightly to him. “Are you ready to find sea treasures? There should be a bunch after that big storm.”
“I was scared,” said a little girl with perfect Pippi Longstocking hair and freckles. She walked up to Dorsey providing the perfect extraction from Steve. Dorsey dropped to her knees to be eye-level with the child.
“Me, too, honey,” Dorsey said to the child. “But everything’s all right today. Sunshine and blue skies. Did your parents put sunscreen on you?”
“Yes,” answered the kids in unison.
“Miss Pittman, could I speak with you for a moment?” Steve said, extending his small hand out to Dorsey. She stood up by herself. “We’ll be right with you, kids. Why don’t y’all pick out a bucket and a shovel? There’s a big assortment in that white bag over there.”
“What is it?” Dorsey asked, concerned by his tone. She shot a look at Jack who stepped closer to them.
“I will overlook the fact that you were not in your cottage last night. I understand you were afraid of the storm? Just don’t let that happen again, especially with a male coworker. You know the rules and you know what happens if you break them,” he said.
Dorsey nodded as Jack looked on with distaste.
“Well good, now onto more important issues. Both of you need to know. See the EMT squad up there?” Steve pointed in the direction of the red truck.
“Yeah, I figured they were getting sandwiches at the general store, as usual,” Dorsey said.
Jack looked back toward the cottages at the red emergency vehicle and then noticed another squad parked at the edge of the seawall, farther down the beach, near the swimming pool complex. “What’s going on?” he asked.
“A boat is missing. Ten people from a water surveying company were caught out in the sound during the storm yesterday. No one has heard from them since five last night. We hope they’ll turn up, washed ashore here or over at Tybee Island,” Steve said. “Maybe they made it to Hilton Head, but we don’t think so.”
“Oh, no. Should I cancel the beach walk?” she said. “I don’t want the kids to find anything.”
“That’s what I was thinking. How about we do a sandcastle-building contest instead?” Steve suggested. “Are you all right, Dorsey? You look a little spooked. It’s hard sleeping in an unfamiliar place during a storm and all.”
“What does that mean?” Jack said, “Why don’t you back off, Steve?”
“Why don’t you get to work, son,” Steve said to Jack, a vein popping in his forehead.
“I slept very well, actually,” Dorsey said, and turned to check on the children, who were playing with brightly colored plastic buckets on the sand, leaving the two men facing each other.
“Get to work, Jack,” Steve said, his squinty eyes searching Jack’s face for a reaction.
“I’m going,” Jack said, but stopped on the seawall to watch Dorsey with the kids. And to make sure Steve didn’t touch her again. He felt like a guard dog.
“Guess what, kids, we’re going to build sandcastles today instead of looking for treasures. Mr. Steve will be back to check on us in an hour, so let’s make sure we build some great things to show him. He’ll bring prizes.”
“I’m sure you all will impress me,” Steve said, before he climbed the seawall, stepped into his golf cart, and, thankfully, drove away.
“Look at this shell, Miss Dorsey,” said little Pippi, as Jack had mentally nicknamed her.
“That’s beautiful. Enjoy looking at it and then toss it back so another sea animal can move in.”
“Can I keep this?” asked a little boy of five or six. His outstretched hand held a very alive sea star. Jack saw Dorsey smile as she watched him examine his treasure.
“The sea star is still alive—see all of its tiny little legs moving? We should go throw him back into the water so he’ll live. He probably washed ashore during the storm,” Dorsey said. “I’ll go with you to toss it back. The rest of you better build fast. Steve will be back before you know it, and I know he has great prizes.”
As Jack watched, Dorsey held the little boy’s hand and they walked to the ocean. The waves were rougher than usual, still stirred up by the storm.
At the edge of the farthest-reaching waves lay the debris and treasures claimed and then returned by the ocean. Seaweed clumps. Beached and dead horseshoe crabs. Aluminum beer cans. A piece of blue Styrofoam ripped from a boogie board. A large buoy had washed in, along with a brown plastic bag full of trash. Jack was thinking about organizing a beach clean up party. Maybe Dorsey and the kids could help the lifeguards. Team building and all. Steve couldn’t object to that. He stretched and stood up on the seawall. He knew he couldn’t watch Dorsey all day, even though that was all he wanted to do.
Jack saw Dorsey and the little boy walk toward something lying on the beach. Afraid it might be a dead dolphin, Jack hopped down off the seawall and began jogging toward them, just as Dorsey turned toward him.
“Please help!” she yelled and she’d grabbed the little boy in her arms and was walking quickly toward Jack. As the boy and Dorsey got closer, Jack realized it wasn’t a dolphin, but a person. A woman.
And then the smell, like rotten meat, blew toward him as he grabbed Dorsey’s arm and helped her hurry toward the seawall. To his horror, the other four children began to run toward them. Jack knew he had to keep them moving away from the body. He could hear the little boy crying and he lifted him into his arms. Dorsey’s face was a mask of determination as she trudged quickly through the thick sand beside him.
“Hey kids,” she said, arms out, blocking the little herd from going any further toward the body. “Let’s turn back around. Listen, we’re all going to have a race. First one to the seawall gets all the candy they can fit in their lunch bag. Go!”
“I get candy, too?” asked the small boy still in Jack’s arms.
“All you want,” she said as the little boy wiggled free from Jack’s arms and joined the rest of the kids running up to the seawall. “Jack, do you have a phone?”
“No, but I can run to the pool hut if you’re OK here,” Jack said.
“I’m fine. I’ll keep the kids busy while you call for the emergency squad. I think it’s too late for her, though,” Dorsey said, shaking her head. “Go!”
Jack was reluctant to leave her there, but knew they needed help. By the time he jogged to the pool, called 9-1-1 and jogged back, Steve was at the scene, shepherding the confused children from the beach back to his cart.
“Mr. Steve has lots of candy for all of you, but it’s all back at the inn,” Dorsey was saying as she helped clear the children from the beach while emergency sirens sounded in the distance.
“Help’s coming,” Steve yelled to them. “Stay here. Jack, keep those people back.”
“Give them candy,” Dorsey said as Steve finally drove away with the children. “Oh, my God, Jack.”
Jack pulled her into an embrace. “It’s going to be all right.” He noticed the crowd forming and gradually moving toward them on the beach. “I’ve got to stop those people. I’ll be right back.”
“Shouldn’t someone cover up the woman? Give her privacy. That’s what they did for Dad. Covered him the way you see on TV,” Dorsey said, shaking while she was speaking. Not making any sense. Jack knew she was in shock.
Two paramedics rushed past them toward the woman, followed closely by two more.
“Dorsey, come help me hold back the onlookers,” Jack said, and she nodded, following him up to the seawall.
“Things are under control, everybody. Go on back to what you were doing before,” Dorsey said with surprising strength.
“What’s going on?” asked a woman wearing a large floppy hat and a pink floral dress.
“A body has washed up on the beach,” Jack said. “I’d suggest turning away, especially those of you with children.”
A murmur went through the crowd as several of the onlookers did turn back. Jack and Dorsey stayed put, blocking the curious ones from coming any further. Jack watched as Dorsey turned to look back at the scene, shaking her head.
“It is very important that if your children saw anything that you talk to them about it,” Dorsey explained. “Your children should see your sadness about this shocking discovery. Please don’t tell the young children details. It’s OK for you to simply say you are sad about the woman who died on the beach today. Spend time with your family today, give your kids a chance to ask questions and to grieve. Togetherness is key, what can you do with your kids to make them feel better. Light a candle, have a moment of silence. Come and see me at the Kids Cottage if you need anything, any advice.”
He knew she’d had professional training in childcare, but Jack was still impressed with Dorsey’s composure and her insights. Both of them continued to walk toward the crowd, moving them back.
Jack looked behind him and noticed they had covered the body with a sheet and were putting it onto a gurney. Four paramedics were on the scene. As they solemnly walked up the beach with the stretcher between them, the onlookers were silent. Jack looked at Dorsey’s face and saw her eyes bulging. She was biting her lower lip and had wrapped her arms tightly around herself. He was worried about her and knew instinctively he needed to get her out of here before she broke down. She’d been so strong, so competent with the kids, making sure they weren’t scared or had even realized what had happened. But now, Jack thought, it was time for her to leave.
“Let’s go,” he said, pulling her by the hand, away from the beach across the lawn to the Kids Cottage. Once they were inside, Jack closed and locked the door.
“Are you OK? What were you saying about your dad? Talk to me, honey,” Jack said, taking both of her hands in his, guiding her to the window seat.
“Jack. She’s dead.” Dorsey began to sob, her body shaking. “She was so swollen. Her skin stretched like a white balloon. We thought she was a dolphin—the underside is white, you know. My dad had those glassy eyes, like the surprise of death was written all over him. I was there, you know? Planting flowers with him in our front yard. I heard the gunshot, then warm liquid sprayed on my arms and face, and my dad dropped to the grass.”
“You watched your dad’s murder? Oh, Dorsey,” Jack said, but before he could hug her or do anything for her she was standing, and sobbing, walking in a circle on the bright blue rug in the center of the room. Jack jumped up, tried to hold her, but she pushed him away.
“I saw the murderer, too,” she said, stopping suddenly in the center of the rug, her eyes huge and blank, not seeing him, not seeing anything on the island. Jack pulled her to him.
“Shh, Dorsey. Calm down, breathe,” Jack said, holding her tight.
“I’m fine. It’s her, she needs you, she needs help, the poor lady on the beach,” Dorsey said pointing out the window to where the body had been on the beach. Then suddenly, she dropped to the carpet, her knees buckling before Jack realized what had happened. Jack frantically checked for a pulse and found it.
“Oh, honey,” Jack said, his training kicking in. He turned her head to the side and propped her feet up on one of the child-sized bean bags. Jack hurried to the small sink in the corner and ran cold water over a few paper towels, using them to wipe her forehead. He had no idea how long a fainting spell could last, but he would be right here when she awoke.
Her eyes fluttered a few minutes later and she tried to sit up.
“Whoa, not so fast. Just stay right there for a little bit and then we’ll sit up,” Jack said, jumping into rescue training mode.
“I’m fine,” Dorsey said, rolling over onto her side and then slowly sitting up. “See?”
“Well, let’s get you home to your cottage and you’ll feel a lot better,” Jack said, still watching her closely as he helped her to stand.
“Thanks for being here,” Dorsey said.
Jack wondered what she remembered, if she knew what she’d told him. For now, he just wanted to get her home. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,” he said.
Dorsey surprised him, pulling him close and kissing him deeply on the lips, pressing her body into his. He felt himself coming alive, all of his senses fully awakened as if for the first time in his life.
“Don’t start something you can’t finish,” he murmured, grabbing her bottom with both hands and pulling her into him, into his growing erection.
A loud knock on the cottage door startled them both, as Jack released a loud sigh.
“Who is it?” he demanded loudly.
“Steve, open up.”
Dorsey looked scared, her perfect lips caught in a tiny O.
“Hey, it’s ok. We didn’t do anything wrong,” Jack whispered. He broke the embrace and opened the door.
“What’s going on here?” Steve demanded.
“Nothing,” Dorsey said. “I um, well, I fainted if you have to know and Jack’s been making sure I’m OK.”
Steve narrowed his eyes, unsure what to believe, Jack knew. Their mistrust was mutual.
“She’s just lucky she didn’t crack her head open, fell right here on the new rug. That would have been a terrible liability for the club, right?” Jack said smiling at his boss all the while wanting to punch him in the nose for always interrupting them, for always appearing.
“The investigators are going to want to talk to both of you. Who wants to come with me first?” Steve said.
“I will, after I take Dorsey back to her cottage,” Jack said.
“I’ll drive Dorsey back, son, you go on and talk to the sheriff, OK?”
“I’m fine, Jack,” Dorsey said. Jack knew it was an attempt to calm him down. She was right. He’d go talk to the sheriff and then come and find her.
“Fine,” Jack said, leaving Dorsey alone with the person he least trusted on the island.



Chapter 11
Dorsey
Dorsey still was embarrassed. She pulled the covers over her face and said, “I never faint, Jack, honest. It’s way too Victorian, just not in my demeanor. It was heat stroke, I’m sure of it.”
“I’m just glad to see you feeling better,” Jack said, a smile on his handsome, worried face. Jack sat on the bed next to Dorsey and kissed her gently on the forehead. He wasn’t wearing his typical lifeguard uniform of white polo and red bathing suit. Instead, he wore jeans and a white button down. He looked like a hot businessman on vacation. Her hot businessman. Dorsey’s Indigo Island family, all present. She realized that’s how she thought of him, as family. How had they grown so close, so fast, she wondered? He was very much inside her heart, even if it wasn’t a good idea. Even if it weren’t allowed.
“They want to interview you as soon as you’re up to it,” Jack said, turning serious, his hand brushing a stray hair from her eye.
“How’s the little boy?” Dorsey asked, shuddering.
“Fine. He thinks he saw a dead dolphin. I guess you told him that,” Jack said. “Good thinking. Really good. You were amazing out there, you kept it all under control. I’m so proud of you. Don’t feel embarrassed, please.”
“Did you realize it was a body, right away?” she asked. He’d been by her side so quickly, helping with the kids and the other guests.
“No, I thought it was a dolphin, too. But then I saw your face go white and I knew,” he said, shaking his head at the memory. “I’m just glad I was there, but even if I hadn’t been, you handled it like a pro.” She grinned at his words, knowing she’d said too much to him, realizing he was a gentleman for not asking her any questions. She reached for his hand just as Steve appeared in the doorway.
“Dorsey, could I speak with you a moment?” he asked, ridiculous glasses on, inside, as always.
“Of course,” Dorsey said, shooting a look at Jack who nodded slightly. He was their boss so of course she had to talk to him.
“Alone?” Steve said.
“Ah, right. I was just leaving, going back to the pool to be the good little cabana boy,” Jack said, and kissed Dorsey on the forehead, despite the fact Steve was watching. “I’ll be back after my shift. Don’t move. She’s tired, Steve.”
“I know. I won’t be long. Now, Dorsey, what exactly did you see?” Steve asked checking over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. He seemed to have stretched out the sleeves on his cardigan—his hands were missing.
“You can sit down, Steve,” Dorsey said, pointing to the chair in the corner of her bedroom. Her other bed was, as always, a mess of just-washed but not-folded clothes, kids’ craft supplies and her growing pottery collection.
Steve began to pace back and forth in front of her bed. “It’s a problem, this woman. The boat that’s missing was filled with men. We don’t know who this woman is or how she ended up here. The sheriff has called in assistance from Hilton Head,” Steve said, sweat glistening on his top lip. “It’s not good for any of us, this development. Bad for tourism, bad for Top Club. Believe it or not, I’m looking out for all of us. This is bad.”
“It’s especially not good for her, whoever she was. Oh, my God,” Dorsey said, shaking her head as she struggled to again erase the image of the woman from her mind. She wished Jack were still sitting beside her.
Steve walked over next to her bed, placing a hand on her head. She could feel the warmth and moisture of his palm and wanted to squirm away. She was trapped. “Well, I’ve told the police what I know. They’ll want to speak with you. I don’t think there’s any connection here, to our island. I’m thinking whatever happened probably happened over in Hilton Head and she washed up over here. Nothing bad happens on Indigo Island. Poor woman. Let’s hope we can put all of this behind us. Quickly, before the tourists are scared away. Feel better,” Steve said, using his entire hand to squeeze her head, too tightly.
“Ouch,” Dorsey said, pulling her head away from his grasp.
Steve smiled and looked down at her. “So pretty, so loved by all the kids, aren’t you?” he said before turning to leave. He stopped in the doorway, pointing a finger towards her. “But, Dorsey? I don’t think you are remembering the policy?” His jaw tensed and his long neck jutted towards her.
“I know all the policies, Steve,” she said, staring straight into his eyes, unblinking, until he made the thumbs-up sign, turned and walked out the door.

“Oh no,” Dorsey said, waking up and noticing how bright the room was. Had she slept all night? “What has happened? What have I missed?”
Jack was shaking his head as he hurried to her bedside. “Nothing, you’ve missed nothing. The woman is still dead. The place is swarming with cops and investigators. Crime scene tape is everywhere. More ferries are arriving right now with a team of forensic specialists from Savannah. They’ll figure out who that woman was and how she got here.”
“Good, I hope they do and find her murderer. It’s really important to find the person in the first few hours,” Dorsey said, staring at the wall, not looking at Jack.
“This isn’t just about that poor woman on the beach, is it?” Jack said, his brown eyes hooded with sadness. “Do you need to tell me something, anything else, maybe about the past?”
“Nope,” Dorsey said, and yanked the blue cotton blanket up under her chin. “I need to take a shower.”
“OK. That’s a good idea,” Jack said as he stood, stretched, and plopped the newspaper onto the chair. “You know, whatever you need, whenever you want to talk, I’m here for you. I want to help.” He leaned over and helped her climb out of bed. “Don’t close me out.”
“Thanks,” she mumbled, numb and confused, but comforted by the caring man who had entered her life just when she had least expected it. Dorsey stumbled out of bed toward the bathroom, trying to wake up. “If you’re lucky, you might have the distinct pleasure of seeing me showered and in makeup. Just don’t expect anything grand. Come back in an hour. OK?”
“You and makeup? Now won’t that be something to see,” Jack said with a smile before walking out the front door and pulling it closed behind him.
“I’m in love,” Dorsey said aloud to her empty bathroom. She’d let too much slip about her past, but he’d been a gentleman and hadn’t pushed her for more. But what about Rebecca? Was he secretly seeing her, too? Maybe there was more to their relationship than Dorsey realized. They’d slept together last summer after all. Fortunately, the image of the dead woman didn’t haunt her in the shower unless she closed her eyes. So she didn’t. Instead she focused on what it would feel like to have Jack rubbing the soap all over her body. That, she discovered, was a very pleasant thought.
By the time he returned, she had attempted makeup and had almost dried her hair.
“You’re really beautiful,” he said, handing her a bunch of hot pink bougainvillea he had yanked from one of the bushes outside the cottage.
“Thanks, but those have ants and major thorns,” Dorsey said, holding her hands up and not accepting the flowers. “I found out the hard way when I made a bouquet of them for my table, and they had started an indoor colony by the time I came back from work.”
“Bummer.” Jack retraced his steps out the door—and bumped into Steve, who was about to knock.
“Sorry,” Jack said.
“Nice flowers, kid,” he said.
“Check for ants. I had a couple on my hand,” Jack said, releasing his grip.
“So what are you all doing tonight? Going on a date? Flowers, and Dorsey, don’t you look nice,” Steve said. Dorsey saw Steve’s eyes narrow, his jaw tense as he glared at Jack.
“Of course not, Steve,” Dorsey said. “We know that’s not allowed. We’re just a couple of friends hanging out.”
“Just be sure that is all it is,” Steve said, and then chuckled in his high-pitched way. “Remember all Top Club policies apply to everyone. Including young rising stars like you two.”
“Is that a threat? Tell me, are you going to write us up for this or do we have your permission to hang out?” Jack said to Steve, his hands on his hips. The tension between the two men pumped through the air.
Steve blinked, and smiled. “Just don’t want any drama like we have now with Rebecca, you little Casanova, you. You kids have fun, just keep to the rules.”
“Let’s go,” Jack said to Dorsey and they walked past Steve and out into the night.



Chapter 12
Jack
How dare he bring up Rebecca, in front of Dorsey? Jack was trying hard to keep his temper in check but he felt his fists tightening. He had planned a special evening for Dorsey and he needed to focus on that. One day, he’d get his revenge on Steve, he just had to bide his time.
Jack had decided to create a picnic in the grass near the swimming pool complex, his own domain, and he had a perfect spot hidden from view but still a great view of the sunset. Sure, he’d made out here with a couple girls each summer, most annoyingly Rebecca at the end of last season. But he’d never wanted to make a picnic for anyone. He hoped he’d thought of everything: wine, cheese, bread, and apples he’d actually paid for. He had his favorite red blanket, a pillow and a lantern for after the sunset. He knew Dorsey didn’t want to be near the beach, not after today. He hadn’t been able to be near a swimming pool for a long time after Bobby drowned. But he also knew it was time for her to make some new, good memories on Indigo Island.
“So what do you think?” Jack asked Dorsey as he unfurled the blanket. “Perfect spot, right?”
Dorsey was wearing a simple white sundress and flip flops. Her hair was in a loose braid down her back tied with a white ribbon. Jack thought she’d never looked more beautiful.
“This is perfect, so private. How did you find it? Have you been here before with somebody?” she asked hands on hips, eyes flashing an accusation.
“Nope. Planning a picnic is a first for me,” he said, kissing her on the cheek, enjoying the flush in her face. “Have a seat.”
Dorsey plunked down and he sat down next to her, pouring a glass of Merlot and then filled his own glass. He lit the lantern and pulled out the cheese and apples. He could smell the floral scent of her shampoo. Her heart-shaped lips glistened with clear gloss. She was a natural beauty, her green eyes glowing in the setting sun, freckles dotting her small nose.
“How did you get the courage to become a lifeguard, after watching what happened to your brother?” she asked, swirling the red liquid in her glass. “I just don’t know if I would ever be able to do that.”
“I did it for my mom,” he said, swallowing hard, remembering his reluctance when she first told him. “Mom signed me up for lifeguard training at the Y the summer after Bobby died. She made me do it.”
She put her hand on his shoulder and he relaxed.
“It was the right thing to do. For both of us. The swimming pool is a second home to me now, like the ocean. And my mom didn’t have to worry about me in the water, even though she refuses to ever go swimming.” He sighed and shook his head. He could only live his life and help her as much as he could.
“How about you? Are you doing okay?” Jack asked her, wrapping his arm around her, pulling her in close to him as they sat side by side, facing the now calm sound. He marveled about how just earlier this afternoon, the waters were furious, the waves huge for such a protected stretch of water. Huge enough to push a body onto shore, one that had been, he’d heard from one of the investigators he’d been chatting with, anchored to the sea floor with a weight. That little bit of information had given Jack the chills and he had yet to share it with Dorsey, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to.
“This really is perfect, Jack,” Dorsey said, leaning into his side, trusting him to hold her up. She was holding a clump of the blanket in her right hand, holding on tight. “I feel like I need to tell you everything, tell you my story. It was a night sort of like this one.”
“Honestly, Dorsey, you don’t have to tell me,” Jack said, staring up at the stars beginning to dot the sky. Jack could lose himself in the sky, mesmerized by the number and clarity of the stars and planets. Especially the sky here on Indigo Island – it was so different from the city, from anywhere else he’d known. So freeing. The opposite of Orlando and everything fake that city stood for in his mind. Dorsey was the opposite of every woman he’d known. He didn’t want to push her into anything.
“I want to tell you,” Dorsey said. As Jack looked at her he saw her eyes were glistening, wet with silent tears. “Dad and Mom were so in love, they were actually high school sweethearts. I’m an only child. I got to see it all, even if they were embarrassing sometimes. They were the kind of couple you hoped to be. They had that kind of love. And according to the tradition my father taught me as a little girl, I always wish silently upon a star. I miss him so much,” Dorsey said, quickly wiping the back of her hand across each eye, stemming the flow. “He was really handsome. Big brown eyes, like yours.”
“I’m so sorry,” Jack said. He didn’t know what else to say or what else to do. He didn’t know exactly what had happened to her dad, just that something terrible had. He realized listening could be the biggest gift he could give her, even though, like most guys, he wanted to fix things, fix it all for her.
High in the sky, a full moon illuminated a path of light across the ocean, seeming to reach out and touch the blanket they shared on the grass. The air was warm and dry for the island, the perfect temperature.
“It was ten years ago now, but it’s still so vivid. Especially after today, on the beach. We were gardening, Dad and I. I was kneeling, planting a row of sunflower seeds when it happened. I saw the gunman and he saw me before he turned and ran, surprised there had been a witness. Surprised his act had been seen. My dad, though, lay still on the grass, his blood soaking into our perfect green lawn, splattered on my face and arms. His eyes a blank stare, his mouth frozen in the shape of no.”
Jack was at a loss for words, for what to do or say. He wanted to absorb her pain, make it go away but he knew just like with his brother’s death, some things are a weight on your heart forever.
“So they caught the killer, right? You saw him?”
Dorsey’s sobs grew harder and all Jack could do was hold her close until she’d cried them all out.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“Don’t be. Where is your mom now?” Jack asked, gently rocking her in his arms as she leaned against him.
“She’s back home in Kentucky,” Dorsey said. “It’s where she grew up, although I don’t know anybody there. But she likes it. She’ll never remarry. She’ll garden. Raise horses. Dream about Daddy.”
“So who takes care of you?” Jack asked. He pushed the hair back out of her face and bent forward to look into her eyes.
“Me? Well, myself, I guess. My old boyfriend, Chad, stuck around for a bit, until I became too embarrassing. My dad’s face was on a website hosted by anti-abortion crusaders, a big red X through his face. The local news covered it, and the national news.” Dorsey shuddered, dropping her head in her hands. “Since the killer was never found, the story sort of lingers still. Urban, rather, suburban legend.”
“You didn’t see who did it?” Jack asked.
“I don’t want to talk about that, about the day, okay?” Dorsey said quietly, blinking away the memories. “After he died, I had trouble doing things, trouble concentrating. I made it through high school somehow. I waited tables in different restaurants. Made good money. Worked my way through Ohio State. I was a nanny for a great family and their love helped me pull my life together. But I needed to find myself. I wanted to get whole, start over. Get past my family’s tragedy.”
Jack cradled Dorsey as they looked out over the water. The sun had set and stars filled the sky. He was aroused and wanted to touch her, to comfort her, to make her feel like she was home and safe now, but didn’t know how she’d react. He liked taking care of her, but he wanted more. Much more. Patience wasn’t his strong suit. Finally, he said. “Let’s go back to my cottage. Have a nightcap. You can spend the night if you’d like—but you don’t have to.”
“Sure, and Jack, thanks for listening. Nobody here knows the story. Everyone back home thinks they do.”
“I’m honored,” Jack said, pulling Dorsey up to standing as he wrapped his arms around her.
“We’ll see,” Dorsey said, tears springing to her eyes. “After this afternoon, I’m beginning to think death likes finding me.”
“Nonsense, Dorsey. Come on,” Jack said, quickly cleaning up the picnic, blowing out the candle and folding the red blanket. He looked around, making sure they weren’t forgetting anything. He thought he saw a figure off in the woods, a man, but no, nothing was out there, he told himself, and hurried Dorsey to the golf cart.
Back inside his cottage, Jack’s heart stopped racing. He wondered why he was suddenly so on edge, here, on this island he wanted to call home. It wasn’t Dorsey who was making him feel this way. It was Steve, his lurking, his implied threats. His lying, and not following through with his promises. Just one of those characteristics would be enough for Jack to think he was a squirrely guy – all of them together, well...
“Hey, Jack, could you come in, and help me?” Dorsey called from the bedroom, his bedroom.
Jack steeled himself. He knew it would be a favor, like unhooking her necklace or adjusting the thermostat.



Chapter 13
Dorsey
She’d made a decision, something she hoped she wouldn’t regret. It happened during their picnic together. Jack had listened, really listened to her story and hadn’t judged. He hadn’t been repelled by her past, not like Chad had been. In fact, he’d held her tighter as she told him the story. He’d been there with her on the beach when the poor woman had washed up, and he’d taken care of her when she’d fallen apart and fainted.
Jack had been everything she could imagine in a partner and even though her heart was beating, and her eyes were swollen from all the crying, and even though she could be wrong and he could be everything terrible that Rebecca said he was, she wanted to be with him.
Dorsey pulled open the top drawer of his dresser and found a white muscle shirt. She smiled even as her hands shook. Could she really do this? Be this assertive? She pulled off her sundress and bra and pulled Jack’s shirt over her head. The fabric was thin and cool, her nipples responded as if Jack’s hands were already on her body and she felt her face flush. Before she lost her nerve she pulled off her underwear, shook the braid out of her hair, checked her reflection in the mirror and called to Jack to come into the bedroom.
Dorsey smiled at Jack’s startled reaction. His full lips, his strong jaw and sparkling eyes focusing on her, all of her. She stared at him in response, his handsome face, his caring eyes. She wanted to feel his strong body on top of her, there was no longer any way to stop this. Their attraction was potent, pulsing through the air between them.
“Jack, I’m ready,” she said, as he crossed the room, picked her up in his strong arms and carried her to his bed. Dorsey held on tight, running her fingers through his thick hair, breathing in the masculine scent of him, dizzy with his smell and her desire.
He dropped Dorsey on the bed and fell on top of her, his erection pressing against her through his jeans. He grabbed both of her wrists, holding them over her head as he pressed his mouth over Dorsey’s, a kiss full of want and need that matched her own. The kiss was hungry, frantic, his tongue thrusting inside her mouth.
Dorsey pulled her arms free and reached for his shirt, pulling on it, wanting to feel his bare skin against her own. Needing to feel it. She heard Jack moan as he realized she wore nothing under his t-shirt as he quickly slipped it over her head. He cupped her breasts, sucking each of her erect nipples. Dorsey moaned, her pelvis pushing against him, her arms reaching to unbutton his jeans. She nuzzled into his neck, breathing him in, dizzy with desire.
“Please, I need to feel you inside me,” she said into his ear, her need so powerful, so overwhelming, her heart felt like it would escape her chest. Her fears about getting too close to him raced through her mind even as she told herself to be in the moment, to trust him, even as her body arched with desire. He was what she’d always waited for, who she thought she’d never find. Her eyes opened, to plead with him, just as his gaze locked on hers, his eyes dark and glistening.
“Slow down, we’re going to make this count,” he said in a deep strong voice as his mouth moved to her sex, his warm tongue sliding deep inside her, as stars swirled through her head and her hips arched into him until she finally let go, exploding, shuddering. Before she could catch her breath or stop the swirls shooting through her brain, his fingers slid into the spot where his tongue had just been. She was on the brink again.
“Oh, Jack, please.”
Finally, he stood and undressed. He kept his eyes locked on Dorsey’s as he removed his shirt revealing his tanned six-pack that was the talk of the pool. He undid his jeans, slipping them off with his underwear and stood naked, and completely erect. Dorsey realized he was trusting her, too, revealing himself, all of himself to her.
“I hope you know how much you mean to me,” he said as he climbed back on the bed, lying beside her, his erection pressing into her side.
She swallowed, wanting to believe him, staring into his gorgeous eyes, seeing the desire and the care there, too. She shuddered as his warm lips sealed over hers and his hand slid across her stomach and down to her sex, a light touch that caused Dorsey to moan and arch. Jack broke the kiss, sliding his lips to her neck. “You smell so good,” he whispered. “You’re so beautiful.”
“Jack, please,” Dorsey moaned as her need mounted and he slid two fingers inside her, feeling her wetness, finding the spot. She was more than ready, again, she didn’t know if she could wait any longer as she pushed against his hand, needing all of him inside her. He left her writhing on the bed and, she heard him unwrapping a condom.
“Ready, baby,” he said as he straddled her. His eyes were dark and focused on her. Slowly he began thrusting, entering her gently, a little at a time and then pushing further inside as Dorsey moaned, wrapping her legs around his perfect torso, her hands grasping his muscled shoulders, pulling him deeper, their eyes still locked on each other.
“You feel so good, just keep coming,” Jack said, as he started to drive deeper inside her. Dorsey’s head spun as she began to climax again, and she dug her fingernails into his back as he ground into her with a final thrust and they came together.
Afterward, lying naked in Jack’s arms while he slept, Dorsey knew she’d never felt this safe, this loved. She hoped this could last, that she meant as much to Jack as he did to her. She’d heard stories of his past summer conquests, of course, as everyone – Steve, Sabrina, Rebecca – had all made it their mission to share those with her. And Dorsey saw how all the other female staffers flirted with him during meetings, how the pool staff swarmed around his lifeguard chair. Even the tourists tried to catch his eye.
But Dorsey had decided to trust him, believe in what he said. For now, that had to be enough. She had to admit if great sex meant they had a deep emotional connection, well, she was certain they’d connected deeply. Her stomach clenched at the thought and she snuggled closer to Jack. And finally, she closed her eyes and instead of death and bodies, she allowed herself to dream of Jack.

The next morning, Dorsey woke up early, rolling out of Jack’s arms to hurry back to her own cottage. It was hard to leave him, his arm flung out to his side, his powerful body so peaceful in sleep. His face was so handsome in sleep, worry-free, relaxed. But, for both of them she knew she had to hide their relationship, so she had to get back to her own cottage before Steve found out they’d spent the night together, really spent the night together. It was, Dorsey realized, the most wonderful night of her life. She’d never felt so alive, so loved, so consumed by someone.
She took her time walking back to her cottage, wearing the white sundress and a huge grin. As she walked in the door, the telephone rang. It was Steve’s assistant, summoning her to his office to meet with the sheriff. She hopped in the shower, pulled on her uniform and didn’t bother trying to dry her hair, making it to Steve’s office a half an hour later.
After asking some standard questions, the sheriff asked, “Would you like to add anything else?” He was suntanned a dark brown, and his eyes were kind, with at least twenty different wrinkles fanning out from the edges of each, like a child’s drawing of sunbeams. He was peaceful, and as he leaned back in his chair, the fingers of each hand had pointed together, unconsciously mimicking the “Here’s the church, here’s the steeple” nursery rhyme.
Dorsey watched him, thinking his weathered skin would feel thick to touch.
“We are checking all angles but believe she may be a domestic violence victim from Hilton Head,” he said.
“How sad,” Steve said, before Dorsey could speak. “That’s all you have for her, right? She’s got work to do.”
That unsatisfying meeting had happened several hours earlier, and Dorsey still felt uneasy. Now, she sat in the sun on the seawall, forcing herself back to the ocean, back to where they found the dead body the day before. It was another beautiful day on Indigo Island, except for the swarm of investigators walking every bit of the beach, combing it for evidence. She had checked in at the Kids Club every few minutes since the scheduled opening time, but she doubted many parents would be apart from their kids today. A chill ran down her spine as she looked at the spot where the body had been.
She was getting sunburned. She pushed on her thigh with her thumb and a white circle appeared. The Calibogue Sound sparkled in the morning sunshine, and the humidity was down. Flowers bloomed everywhere on the well-groomed grounds of the plantation – bright bursts of pink, and orange and yellow, and butterflies swarmed the gazebo, guzzling the pollen from the clusters of flowers decorating its side.
She wondered again how something so horrible could happen in such a beautiful place. Much like her father’s murder—murdered in his own garden next to his child—there was no reason for it. But hopefully, unlike his unsolved case, they could find the person responsible for killing the poor woman on the beach.
After checking in with the Kids Club again, and finding nobody there, as expected, Dorsey made her way back to the beach, nodding and smiling to investigators along the way. With the air cooler than it had been for weeks, the walk along the edge of the sound actually was pleasant. A mild breeze blew across the water from Hilton Head, carrying the jarring sound of the Jet Skis circling the waters of that beach, piercing the quiet peace of her walk. She wondered if Indigo Island would ever suffer the fate of Jet Skis and what they represented—too much construction, too many people. She realized that she now preferred it here in this remote and dangerous place. Hilton Head seemed too crowded, too busy, too chaotic. Indigo Island seemed suddenly just right. She smiled at her own realization and knew she also owed a lot of her happiness here to Jack.
Just thinking about him made her heart beat faster and her stomach flip. Their night together was everything she had ever dreamed of. Making love with Jack was not like anything she’d ever experienced and she hoped she’d experience it again, soon. She scanned the pool area, but didn’t see him. She knew the pool staff had a meeting every morning. She’d catch up with him on her way back. She was on a mission.
Just past the plantation’s boundaries, she turned northeast to follow the creek inland to the other side of the island. She imagined looking for Tade, remembering how long she had wandered this creek bed before he appeared on the shore above her. Dorsey rubbed the oogle for luck and kept walking, sensing that somehow she’d arrive at the right place.
She smelled something wonderful cooking—cornbread or biscuits maybe? Looking in the direction of the tempting aroma, she spotted Barbara’s tin-roofed shack. At least she hoped she was in the right place.
Dorsey climbed out of the creek bed, up the small slope to her front yard, and up the three steps to her porch. Her hand shook as she reached out and knocked on the light blue door. “Hello? Miss Barbara? It’s Dorsey, Tade’s friend. May I come in?” Dorsey said loudly enough that she scared a cardinal, who flew away in blood-red terror.
The door slowly opened and Barbara appeared. “My long pot drew you here?” Barbara asked, inviting Dorsey to follow her into her home with a nod of her head.
“Sorry?” Dorsey said, not understanding.
“The good ol’ ’romas. Ya nevah know who gonna drop by,” Barbara said.
“Yes! I smelled your cooking!” she exclaimed, finally picking up on the words she was saying. She was speaking English, but the words came together so differently, Dorsey had trouble following. She was, Dorsey realized, speaking the same language as Jim, the bus driver. It was Gullah. Dorsey had given a little talk about it as part of her history walk for vacationers and their kids. It was a mix of African and English the slaves who suffered on this island had created so they could communicate without the masters understanding. A language of survival.
“You’re speaking Gullah! It’s beautiful,” Dorsey said, as Barbara pointed her to a small white wooden chair, one of four surrounding a small wooden table. In the corner, a black pipe stovetop held whatever smelled so divine.
“Gullah? What be dat?” she asked, and before Dorsey could answer, she continued with a smile, sitting down in a chair just like Dorsey’s. “I can speak regular English, too, just need to switch my mind, and it’s old. Takes a bit. Don’t have many comeyahs back here, just my little Tade.”
As Barbara smoothed her weathered red apron, Dorsey smiled and said, “Tade’s a great little boy. He brought me this oogle, and said it was a present from you.”
“Mmmm-hmm,” Barbara said.
“I’ve carried it with me ever since. Thank you. I believe it’s protecting me, and helping sort out my new life over there, at the plantation,” Dorsey said.
“Eber ting ’n de milk ain’ white,” Barbara said, nodding her head slowly, reminding Dorsey of Jim, the bus driver, someone else with the same habit.
“I actually really love it here, love the people here, except Steve, I guess. Do you know him?” she asked. Dorsey felt as if she should sit at the older woman’s feet, and wondered if she had magical powers or if she was just well connected on the island. Dorsey wondered about all she knew, all she had seen in her lifetime. “Times come a changin,’ miss,” Barbara said.
“Who is changing? Me?” Dorsey asked, a chill rising in the back of her neck. “Barbara? Who?” she pleaded, when Barbara didn’t answer. “I found a dead body, a woman, who washed up on shore.”
Barbara folded her hands in her lap. Her eyes twinkled, but she was silent. Standing, she walked over to the pot on the old woodstove, picked up a big metal spoon, and slowly stirred the contents, releasing even more amazing scents. She bent and tossed a piece of wood from the stack into the open belly of the stove, brushed her hands together, and returned to her chair at the table across from Dorsey.
“Chile, keep your oogle with you over deh. Keep your love close, or others will try to break you apart,” she said, closing her eyes.
“Barbara?” Dorsey asked. She seemed to have fallen asleep, napping right there in her little wooden chair. Should I leave her? Dorsey wondered.
“Go along, chile. Keep your eyes on da sand. Beware of de haints,” Barbara said, without opening her eyes.
Dorsey hurried back to the plantation, more scared than ever—but not about being on the backside, where she’d found peace and comfort. More about being on the plantation where the haints were running amok.
As she jogged down the beach, she cut in at the pool area in a blatant attempt to catch a glimpse of Jack lifeguarding. And there he was, tanned and gorgeous, sitting up in the lifeguard chair, the red umbrella tipped to shade him from the intense sun. She couldn’t believe he belonged to her. Keep your love close, Barbara had said.
Dorsey waved as she jogged by and saw Jack’s face light up with his signature smile. She wanted to stop at the pool, to climb up the chair and into his lap but she knew she couldn’t.
“See you tonight,” she yelled, not caring who heard her, and then headed for the inn, not following Barbara’s advice she realized. She needed to keep her love close, keep it secret, that’s what Barbara meant. Geesh.
Dorsey realized it was going to be tough to follow the old woman’s advice. She was so excited about Jack she wanted to scream it from the top floor of the inn.



Chapter 14
Jack
It was an hour before sunset, three days since the dead woman had washed ashore on the beach in front of the inn. Jack and Dorsey walked hand in hand along the beach, but not the stretch of sand in front of the inn. Dorsey still didn’t want to walk near where the now-identified body of Susan Price, age thirty one, had washed ashore. She’d been a victim of domestic violence, like the sheriff had predicted. Her husband was in custody charged with her murder.
“We shouldn’t be holding hands here,” Dorsey said. “We need to keep our relationship a secret. Barbara told me that this afternoon.”
“You went to the backside, without me?” Jack said, dropping her hand, turning to face her. He couldn’t believe she would go there without him. “You promised you wouldn’t do that.” He stared at her while she dropped her eyes and blushed.
“Ah, I just realized that, well, just now. You were working and it was fine, I just needed someone to talk to, that’s all,” she said, trying to hold his hand again. “Stop being so worried about everything.”
Jack supposed she was right, he realized, as he pulled her into him for a hug. He couldn’t be with Dorsey every minute, even though he wanted to be. For the past two days, when they weren’t working, it seemed like they were together in bed. It had been the best two days of his life. The sex was incredible, more powerful than anything he’d ever experienced. And it was great having someone to come home to after work, to share a laugh and tell stories about his day at the pool. For so long he’d been focused on achieving, keeping himself walled off from true emotion, just having sex for release. But Dorsey was different. Sure, the sex was great but it was so much more. Like the way her face relaxed after they made love, how the sadness in her eyes would disappear, if only for a little while. He liked knowing he could take her pain away, even for a little while.
Dorsey had been the one who wanted him to show her the island, to help her fall in love with it like he had and so he’d decided to take her to the deserted Southern tip.
They’d driven the golf cart to the end of Top Club’s plantation and started their walk again on the beach, heading further south. Jack pointed to a huge home nestled among some live oaks just a bit off the beach. He told Dorsey it belonged to a family from Atlanta named Putnam. She had thought the place was another hotel it was so massive.
“There’s even a helipad,” Jack said. “Someday, we’ll have our own helicopter.” He couldn’t believe he was talking in ‘we’, as in a couple. He looked over in time to see her blush.
“I don’t think I ever want a helicopter,” Dorsey said, leaning into him.
“OK, our own jet then,” he teased, leaning over for a quick kiss that suddenly heated up as they pressed against each other. Jack pulled away. “Hey, sexy, we have to keep our focus on the adventure or we’ll just end up in bed again.”
She laughed, adding to Jack’s arousal. He reminded himself he wanted to show Dorsey a magical dolphin encounter he hoped would be recreated while she was with him. “It’s a dolphin behavior unique to these waters and it was right here,” he said, pointing at the water. “I was looking for the bald eagle, and all of a sudden four dolphins beached themselves a foot away from me, trapping a school of fish on shore between them. Then, just as suddenly, they ate the fish up and wiggled back into the water. Amazing,” Jack said. “I could really learn to love it here, live here forever. I want you to feel that, too.”
They sat on the warm sand, Dorsey leaning against him, nestled between his legs. Jack dropped his chin on her shoulder. She smelled like coconut and lemon and he felt himself growing hard. Focus on the dolphins, he reminded himself. It didn’t help. Jack slipped his hand around her waist, slowly working his way to the waistband of her shorts, unfastening the top button. He slid his hand down inside her shorts. She opened her legs as Jack slid his fingers over her, and she was immediately wet.
She moaned and said, “Ah, Jack,” before squirming and playfully pulling his hand away. “We’re here to see the dolphins.”
“I don’t think they’re showing up tonight,” Jack said, knowing he could give her an orgasm, right here, right now. And she seemed to know it, too. “Relax, and enjoy.”
She relaxed against him, her head on his thigh. With one hand he teased her nipples through her shirt as her breath quickened. She spread her legs open and he played with her, sliding his fingers inside her until he hit the sweet spot that caused her to explode, moaning and then collapsing against him, her forehead glistening in sweat. He kissed her on the cheek as he buttoned her shorts.
“My goodness, Mr. Means,” she said once her breathing had steadied. She squeezed his hand now resting on her hip. Jack smiled, looking down at her, wondering if she was trying to imagine his dream, wondered if she could picture her life here, with him, on this deserted island.
“You know, I finally love this time of evening again, because of you,” she said. “Even when the sky turns the water red, like it’s doing now, it doesn’t scare me. Not anymore, not when we’re together. Well, as long as Steve isn’t around.”
“Forget Steve,”
They were quiet as the sun dropped into the ocean, the final bow to the day. Seagulls soared past them in search of a meal, otherwise, nothing moved.
“When they put that food coloring in our swimming pool, it turned bright red,” she answered, trying to wash the image from her eyes. “It was a warning but my dad didn’t take it seriously, didn’t even report it to the police. When they poisoned our dog, Rufus, he did report it. Not that it changed anything. Sorry, I don’t want to ruin our night.”
“You’re not ruining anything, Dorsey. Tell me whatever you want to, whenever you want to. I’ve never wanted to take care of somebody as much as I do you,” Jack said. Reaching over to grab his backpack, he said, “close your eyes. I brought a surprise.”
He checked to make sure her eyes were shut and popped the champagne cork, scaring several of the egrets from their nests in the tall trees behind them. Dorsey jumped, panicked.
“That sounded like a gun shot,” she said, eyes wide with fear, visibly shaking.
“Oh no, sorry, my fault, just champagne,” Jack said, handing her a glass, noticing how her hand was shaking. “Here’s to us.”
Jack watched as she took a big breath, and seemed to calm down.
“Cheers.”
They sat side-by-side, leaning against a driftwood log, staring at the now almost dark sky. The crashing waves, soothing and menacing with undertows and cross-currents pulling, pushing. Surging. And sometimes calming, polishing, smoothing over.
“Boy, I’m tipsy,” Dorsey said, leaning farther onto Jack after two glasses of bubbly. “You know that rainy night when we talked, really talked? You saved me. I was wallowing in self-pity, really. I needed to move on, let go of the past.”
“I’d like to see you this happy all the time,” Jack said. “I don’t think my dolphin friends are going to make an appearance tonight. Let’s head back to the golf cart. I brought my blanket.”
When they reached the golf cart, Jack ran up and grabbed his signature red blanket and spread it out on the beach. “Pillows and an extra blanket. At least my iPhone playlist still works.”
“You’re too much,” Dorsey said. Then she fell back onto the pillow Jack had placed behind her.
Stars filled the sky and the wind, blowing the palm fronds, added to the tropical clamor of the evening. After starting some romantic music on his iPhone, Jack unfurled another blanket and crawled under it next to her.
Dorsey smelled so good. She had a powerful effect on him. He stared into her green eyes, touched her perfect lips with his finger. It had been a long time since he’d felt comfortable thinking about a future with a woman. This wasn’t a summer fling, he realized. It couldn’t be. Jack carefully, slowly pulled down her shorts and massaged her thighs.
“Jack,” Dorsey moaned, reaching for his erection. He pushed her hand away, wanting to take care of her first. To always take care of her.
Gently, he unbuttoned her blue denim shirt.
“Beautiful, you’re beautiful,” Jack said. After he removed her bra, Jack stopped and smiled. With one hand he traced the shapes of her body, from her shoulders across her perfect breasts, over her stomach, and down each gorgeous thigh. Her skin responded to his touch, her nipples firm, her skin was so soft, so smooth and beautiful in the moonlight.
“Perfect,” he said.
“What are you waiting for?” She was writhing with need, trying to pull him on top of her.
“Not yet,” he answered, and placed his pointer finger on her lips. “Quiet.”
Jack rubbed her bottom lip with his finger, as she moaned, and he slid a finger into her mouth, which she sucked expertly. Jack sat up, straddling Dorsey and reached into the cooler.
“You’re hot,” he said, dripping icy water between her breasts. She shuddered and gasped as he moved the dripping cube down to her belly button.
“Oh, Jack,” she said, “I never want to lose you.”
Jack quickly undressed, but he wasn’t finished playing with her yet. After kissing her deeply on the lips he moved down her body until she felt him between her legs. Using his hands to grip her hips, Jack pulled her sex into his mouth, using his warm slick tongue to bring her to the brink of orgasm. He knew she’d given herself over to him completely, and he wanted her to have the best night of her life.
Dorsey cried out, writhing and moaning as she climaxed, again, on the beach. Jack moved back up, helping soothe her, kissing her lips and holding her through her shaking. Panting, she begged him to enter her. “Please,” she said, reaching for him, desperate for him.
Jack smiled and reached for the condom, sliding it on quickly. With his eyes staring deep into her beautiful green ones, he clasped her wrists above her head and slid inside her, just a bit and then more and more until he was driving into her with a fury and desire beyond what they’d shared before. As Jack pounded harder, Dorsey wrapped her arms and legs around him. Still inside her, he sat up and pulled her onto his lap, his hands on her small waist pumping her up and down on his member, forcing himself deeper and deeper, as they both came together.
After, spooning under the blanket, spent but content, looking up at the stars, Jack decided that the happiest days of his life were just beginning. And a big part of that future was in his arms. The ocean’s calm waves made the perfect soothing sound and he loved the smell of the salt spray filling the air. He felt like they were the only two people on the island, and that was fine with him.
“I love you, Dorsey,” Jack whispered, surprising himself by speaking the words aloud. He burrowed his face into her wild tangle of hair. It smelled like peaches. He took a deep breath. What would she say?
“I love you, too,” she said, tears welling up before she could stop them. “This night, this all is a dream come true. Can this be real? How can this work?”
“We’ll figure it out, together,” Jack said, hoping they could, knowing Steve was a problem but no longer caring. Everything would be fine, he’d make sure it was.
Jack didn’t know how long they stayed there, but finally, when the beach was completely dark, they packed up. On the ride home, Jack drove the golf cart on the beach instead of on the paved path, surprising the ghost crabs, who jumped out of their holes, one claw raised, to defend themselves from whatever was venturing onto their beach in their time of the evening.
They spent the night at his cottage, and Jack slept a deep, dreamless sleep.



Chapter 15
Dorsey
The Kids Cottage was hopping. She’d had ten kids, aged four to twelve to entertain today and that was a challenge with the age gap. The group had walked the beach, albeit slowly and then taken a swim at the pool. Unfortunately, Jack wasn’t the lifeguard on duty, but she still enjoyed her daydreams about him. Just thinking about him made her insides clench with desire and something much, much more. She’d fallen in love. The day passed quickly and as she was seeing off the last camper, Steve appeared.
“Dorsey, we need to talk,” he said, hands on hips, walking past her into the cottage. She hated the way he burst in whenever he wanted to the stance he took, lurking over her, his turtle-like neck never bothered her more than at these moments. She took a deep breath and a step back, bumping into the wall. Did he know something, she wondered. They had been so careful, so sneaky.
“Why, sure, Steve,” she said, feeling suddenly small and very alone. And trapped. “You seem upset?”
“It’s more like disappointed. In you. Remember when you promised to follow club policy?” He’d pushed his sunglasses up onto his forehead and had placed one hand on either side of her against the wall. Dorsey could smell his stinky cologne as if she’d sprayed it on her own neck.
She quickly ducked and made it out from under his left arm and hurried to the other side of the room. “Yes, I know all the rules,” she answered, feeling the blush start on her face despite herself. “I’ve been the model employee. I got four new stars this week.”
“The guests do like you, Dorsey, but you are not making me happy. And that’s your problem. You see, I’m the only one who matters, ultimately. I told you not to date a coworker, didn’t I?”
Steve had stepped closer to her again. He had taken his glasses off of his head and twirled them in his right hand. Spittle was forming at the corners of his mouth. “But yet, you’re fucking the lifeguard, aren’t you?”
Dorsey was shocked, and trapped. She didn’t know what to say to him. She didn’t know whether to deny everything, or to just tell him the truth and beg for mercy. Her heart raced. She looked out the window, praying Jack would appear, would show up and save her or at least tell her what to say.
“Don’t lie to me. I know everything that happens here.”
He was inches from her, leaning down into her personal space. Dorsey felt herself shaking; she was scared of Steve, but she couldn’t speak. But she was in love, and love was always OK, and before she could stop herself she blurted, “Yes, it’s true.”
“I knew it. Fucker,” Steve said, turning his back to her, shaking his head slowly, popping the knuckles of his small right hand.
“Steve, sir, it’s my fault. I was lonely. Jack is innocent here. Fire me, transfer me. Or I’ll quit.”
Steve turned back around and stared at her, his tiny eyes dark. He shook his head, pointing his finger at her. “It stops now. Ends now. You will be summoned to the ethics committee. They will decide your fate. If you don’t see him again, they may allow you to stay.” Steve shook his head again, putting his glasses back on. He reached out and touched her hair, playing with it in his fingertips before dropping his hand to her shoulder. “You are such a disappointment,” he said, before walking out the door.
After he left, Dorsey sat down in one of the child-sized chairs, shaken. She’d made a terrible mistake in confessing the truth to Steve. Barbara had warned her, and she hadn’t listened. This was the moment when it mattered, this was when she needed to keep her love close. She felt in her pocket for her oogle but realized she’d left it at home. It would all be OK, she tried to tell herself. Jack didn’t need to know about this, Steve would calm down and everything would be fine.
She and Jack just needed to be low-key. They could do that. They would have to now, she realized. And it was all her fault.



Chapter 16
Jack
Three days later, Jack was furious. He was standing in the Kids Cottage holding a note summoning Dorsey to appear for ethics violations in front of the three-person management committee led by Steve. Fortunately the kids had all gone home, so he could yell at Dorsey in private.
“What the hell did you admit to? What did he ask you? And when?” he yelled, “Why didn’t you tell me you’d done this?” He was pacing the bright blue carpet and Dorsey, face drained of color, was standing by the door as if she was considering making a run for it. He knew he was yelling, knew he was scaring her but he hadn’t been this mad since he could remember. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down.
“It just came out, I swear, Jack,” she said, voice quivering. She looked like she was going to cry, but Jack couldn’t feel any sympathy. She had ruined everything.
“He walked in here three days ago and asked me point blank if we were having sex. And we are,” Dorsey said. She crossed the room reaching out for him, trying to give him a hug to calm him down.
“Don’t,” he said, brushing past her and continuing to pace back and forth across the bright blue carpet. He knew Dorsey had never seen him this angry, although she could probably tell he had some pent-up anger issues. Usually, he could keep it under control, keep it under the surface. But not this. This ruined everything.
He read the summons again, it had become crumpled as he’d held it in his hands. He stopped walking and tried to calm down. “Look, I don’t like it, not at all. I don’t even think this is legal. I mean, we had an ethics council in college. But that was for cheating. He works for a large corporation. HR people deal with stuff like this, not tribunals. He’s just trying to force one of us to leave. Probably me. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me this happened.” He looked up and Dorsey was sobbing. She had dropped into the window seat.
He had made her cry. He hated himself for that. Dammit. He needed to make a plan, to fix this. He’d have to get to Steve’s bosses before Steve could get to them.
He sat down next to Dorsey, and pulled her against him. “Shh, it’s going to work out,” he said, as she wiped her tears on his shirt. “I’ve got a plan. But first we have the stupid oyster roast tonight. You still up for helping?”
“Yes,” she answered quietly, a catch in her voice from all the tears.
“Ok, stop crying and let’s get our game faces on. We can’t let him know he got to us, no matter what. So, throw this thing away, or actually I will,” he said, ripping up the piece of paper and scrunching it into a tiny ball of waste. “And I’ll see you at the pool complex in about an hour. Good?”
Dorsey nodded, and attempted a smile.
“I still love you, even if you spilled the beans,” he said, kissing her on the forehead before heading out the door.
Jack headed back to the pool. He was overseeing the oyster roast setup for the evening since it was taking place at the pool complex. Steve had assigned him to the task, explaining it would be like a management position. Jack had said it was more like event-planning, but Steve had insisted. All of the prep work was completed, and Jack saw Dorsey as she walked up the path looking happier than she had an hour ago. He forced a big smile on his face, attempting to hide the worry he still felt deep inside.
“Goody, the two people I’ve been dying to see,” Steve said, coming up behind Jack, putting his arm around Jack’s shoulder as Dorsey joined them. Her face had gone white again. “So, how goes life on our fair island, Jack?” he asked, as Jack shook free of his arm. Steve grabbed Dorsey’s elbow preventing her from backing away.
“It’s fine, thanks,” Jack said, trying to keep the anger out of his voice.
Steve pulled Dorsey close to him as he spoke to Jack.
“Jack, my boy, I’ve given you fair warning. I told you the policy and you signed it when you began working here last year and this year. If you can’t keep it in your pants, you know where to get some. Not the summer staff, and not this one,” he said, jerking Dorsey’s arm. “You are supposed to fuck the tourists. That’s who. You did it all last year. But now, you’re messing up, star boy. Once Dorsey talks to the committee it’ll be one of you who will leave. You can guess who that will be, can’t you?” Steve asked, his tongue flicking the sides of his mouth.
“You’re all class,” Jack said, balling his hands into fists, ready to swing.
Steve grabbed Jack’s shoulder: “Hey, boy. Don’t act too uppity, you know, because I’m in charge around here. I’m the one who hired you, and I can take it all away. And where are you going to get the money to pay me back, huh?”
Jack knew he should be helping Dorsey as she tried to pull free from Steve’s hand on her elbow. But he was stunned. He couldn’t believe Steve brought up the money in front of Dorsey. He couldn’t believe everything he’d just heard. It was now, officially, war.
“Are you finished, sir?” Jack asked, his jaw clenched, eyes flashing.

“For now, yeah, I’m finished,” Steve said, finally releasing Dorsey who backed away quickly. “Dorsey, if you’re planning on helping out here tonight, you’ll need your evening uniform.”
“I’ll drive you back,” Jack said, starting to follow her.
“Oh please, allow me,” Steve said, reaching for Dorsey again.
“No, I can run faster. See you in a few,” Dorsey said to Jack before she darted off.
Jack still couldn’t believe what she’d done. Admitting that they were lovers? To their boss? How could she be so stupid? But it was done. He had to fix it.
Steve smiled at Jack and walked away.

The oyster roast was a success, with a country western band and happy tourists two-stepping, wearing the straw cowboy hats supplied by Top Club, most of them drunk, and laughing under the starlit night. Jack kept an eye on Dorsey whenever he could. He liked it when she was behind the bar, he could keep track of her as she helped the overwhelmed bartenders serve beer and wine. Otherwise, she was lost in the crowd of tourists and staff. Meanwhile Jack had been busy. Helping tourists learn to shuck oysters, restocking the bars, even tying bandannas around the necks of little kids who wanted to be cowboys and cowgirls. By the end of the evening, he was exhausted and sticky, covered with beer and oyster sauce and who knew what else.
“Howdy, cowboy. Great shindig!” Dorsey said, wrapping her arms around him from behind as he cleared a plate of oysters. She was warm and smelled like beer. “You need a shower, too. Join me? Come to my cottage tonight? Unless you’re still mad at me?” Her arms felt so good around his waist. It had been so nice to not feel alone. But, it was over. He should have known it wouldn’t work out. Nothing ever did, not for him.
“Sure,” he said, turning around and giving her what he hoped looked like a genuine smile. The stars were bright in the sky and her eyes were impossibly green, her lips red and perfect. Jack looked at her innocent warm smile and didn’t have the heart to tell her, couldn’t tell her right then that it was over. Had to be over. He couldn’t be fired. He had to keep this job because he’d already taken the money. She would have to lie to whatever committee Steve had concocted, say there was nothing between them, and then together they would have to agree that there never would be. It was the only solution he could come up with, even as it broke his heart.
“OK, great. See you soon,” she said, giving him a peck on the cheek.
As he watched her walk away, Jack swallowed hard and reminded himself it was the only choice he had. They were over. He would tell her tonight after he finished cleaning up from the oyster roast. He took off the stupid bandanna he had around his neck and threw it to the ground.
“Dammit Dorsey,” he said as he dropped his head in his hands.



Chapter 17
Dorsey
The uplights shining on the decorative palms in the courtyard in front of the inn made the fronds appear to dance ghoulishly as Dorsey ran by. I need to stop scaring myself. She reached into her pocket for the oogle, but she’d left it back at her cottage.
She had to force herself to keep running past Jack’s cottage, even though she would have been able to shower there but she needed a change of clothes.
Jack had seemed less angry with her by the end of the oyster roast and she knew a night in bed would be just the kind of release he needed. His temper was fiery, but so was his passion. She’d learn to take the good with the bad. That’s what love meant. They would stand up to Steve together and everything would be fine.
She cut through the dark passageway between her cottage and the one next door, and had just caught a glimpse of her porch when she tripped, falling hard on her left hip and shoulder. Her entire left side began to throb as she lay in the wet dirt trying to catch her breath. She imagined all the bugs crawling on the ground and she got the chills. The earth smelled like pine and mold. As she carefully sat up and began to try to stand, someone grabbed her from behind. A gloved hand covered her mouth and a solid arm under her arms lifted her off the ground, holding her tightly against him. She tried to scream, but his hand smashed her mouth, crushing her voice.
In her terror, time stood still. Every step he took, carrying her, played out in her mind as if it took an hour. All she could feel was his solid presence behind her. In front of her was the ocean. She was sure she was going to die, her heart was pounding in her chest. She tried to kick backwards but the man’s grip grew tighter and his hand covered her nose and her mouth. She couldn’t scream; she couldn’t breathe. When she stopped trying to struggle, he uncovered her nose and she sucked in a huge breath of air. Her captor smelled like smoke, or maybe that was her own skin, from the oyster roast.
Sweat trickled down her back and she was getting dizzy from a lack of oxygen. Her side throbbed from where she’d fallen. As if she were a child, the man carried her away from the cottages toward the darkness of the ocean. She could hear the waves pounding against the seawall as he dropped her face down on the grass and pressed her face into the ground. She imagined being found dead—grass, dirt and worms ground into her face, between her teeth.
“Excellence isn’t an option, it’s an expectation,” he whispered. “You will not be warned again. Remember the policies.”
His words swirled through her brain individually and collided, breaking into pieces. She needed air but couldn’t lift her head. Her nose was filled with dirt, her eyes were streaming tears, and suddenly everything went black.

Sputtering and spitting dirt, she sat up. She was alone, soaking wet from the ocean spray cascading over the seawall. It was still night, she realized, slowly remembering what had happened. A chill spread throughout her body. She hoped she could stand up. Her face hurt all over and her left side, especially her hip, was sore and throbbing from when she had landed on it when she fell—or rather, when he had tripped her.
Dorsey wiped her face with her forearm and pushed herself up. Standing up made her head spin, and her left wrist started to throb too. She looked around but couldn’t see anything or anyone. When she started to walk toward her cottage, she could feel the blood pumping through her heart. Little sparks of pain shot through her with each step.
One step at a time. One step at a time. When she finally made it to her cottage, she had never felt more relieved. She bolted the door behind her for the first time since she had arrived on Indigo Island.
Leaning against the door, she started shaking so hard she had to slide down to the hardwood floor, where she sat hugging herself, hoping the trembling would stop. She slept somehow, sitting up by the front door, but awoke just as the sun rose and hobbled into her room as she realized with a start, Jack never came over.
Her reflection in the bathroom mirror told the story of the attack. She had a bruise on her forehead and a split lip from where her front tooth had been pushed into her lip. Her neck was stiff, but the only marks were fingertip-sized bruises on both sides of her neck below her ears. Her left elbow hurt and her hip was scraped and raw. She worried a little that her wrist was broken, but when she could pick up her toothbrush, she figured it must be fine. Her teeth and gums were covered in dirt and grass. In the back of her mind, something told her she had been attacked by Steve. But was that possible? Was he capable of delivering a warning so fierce, so out of bounds? He’d already had her where he wanted her, didn’t he? What more did he want from her?
When she was finished cleaning up, she decided to pull on her uniform meant for cool weather – long pants, long-sleeved shirt, and hobbled back to the bathroom to apply more makeup than she had in her life. Dorsey wondered what a broken rib felt like.

She needed to find Jack. She realized he must be mad about the ethics committee, even though he had seemed better by the end of the oyster roast. He must have been exhausted and fallen asleep at his cottage. It had been their first night apart since they’d gotten serious. She’d tell him she would fix everything. She had decided she’d lie to the committee, of course. Protect him and his career. She could find another Kids Club position, she knew she could. She had learned so much here. She wrapped her arms around herself, knowing that the most important lesson she’d learned so far on Indigo Island was to open herself up to love. And she did love Jack, she knew. She loved him enough to take the blame. From the beach, she scanned the pool for him, but didn’t see him.
“Where would you like it, ma’am?” asked the muscle-bound, tanned teenager carrying an umbrella and lounge chair down to the ocean for the mom of one of the little campers in her Kids Club. Fortunately, it was an overcast day so Dorsey could get away with her attire: long khaki uniform pants, long-sleeved button down. She was hot, but fairly well covered up. Her left knee had bled through her pants, but no one had mentioned her lip or her neck. The mom looked around and pointed to a spot. As the campers started building their sandcastles and the mom settled into her lounge chair, Dorsey asked the cabana boy to send Jack down during his break.
“He’s sick today,” the young man said.
“Sick?” Dorsey said. “Ah, ok, thanks.” Jack had never been sick the entire time she’d known him. As soon as her Explorers Club outing was over, she’d go find him in his cottage, bring him some soup if she could manage it. And she’d tell him everything was going to be OK, just like he’d done for her so many times since they’d met.
Fortunately her little explorers were young, five and seven, and there were only two. Slow walkers, perfect for her aching body.
“These are shell sacks, where baby shells grow,” Dorsey said, holding up what looked to be snakeskin left behind by a large reptile. It was already hot, trickles of sweat ran down her back between her shoulder blades.
“Ick,” said the older of the two girls. Their parents had dressed them in matching bathing suits, hot pink and white striped, with matching pink sunhats. They were like bright little Easter eggs on a field of brown sand and shells.
“Don’t say ick. Touch it. Be brave. It’s important for girls to know how to take care of themselves,” Dorsey said, a reminder to herself more than a lesson for the kids. She had driven the girls in the golf cart to the southern end of the island, near Bloody Point. Now, as they trailed behind her on the beach, she walked toward the spot where she and Jack had made love and her stomach clenched with the memory.
Dorsey knew she had to find Jack, as soon as possible. She realized he’d called in sick because he was mad at her and her big mouth. Why had she told Steve the truth about them, she wondered again. She’d make it right. Take the fall, leave the island and report Steve. She wondered if his fingerprints could be lifted from her neck? She supposed she could ask the sheriff. But no, she didn’t need to stir up more trouble for Jack. She needed to fix things. To help him. He owed Steve money somehow and without his job, he’d never be able to pay him back. This was the job of his dreams, the life of his dreams and because of her, it was slipping away. She’d fix it.
“I’m cold. It looks scary over there,” said the younger one sitting next to her on the cart.
“That’s called the backside of the island. When we round this point, we’re outside the plantation. But don’t worry. Some very nice people live in those woods,” Dorsey said. “There’s a cemetery up on that little hill, too.”
“Yeah, and snakes, and alligators, and bugs and ghosts,” said the older girl. She stopped. The younger one froze too.
“We want to go back,” the younger one said.
“Look, what’s that?” the older one said, pointing into the thick woods.
“What? What did you see?” Dorsey asked, walking to stand beside them while looking into the dense trees.
“It was a man. And he didn’t have clothes on,” said the older one. “I’m scared.”
Dorsey followed their gaze, the hair on her neck standing up while a chill ran down her spine. She pulled the two girls close to her. “I don’t see anybody, but we’ll go.” Oh my gosh, has he followed me here? Is Steve this crazy, this controlling?
Panicking, she said, “Let’s race back to the golf cart. Go.” When Dorsey rubbed the oogle in her pocket, she was able to run without pain as she tried to hurry the girls to the cart.
“Hurry, Miss Dorsey, I’m scared. Please hurry,” said the little one, sliding close to Dorsey so her sister could sit up front too.
“I don’t want to look back that way,” the older girl said.
“We’ll be back at the Kids Club before you know it.” Dorsey pressed the golf cart’s pedal to the floor, willing it to go faster and wishing she’d grabbed one without a governor added to keep the cart from going very fast.
Did the girls really see something, or were they just spooked by the end of the island? Little girls don’t make their bogeymen naked. They saw something. Instead of heading up to the road that meandered through the desolate pines and live oaks, Dorsey drove them back along the beach. Against the rules, but she was spooked, too.
When they finally arrived, Dorsey hustled the girls into the Kids Club, though she had watched the rearview mirror all the way down the beach and hadn’t seen anybody following them. Dorsey’s college helper, Suzy, met them on the porch.
“Miss Suzy, these two need a very special lunch with extra French fries,” Dorsey said.
“We saw a naked man in the woods,” the younger one said.
“Miss Dorsey?” Suzy asked.
“Miss Suzy, I’m headed right now to tell Steve about it. These two think maybe it was a man who’s lost and can’t find his house or his clothes,” Dorsey said, winking at the other woman. “We’ll have Sheriff Smith go find him.”
“That’s a good idea,” Miss Suzy said, shooing the girls inside the cottage and giving her a frightened look. “Y’all be sure to tell Mr. Steve right away, Miss Dorsey.”
“I will. Bye girls,” Dorsey said. Before heading back to the inn, she took a detour, she needed to check on Jack. As she drove past the rows of sunbathers on the beach, Dorsey thought about how intrinsically trusting they all were. Sitting there, drinking what was brought to them, defenseless in their flimsy, bright-colored vacation clothing. And the kids, running back and forth from the water to their parents, building castles.
Maybe the girls saw a wayward golfer, using nature as his restroom, she thought. That’s probably all it was.
She knocked on Jack’s cottage door and then walked inside when he didn’t answer. His bedroom door was closed but she opened the door quietly, hoping not to wake him if he was sleeping. The shades were pulled, but she could see his gorgeous body outlined in his bed.
Dorsey sat down carefully at the foot of the bed.
“Aaah!” Jack yelled, bounding up, fists drawn.
“Jack, it’s me,” Dorsey said, jumping backward off the bed, jarring her sore ribs and hip.
“My God, why are you sneaking around?” Jack said, sighing and lying back down.
“Are you still mad at me? Whoa, what’s wrong with your eye?” Dorsey said, standing over him, realizing Jack’s left eye was swollen shut.
“Yeah, black eye, concussion, I just need to sleep,” Jack said, closing his right eye.
“You’re supposed to stay awake, I think? Right? Jack, what happened to you?” Dorsey asked, reaching for his hand. It was cold and damp. He didn’t squeeze back.
“The nurse checked me out, gave me some pain meds. I really just need to sleep,” Jack said. “I’ll be fine once the swelling goes down. No big deal.”
“Did somebody attack you, tell you to stay out of their way?”
“Something like that. Didn’t even see it coming. I had just sent the rest of the clean-up staff home for the night, had turned out all the lights and bam, someone hit me from behind. The nurse thinks it was some sort of metal pole or spike, maybe what we use to set up the wedding reception tents? Who knows?”
This was all her fault, she realized. She was happy he couldn’t see her bruises and he hadn’t noticed her lip. She knew she had to leave him alone, let him get over this, get better.
“I’m so sorry, Jack. I’ll request a transfer, you’ll be fine,” Dorsey said, leaning over and kissing his forehead gently.
“Hope it’s not too late,” he said, rolling over so his back was to her.
She’d ruined everything by confessing her love for Jack to Steve. Tears streaming down her cheeks, Dorsey made her way out the door and back to the golf cart. She knew she had to leave the island, start over again. She would tell Steve she was leaving in the morning. That would save Jack’s job and everything would work out fine. Dorsey walked carefully past the front desk—passing by Paula who was flirting with an overweight, bald golfer—and slowly climbed up the stairs.
“Steve is in a meeting, Miss Pittman. Perhaps you could come back later?” his assistant said with an artificial smile once she’d made it up the stairs and to his office door.
“This is important. I’ll have to go straight to Sheriff Smith if he’s too busy to see me,” Dorsey said, slowly turning to leave.
“Just a minute,” the assistant said, and then picked up the telephone. “Miss Pittman needs to speak with you.”
“Do you have an Advil?” Dorsey asked and Steve’s assistant gave her two and a bottle of water before showing her in.
“Now what, Dorsey?” Steve asked. Sheriff Smith was sitting in his conference room. Perfect.
Steve looked like Mr. Rogers with a hangover. Cardigan sweater, white t-shirt, both wrinkled. Even his Top Club nametag was pinned on crooked today.
Could she accuse Steve of attacking her, and Jack? In front of the sheriff? She had no proof. All she could do was keep him around by telling him what the girls saw. “I’m not sure it’s anything, but two children and I were on the beach, near the tip of the island at Bloody Point, and the little girls saw a naked man watching us. I didn’t see him, but I believe them,” she said. “There are a lot of dangerous people on this island, I’ve found. In fact, I want a transfer, Steve.”
“A flasher at Bloody Point?” Sheriff Smith said, slapping his wide leg. “If this doesn’t just beat the band.”
“But you didn’t see anything, right? And a transfer is out of the question for you,” Steve sputtered, looking at the sheriff.
“I believe the little girls, and so will their parents. And I deserve a transfer much more than Jack does,” she said.
“Great, we’ll have to give them their stay for free, and they’ll leave the island. This is a disaster,” Steve said. “No more bad publicity. And the answer is no.”
Dorsey was tired of the double conversation. She wished the sheriff would catch on, but apparently, he never would.

“Like I said, son, I’m retiring in a month. Nobody’s taking my place, least not yet,” the sheriff said. “I don’t pretend to know what’s going on here, not on the front of the island. Didn’t used to be this way. Used to be only forty people lived here. Knew ’em all by name. All got along too, black, white, whitish-black, blackish-white. Now, new people. New money. Y’all create plantations, put up fences and expect to divide us, keep out the folks who live here. But we were here first. And now, we ha dat lan’ ent wu’t.”
Dorsey looked at Steve; he looked back at Dorsey and then said, “Miss Pittman hasn’t heard Gullah spoken before.”
“Actually I have,” Dorsey said quietly. “I’ve been studying it. It’s beautiful.”
“I agree,” the sheriff said. “Steve, have you heard it or just read about it?”
“Well,” Steve began and then stopped.
“That’s sad, son,” the sheriff said. “Gullah is the name of a people and the name of the language spoken by them. It’s from the slaves brought here from West Africa and then mixed with English dialects. It’s an English creole, and you can only find it spoken on the Sea Islands of Georgia and South Carolina. I picked some up living here, working among these people. You could learn a lot from these people too, if you cared to. It’s always wise tuh set tuh de af’ de boat. Good day.”
After the sheriff left, Dorsey was alone with Steve. She knew without a doubt he was her attacker – and judging from the look in his eyes, he knew that she knew the truth.
“Look, Steve, I’m here to request a transfer. I know I haven’t been the model Top Club employee here, but I will be if you will give me a fresh start. Just recommend me to a sister resort. That’s all I need and I’ll leave here and won’t look back,” Dorsey said. “Jack has given his heart to this place, this is where he wants to be. Kick me out, OK? You don’t need to hurt anyone else to make your point.”
“Oh, aren’t you cute,” Steve said, standing up and walking to the windows behind his desk. “Everything here is my decision. I decide who stays, who goes. If I want you to stay, you will. Do you understand?”
“No, I don’t,” she said, tears popping up in the corners of her eyes. She dug her fingernail into her palm to make them stop as she hurried out of his office and down the stairs. Outside, the sun was sliding lower in the sky. Dorsey was sure the bruises were beginning to show through her makeup. Her forehead throbbed and her lip was swollen. The Advil couldn’t handle everything that hurt.
She drove the Kids Club golf cart to her cottage, and makeup reapplied, she decided she looked about as good as she could. She didn’t know what to do next, where to turn. Jack was mad, her head was pounding, her stomach was growling but when she opened the refrigerator, it was empty. Dorsey glanced at the calendar tacked up in the kitchen and realized, with a start, that Tade would be arriving in the morning. Had it really been three weeks since he’d left? She’d pack her bags, stay one last night, and take the ferry in the morning. Dorsey dropped into the kitchen chair and put her head down on the table.
She had no idea how long she’d been asleep when Jack appeared in her cottage, pulling her into his arms and then kissing her hard on the lips.
“Ahhh,” Dorsey cried, before she could stop herself, pulling back and covering her lips with her hands.
“Dorsey, what is wrong? What happened to your lip?” Jack said, concern flooding his beautiful face. His left eye was still swollen shut.
“The little girls and I were flashed at Bloody Point, and like you, somebody jumped me last night and warned me to mind my own business,” she said, and then the dam broke and the tears began washing away her carefully applied camouflage.
Jack didn’t say anything, just held her tight. After a while, he walked her to the couch and sat beside her until she’d calmed down enough to talk.
“I’m OK, really. Just scared. What’s going on in this place, Jack?”
“Tell me what happened to you,” Jack said, his jaw tense.
As Dorsey told him the details of the attack, he couldn’t sit. He paced back and forth, angry.
“I can’t believe I wasn’t there for you,” he said, shaking his head.
“You were probably knocked out by then. And that was my fault,” Dorsey said.
“We’re sticking together from now on,” Jack said. “And we’ll either make it right here, or leave here together. Deal?”
“I’m so sorry, Jack,” Dorsey said, dropping her head into her hands, the tears coming again. She didn’t tell him she was leaving. She couldn’t. But it was the right thing to do.
“It’s not your fault,” he said, sitting down beside her on the couch.
“Yes, it really is all my fault,” Dorsey said hugging him gently.



Chapter 18
Jack
The next morning, they both called in sick and stayed in bed together, laptops open. The problem for him was leaving early meant breaking his contract and he’d owe back the money Steve had advanced him. Jack knew his mom had used the money to pay off her mortgage, it was gone and he couldn’t get it back. If he could transfer to another Top Club resort, though, he knew he could figure out a way to work it out. It was the only way now that Dorsey had been attacked. When he saw the bruises on her neck, her swollen lip, well, he had been speechless. Without proof, he couldn’t accuse Steve. Not yet. He’d get the proof they needed, somehow.
“How odd,” Dorsey said, looking at her computer screen. “The history of this island is so volatile. People through the centuries discover it, try to tame it, try to make it their own, but fail and end up leaving. The only people who have managed to stay have been the former slaves, convicts, all sorts of crazy people.”
Jack looked over at Dorsey, using only one eye as his left eye was still mostly closed. The skin around his eye had started to turn exotic colors of purple and blue. He supposed he would now join the ranks of people who fail to make it on Indigo Island, unfortunately. But Dorsey was more important.
“I’m not letting you out of my sight from now on. Understand?” Jack said, running his hand through her hair. Nobody had ever filled the emptiness inside him like she did. Just her touch calmed him, filled him with peace.
Dorsey nodded and nuzzled her head into his shoulder as he squeezed her tight.
“You’re so lucky he let you go, that nothing else happened,” Jack said, kissing her tenderly. “I’m going to do some research, see what’s open at the other Top Club resorts; we’ll transfer somewhere together.”
“I don’t want you to do that for me,” she said. “And don’t you owe Steve money or something?”
“Well, sort of. But I’m going to figure it out. I’m doing it for us. This is crazy shit going on. We can do better,” Jack said, as he rolled out of bed, lost in thought. Jack thought about the other job offers he had turned down, but reminded himself he wouldn’t have meet Dorsey if he had taken those paths. Everything would work out fine. He just needed a plan, and a job, so he could take care of his mom. And Dorsey.
By mid-afternoon, he had seven job applications sent out and one interview lined up for the next week. They’d be fine. But he’d miss this place. Indigo Island had his heart, even as Steve was trying to destroy it.

That afternoon after work, Tade, Jack and Dorsey sat on a bright blue blanket on the beach, eating turkey sandwiches and drinking water, beer, and wine, respectively.
“Are you guys ready yet?” Tade said, his ten-year-old energy reserves back to full power after his meal.
“OK. This time we’re going to beat him,” Dorsey said, giving Tade a high five.
“Jack’s a kissy boy. We’ll beat him,” Tade said. Jack grabbed him, hoisted him over his shoulder, and started toward the ocean.
“No, no. You’re not a kissy boy. Help, Dorsey!” Tade screamed.
“I’m just a kissy girl,” Dorsey said laughing. Jack winked at her, thinking how beautiful she looked in the pale blue sundress she was wearing, her laughter filling his heart. She would be a great mom, he knew.
Times like these, like this evening, when it felt as if they were the only ones on the island, made Jack’s spirits soar. He could almost imagine himself as a father, even though he’d had no role model. He almost could forget about Steve and his irrational warnings. Life at this moment became a muted sunset: calm, soft, and happy. But at the same time he knew if they had to leave, they would do it together.
Tade yelled, “Hey, lazy, come on, let’s play.”
“Oh, all right, but you guys better watch it. I’m feeling powerful tonight,” Dorsey said, running to the edge of the surf, carrying the Nerf football. “Go long, Tade.”

“What time is it?” Dorsey asked, shooting up straight in bed the next morning.
“Relax, honey,” Jack said, hugging her from behind. They were lying in his bed, entwined, after a night of gentle lovemaking. “You’re off today, and Tade’s parents are actually paying attention to him. I hope. At least for half a day, poor kid. You had a lot of, ah, dreams last night.”
“What did I say?” she asked.
“Something about that Chad guy, and your dad, and red. You always talk about the color red,” Jack said, stretching. Jack loved how she looked in the morning, her hair a tangled mess, her small body curled up next to him, dressed only in one of his t-shirts. Jack slept in boxers only, and right now, he could pull those off and, well. He rolled onto his side, kissing the tip of her nose. “You’re getting better. I mean, you used to cry in your sleep. Now you don’t. I think we’re making progress.”
“What would I do without you?” she asked, snuggling into Jack’s side.
“Hey, I’ve got a lot to be thankful for too,” Jack said, breathing in her flowery scent, feeling her warm embrace. “I mean, besides being beat up, I’ve never been this happy in my whole life. Except that I need to find a new job, and well, I gotta get on that.”
“Should I try to fix it, just one more time with Steve?” she asked. At the mention of the jerk’s name, Jack realized he needed to focus on getting both of them off the island. No messing around this morning, unfortunately.
“I don’t want you around him,” he said, stretching and getting out of bed. “We should just plan on leaving. As soon as possible. I’m thinking next week.”



Chapter 19
Dorsey
Dorsey needed to pack, but she was dreading it. Dreading starting over again. Hating the idea that she’d have to leave Jack behind, but knowing it was the right thing to do. This place was his dream, not hers. And she was the one who was ruining it for him.
She hadn’t been home to her cottage for two days. She’d been avoiding the inevitable. She had to leave Jack before she ruined his life. The night before during sex she’d almost cried realizing it would be the last time. Somehow she had told herself to treasure every moment instead of dreading today. That’s why she’d awoken so suddenly. Today was the day she was giving him up.
She carefully inserted the key into the back door, and turned the lock slowly, pulling the door toward her first, knowing that muted the sound when the lock gave way.
And there sat Tade.
“Geesh, you scared me,” she said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were with your parents today?”
“I wanted to be with you,” Tade said. “I want to show you the cemetery.”
“Creepy,” Dorsey said. She’d have to take the little guy. He didn’t have anyone else to be with. And she couldn’t pack in front of him. “Okay, let’s do it. How did you get in my cottage anyway?”
“I have my ways,” Tade said grabbing her hand. “Come on!”
Of course, Dorsey didn’t want to tell him about the flasher she’d encountered with the girls a week earlier, and nobody else had reported any similar incidents. They’d be fine, and they both carried their oogles.
“If you see a marker with only one name, that was a slave,” Tade explained as they walked through the old cemetery, hidden behind sand dunes and among kudzu vines at the end of the island, above Bloody Point beach.
“Sometimes plantation owners would let the house slaves use the family’s last name. Most of the time though, that’s how it was. Like here,” he said, pointing to a weather-beaten, crumbling headstone.
Dorsey squatted down to read, “Dolly Scott—ever submissive” and next to it, “Our Flora.” On one tiny stone, she read: “Tribute to Dorinda. Age 19.”
“In Charleston, the Gullah tour guide took us to a black cemetery—well, really what used to be the cemetery for city slaves. It had been turned into a parking lot for a church. The old tombstones were stacked against a chain-link fence, kinda in a pile. And on the other side of the fence, there was this house. The people there had used tombstones to make their back patio. They had the barbecue grill sitting on somebody’s headstone.” Tade looked down. “I wanted to go beat them up.”
“That is horrible, this is horrible. It should be protected or have a fence around it or something,” Dorsey said, looking at the untended grounds.
“It’s way better over here than on the mainland. What else are we doing today?” Tade asked.
Dorsey looked over at the boy and smiled gently. His blue t-shirt made his eyes an even brighter blue. Could she tell him she was leaving? Her eyes filled with tears. No, she couldn’t. She couldn’t tell either of them.
Dorsey and Tade made their way back to the plantation as the sun was low in the sky. The sky had taken on a gray hue that matched the water, a seamless horizon devoid of color. Storm clouds were building but there was still time to share her last sunset on the island with Jack if she could get Tade to stop collecting arrowheads and hurry. They finally made it to the Kids Cottage to find Tade’s mom waiting for them.
“Thank God you’re all right,” she said to her son, not addressing Dorsey at all.
Dorsey had a feeling Tade hadn’t told her where he was going. She’d probably lose a star over this. Well, it didn’t matter anymore.
“I’m fine, Mom. See you next time,” Tade said, giving Dorsey a high-five.
“Next time, kiddo,” she said, keeping her sunglasses on so he wouldn’t see the tears.
Dorsey jogged to Jack’s cottage and burst through the door.
“Where have you been?” he asked. Jack’s eyes flashed. His jaw was clenched and his hands were on his hips.
“Tade wanted to show me the cemetery at Bloody Point,” she said, speaking slowly, gently. “We took longer than I expected, but there’s still time to see the sunset.”
“Nobody knew where you were, you didn’t call me, or leave a note at the Kids Cottage. You just vanished,” he said.
“Well, he came to my cottage and we left from there. I’m sorry, I didn’t even think –”
“You’re an adult, Dorsey, you better start thinking. You can’t tell your boss you’re breaking the rules and you can’t go running off with Tade without telling anyone when we have someone, probably our boss, trying to get us fired, or worse,” he said. “I think you’re spending too much time with Tade, with make believe. It’s time you grew up.”
“Don’t you dare say anything about Tade,” Dorsey said, glaring back at Jack. “Are you finished?”
“Yeah, I guess I am,” Jack said.
Dorsey turned and walked out the cottage door into the now dark night.

Dorsey packed quickly, throwing all of her belongings into the two beat-up suitcases she had arrived with. She’d tell the bus driver to stop by her cottage in the morning on the way to the ferry. She closed and locked her cottage and jogged to the inn. She needed a place to sleep, away from Jack and she figured she could sweet talk the lonely front desk clerk, Sam, into giving her a room.
Dorsey had finally realized she was counting on Jack to save her from her past, just as she had relied on Chad before him. What she needed to learn was how to save herself. That would start now, she told herself.
By the time she reached the inn, she felt like a chill had penetrated her bones even though it was another warm, damp evening and the rain hadn’t started to fall yet. The air was thick with moisture. She ached all over, both from what she couldn’t explain to Jack and from the profound helplessness that flooded her soul. She’d regain control instead of being controlled by unknown bogeymen hiding in the bushes, first in Ohio and now here, on Indigo Island. She had to, or she’d lose herself.
When she reached the front desk in the otherwise empty and quiet lobby, Sam, the night clerk, nodded in her direction.
“Evening, Dorsey. May I help you?” he asked. He had kind blue eyes with droopy eyelids, perfect for a night clerk. He was tall and lanky, the kind of body that had lots of angles and implicit awkwardness. “You’re all wet. From the fog?”
“Uh-huh, I guess,” she mumbled, just noticing her clothing clinging to her like a slick piece of cold spaghetti. She shivered.
“You need a change of clothes.”
“I’m fine, really.”
Sam emerged from behind the counter with a nubby blue wool blanket. “I keep this back here for just this sort of emergency,” he said, draping the rough throw around Dorsey’s shoulders. “Follow me.”
Doing as she was told, she followed Sam through a door and ended up behind the bar of the now-closed members’ pub. The dark wood walls and floors were comforting, like a cozy cave where nobody could find her. She climbed into the worn leather barstool seat and felt better already. “I have something that will fix you right up.”
Sam pulled a snifter off the hanging glass rack, slid a bottle of brandy off the mirrored shelf of the bar, and poured. He walked to the coffeemaker glowing in the corner of the dark bar, pulled the hot water valve, and filled a teacup with hot water. After adding a tea bag, he placed the steaming cup on the low counter of the backside of the bar, next to Dorsey.
“I’d recommend mixing them together,” he said.
She did as she was told, and soon felt the grip of cold and grief release just a little bit. She also saw an image, a memory float by in her mind, of sitting in Barbara’s house.
“I need to get back over to the front desk,” Sam said, after they had sat for a while in comfortable silence. He smelled faintly of peppermint, and Dorsey liked his company.
“I’ll come with you, if it’s OK,” Dorsey said, standing, this time without shaking legs. “Oh, and I need a reservation for the first ferry to Hilton Head in the morning.”
“Sure,” Sam said. “You’re not leaving for good are you? That’s what the last Kids Club gal did. Lila was her name. A real beauty. Never came back.”
“I heard about that,” she said, wondering again about Jack’s relationship with Lila, and about Steve’s. “Why did she leave?”
“Um, I don’t really know. She was freaked out, though. Spent the whole night with me and then left on the ferry. Nice girl. Kinda looks like you, but she had brown hair.”
Dorsey followed Sam back behind the front desk, wondering if there were any other similarities between her and Lila. It didn’t matter anymore, she reminded herself. She was going to be gone in the morning. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she brushed them away before he could see them. When Sam excused himself to go gather the ferry departures and checkouts and arrivals for the next day, she slid over to his spot behind the computer. She Googled Lila, but realized she didn’t know her last name. Let it go, she told herself.
“Sorry it took me so long,” Sam said from behind her, making Dorsey jump. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Oh, no, it’s not you, you’ve been great. I hope you don’t mind, I used the computer,” she said, trying to stop her arm from shaking.
“No, course not. I use it all the time to creep on old girlfriends on Facebook. Guess ’cause I don’t have anybody to keep up with in real life.” Sam blushed. “I mean, you know, my family and friends and stuff are all here, I mean over on Hilton Head and all. That’s what I meant.”
“Oh, I knew what you meant,” Dorsey said reassuringly, understanding the justifications of the lonely all too well. She’d been just like him, until she’d met Jack. She realized, sadly, she’d be just like Sam again now. “Plus, with this kind of job, you work when everybody else is asleep. That’s got to be hard.”
“Well, there’s actually a lot of stuff that goes on at night. More people awake than you’d think, really,” Sam said, settling into the chair next to her. “Plus, it’s quiet and you can think. I like it, this time of night.”
“What do you mean other people are around? I haven’t seen anybody,” she said.
“Maybe you won’t, but believe me, they’re there,” Sam said, nodding to himself with assurance. “See look, they’ve been doin’ this all week.” Sam pointed to two lights glowing on the master console in front of them. “Room 107 and 285. I think it might be love.”
“But are they married—I mean to other people?”
“Probably were. I’d say she’s seventyish. He’s older. They’re cute, really. Now, in another twenty minutes, Mr. McCurdy will appear, looking for booze. I’ll have to tell him the bar’s closed. He’ll slip me a twenty, and voilà, the bar will magically open. Just like it did for you,” Sam said.
Dorsey realized Sam was really lonely, eager to share his trade secrets with a fellow outcast. She was having trouble keeping her eyes open, even as she listened to his stories. She needed a room, if only to get a few hours of sleep before the ferry.
“So, say, do you have an extra room I could crash in? I need to get some rest before the early boat,” she said.
“Sure, let me check the system,” Sam said shrugging. He propped his feet, crossed at the ankles, up on the front desk.
Dorsey envisioned Paula fainting at the sight of Sam’s big, white, sweaty-boy feet on her front counter, dangerously close to the apples, and it made her smile.
“Oh hi, Mr. McCurdy. Bar’s closed,” Sam said, snapping to attention, preparing to pocket his twenty-dollar tip. The old man continued on to the bar. “Be right there. Hey, all those things I said—well, those were all our secrets, right?” Sam asked, holding onto the room key as if it were symbolic of their pact.
“Secret. Sure,” she agreed. Dorsey walked down the first-floor corridor to the very end, as Sam had instructed. She turned the key and opened the door to a magnificent ocean-front walk-out suite. It was beautiful, and excessive, and just added to the confusion of the evening. She found the huge bathroom, took a long hot shower, and finished by wrapping up in a plush white robe. She fell asleep on top of the covers of the bed, exhausted and broken-hearted.



Chapter 20
Jack
Jack couldn’t find Dorsey. She wasn’t at her cottage, and she hadn’t come to his place. He’d been waiting for hours to apologize, jogging back and forth between their cottages. He’d been so pig-headed, yelling at her for doing her job and babysitting Tade. How could he not support her? And as for Steve, he was an expert at tricking people. She hadn’t meant to tell him the truth about their relationship, of course she hadn’t. She’d been through so much, with her father and then the body washed up. Of course, she’d freaked out.
But where was she now? Jack looked at his watch. Two a.m. He was back at his own cottage, pacing the living room. And then he had an idea. He’d call an old friend, Lila. Lila was a gorgeous brunette who had worked at the Kids Cottage the summer before and they’d become friends, well, friends with benefits, truth be told. She’d left Indigo suddenly after a run in with Steve.
She’d never even told Jack goodbye.
But he still had her number.
After catching up for a moment and apologizing for the late call, Jack said, “Lila, what happened with you and Steve?”
The woman was silent on the other end of the line, but Jack could hear her breathing.
“I’m not really comfortable talking about it,” Lila said. “But, Jack, he’s awful. He kept asking me out, sometimes in front of the kids. One night, I was locking up the club, it was late, after a midnight movie night, and he appeared, out of nowhere. He grabbed my wrist and started pulling me behind him. I screamed and luckily, a couple walking on the beach heard me and ran over. Steve sweet-talked them, told them I’d just been spooked. They walked me to the inn.”
“Lila, my God,” Jack said, his heart racing. “Why didn’t you tell me?” What had he done by not listening to Dorsey? They should have left the island a week ago.
“It was the scariest moment of my life. I thought he was going to rape me,” Lila said. Jack heard her take a deep breath, and he knew she was crying.
“I’m so sorry, Lila. I had no idea,” he said.
“I didn’t tell anyone, just my mom and dad. I called them from the inn and they arranged a flight home from Hilton Head the next day. Sam at the front desk gave me a room to sleep in, but I was too scared. I just sat with him, overnight, until the first ferry departed that morning.”
After they hung up, Jack called Sheriff Smith. He reported Dorsey’s beating, his beating and Lila’s incident.
“You need to believe me. Steve is responsible for all of this,” Jack said. His heart was pumping.
He heard the man sigh into the telephone. “Son, I only have three more days until retirement.”
Jack ran to the inn. Sam sat alone at the front desk, feet propped up, looking bored but quite awake.
“This night is ridiculous. What are you doing here, Jack?” Sam asked.
“Dorsey’s here, right? Tell me her room number,” Jack said. He knew he was being terse, but he needed to find her.
“She’s here, but what if she doesn’t want to see you? She’s leaving on the first ferry in the morning. Somebody has upset her, she’s running. I’m not leading him to her,” Sam said.
Jack blew out the breath he’d been holding. “Look man, I’m in love with Dorsey. I’d never hurt her. Steve on the other hand, would, has. Have you seen him around tonight?”
“Ya, he was here, twenty minutes ago.”
“Did he ask for Dorsey’s room.”
“Ya.”
“You didn’t. Oh my God.”
“It’s room 120, at the end of the hall. Follow me,” Sam said, as he leapt from behind the desk and the two men ran through the lobby and down the hall.



Chapter 21
Dorsey
Dorsey awoke with a hand clamped over her mouth. She was disoriented.
“Shhh, everything is okay,” Steve said whispering in her ear. “You were going to leave my island without saying goodbye? I just can’t believe that. I can’t have that happen again. Lila got away, but you won’t.”
Dorsey wanted to scream, to bite his hand, anything to get away. This had to be a bad dream. In the moonlit darkness, Steve looked like Uncle Rob, her dad’s partner in the practice.
Her dad’s murderer. Her memory suddenly jumped to life. Her heart thudded.
Steve was talking again, while pressing his hand so hard over her mouth her teeth were cutting into her lips. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Since you have a lovely ground-floor suite, we’re just going to walk out the sliding doors here and have our special time together.”
Dorsey moaned and tried to move out from under him but he yanked her hair hard. He straddled her, pinning the bathrobe she wore to the bed with his knees. She tried to kick him, but he was too heavy to move.
“Stop fighting it, honey. You’re going to like this. You don’t want another beating, do you?” he asked. His breath was sour, and smelled like whiskey. Dorsey couldn’t move, even as he pressed his lips onto hers, trying to force his tongue inside her mouth.
How could she have let him trap her again? She couldn’t breathe.
Suddenly the lights turned on in the room and Jack was punching Steve, and Sam was helping her up and hurrying her out of the room.
“Jack,” she said as Sam pulled her into the hall.
“He’ll be fine, and the sheriff is on the way.”
Dorsey nodded and followed Sam into the ice room, where they barricaded the door and huddled together until Jack knocked on the door.
As Dorsey walked out of the closet, and into Jack’s open arms, she saw Steve, handcuffed and surrounded by three sheriff’s deputies.
Steve stared beady-eyed and scowling at Dorsey until she looked away. The hate was pure, deep, and reciprocated. She wrapped the white robe more tightly around herself as she began to shake.
“We’ll get your statement in a little while, miss,” Sheriff Smith said. “Get him out of here.”



Chapter 22
Jack
“I need to tell you the rest of the story,” Dorsey said.
It was the second night of their Top Club paid stay at a five-star luxury hotel in Hilton Head. Dorsey sat up in bed, leaning against the headboard. She was wearing a new pair of soft green sweatpants and Jack’s oversized white t-shirt. She looked small and a little fragile. Jack wouldn’t leave her side, not ever again; he’d told her that as often as he’d told himself. He still felt responsible for Steve getting to Dorsey. If Jack hadn’t been angry, if he hadn’t turned her away, she never would have spent the night at the inn. He shook his head, automatically clenching his hands into fists at the thought.
Dorsey kept assuring him that it all worked out for a reason. The shock of Steve’s attack had brought her father’s murderer back to her consciousness. Finally, she had seen that face, the murderer’s face, and finally, she could tell Jack the whole story. And he was more than ready to listen, to help her heal. He wanted to pull her into his arms right now, but he knew she wanted to talk. He leaned back against the headboard and listened.
“I was in shock. I never could identify him. I could describe his arm, his black gloved hand but never his face. It was blank. No amount of counseling or hypnosis brought it back to me. For ten years, my dad’s killer was on the loose, because of me,” Dorsey said, finally revealing the shame that had held her back in life. “It was all my fault.”
“It wasn’t your fault. It was the gunman’s, Dorsey,” Jack said softly, reaching for her hand.
“That’s what everybody said, but I knew. I knew I was the only witness and I had failed my dad. He died in front of me and I couldn’t save him, or name his killer. My mom and I had to live in hiding for more than a year after he was killed. The FBI thought the killer might come after me.”
“It’s all going to be OK now,” Jack reminded her. After Steve’s arrest Dorsey had insisted on making a statement to Sheriff Smith who had insisted it was his last day and didn’t want any more work. But when she told him about her dad, the sheriff was all in. Dorsey’s Uncle Rob, her dad’s business partner, had been arrested that afternoon.
Dorsey smiled, reaching over and touching his still bruised knuckles.
“It must have felt great punching Steve,” Dorsey said for the millionth time. “I wish I could have.”
“I know, sweetie,” Jack said, kissing her gently on the cheek.
They’d ordered room service again, both of them in need of rest and to be out of the spotlight. The media inquiries had come quickly once word broke of the arrest in the long unsolved murder and the arrest of Steve on Indigo Island.
She popped a French fry in her mouth and smiled. “They told us, for all these years, that my father was murdered because he provided abortions as part of his practice. But now I know it was Uncle Rob. He did it to take over the practice. It’s unbelievable. He poisoned Rufus, dyed our swimming pool red, and then finally, one afternoon, shot my dad in our front yard.”
Dorsey couldn’t hold back the tears, the years of holding her secret inside had taken their toll. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. Jack knew with time it would get easier, everything did, especially now that she knew the whole truth.

“I was the only witness and I couldn’t provide a description. I blocked it all out, everything about that day, except my dad’s face, his eyes,” Dorsey said, a shiver running through her. “I’m surprised Rob didn’t kill me, too. He wasn’t even related, my dad just treated him like a brother. Some brother.”
“And your so-called boyfriend?”
“He stuck with me through high school, and college, sort of. I thought we were going to get married. But eventually, my family’s shame was too embarrassing.”
Jack shook his head. “I remember those looks from people, they gave it to my mom and me, too. Like, don’t get too close to those people, they’re bad luck. His brother died, stay away. As if tragedy is catching or something. It sucked. Still does.”
“It does, but at least I can help bring him to justice now,” Dorsey said. “Speaking of that, you beat up Steve pretty good. My hero.”
Jack smiled. He was proud he’d broken Steve’s jaw, cracked three ribs and gave him a black eye. A little taste of his own medicine. If the police hadn’t arrived, Jack was pretty sure he would’ve killed him.
“I can’t wait to get back to Indigo Island. It’s our place now. Everything is going to work out just right. I’m in management. You’ll get a promotion.”
“Maybe,” Dorsey said.
After a lot of pushing from Jack, Dorsey finally had agreed to take the ferry over for the day tomorrow, just to see what it felt like to her to be back on Indigo Island. He’d be with her every step of the way, he promised. And he had some surprises he couldn’t wait to share. Jack loved Indigo Island and he knew, in time, she would love it again, too.
“Let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”



Chapter 23
Dorsey
Jack was her hero. Always would be. She could make this journey back for him, because he was with her and had saved her.
He held her tight throughout the forty-five minute ferry ride, even performing a little Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate Winslet move on the bow of the ship and making her laugh. He smelled like security, and home. As they neared the dock, Jack was like a little kid, bursting with excitement, unable to sit down even when the captain scolded him twice. Once the crew had tied up, he pulled her hand and led her up the metal gangway, stopping to look behind him and make sure she was doing okay. She was, as long as she was with him.
“Hop in,” Jack said as they debarked, pointing to a four-seat custom golf cart parked at the ferry landing.
“Nice,” Dorsey said. “Finally, riding around here in the style to which I’m supposed to become accustomed.”
“I’m glad you like it. Check out the glove compartment,” Jack said as they zipped through the wilderness of the backside of the island.
She knew he hoped to keep the mood light during her first trip back. Dorsey was trying, too. Her hand barely shook as she pushed the button and the small compartment’s door flopped open.
“Oh, very nice box.”
“Jeez. Do I have to do everything for you? Take the box out and open it, please,” Jack said, feigning impatience, his eyes sparkling.
“Jack?” she said. Now her hands shook. The golf cart hummed. The island beyond the cart was a blur as she fumbled with the white ribbon tied around the signature blue box.
“Tiffany’s,” she said. “What in the world. Jack, it’s beautiful.” The platinum band glimmered as two dark blue sapphires hugged the sides of the emerald-cut diamond perched on top of it.
“Now those two blue stones are for protection. Barbara told me to get those. And the diamond, well, that’s forever. Will you marry me?” Jack asked, stopping the cart just before the entrance to the plantation, hopping out and bending down on one knee.
“It’s gorgeous. I love it,” Dorsey said. “And you.”
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Jack said, standing and climbing back into the cart, leaning over to kiss her gently.
Dorsey slipped the sparkling ring onto her left ring finger, and it fit perfectly. She held it up to show Jack and he smiled, as excited as a child. As they cruised into the plantation, Jack asked, “How are you feeling? Scared? OK? Upset?”
“It’s nice knowing Steve’s not here, that hopefully, he’ll be in prison for a long time. I feel safe with you,” Dorsey said. “The ocean looks beautiful. My ring is perfect. I’m doing OK.”
“Summer is almost over and after that, we’ll have this place to ourselves,” Jack said.
“That’s true. I’ll be busy, though. With the trials,” Dorsey said, reality washing over her, clouding her face. “I still can’t believe Uncle Rob killed my dad for money. My dad would’ve split the practice, I’m sure of it.”
“Are you sure you’ll be up to testifying, against him and Steve?”
“Of course, I’m testifying. I finally know. I saw it. I can do it. I’ll help make sure both of them get what they deserve. For Dad.”
“You’re beautiful when you’re passionate,” Jack said, turning the cart into the inn driveway. “If you’ll bear with me, I have one more surprise for you.”
Dorsey got the chills as he stopped the cart in front of the inn. Jack noticed, pulling her close.
“This was a bad idea,” he said, worry lines crossing his forehead.
Dorsey touched his cheek. “No, I can handle it for a little while,” she said as she slowly walked up the steps to the front porch. The last time she had been here she had been attacked. Before that, she had been willing to leave Jack forever to save his future. She could handle anything for Jack, anything for a little while.
“Ah, Dorsey?” Jack said, reaching for her and turning her to face him. “Wait a minute. It’s more than a little while, you see, this is what I was thinking. See, Top Club pulled out of Indigo Island. They were planning a big sale, you know, to unload a stigmatized property from their portfolio, and I heard about it. They priced the inn...well, it was a steal, especially if I agreed not to name them in the lawsuit against Steve. I met with the head of Putnam Industries, Richard Putnam and his son, James. You know the people who own that big house at Bloody Point? They love the island as much as I do. And they agreed to buy the plantation – all of it! – if I would run it. I get some equity, too. It’s perfect, really.”
“You didn’t.” Her face had drained of all color, she knew. She felt faint, sweaty and looked around for somewhere to sit.
“Honey, it’s contingent on you,” Jack said, grabbing both of her hands with his, steadying her, calming her thundering heart. “I told them you’d have to agree or the deal was off. First, let’s just go inside. Then you can consider it. It’s a deal, Dorsey. We could do this for a couple years and then sell our portion. Or, just keep it and live here forever, raise our babies.”
Jack leaned forward and kissed Dorsey gently on the lips.
“OK. For you, I’ll think about it,” Dorsey said quietly, wiping a bead of sweat from her brow. She was shocked how many emotions had hit her standing on this porch. Some so wonderful, some awful. She took Jack’s hand, took a deep breath and followed him in the front door of the inn.
“Surprise!” a crowd yelled as they walked into the lobby.
“Hi, Dorsey, welcome home,” said Sam. “I’m gonna be your front-desk manager. Cool, huh?”
Paula reached out and handed Dorsey a shiny red apple, with a smile. What was happening, she thought, in shock.
“Dorsey, it’s a wonderful place. You all will have so much fun with this. I’m Jack’s mother, Phyllis, so good to meet you, dear,” Jack’s mom said, giving Dorsey a squeeze. Now Dorsey knew where Jack got his dimples and his warm smile.
“Contingent?” she said to Jack once his mom left their side to go get a wine.
“I promise. Our moms planned the party, not me,” Jack said. “People are really excited about this, but if you aren’t, I won’t do it. It can just be our engagement party and then we’ll head back to the mainland.”
“Hi, honey. Surprised?” Dorsey couldn’t believe it. It was her mom. “Oh, look at that ring. It’s beautiful. Nice choice, Jack.” Dorsey’s mom looked relaxed and happy, something she hadn’t seen in a long time, if ever, since her dad’s murder. Maybe they were both healing.
“Mom, you look amazing,” Dorsey said, hugging her tight as her mom’s green eyes misted.
“Kentucky has been good for me. The horses, the change. It seems you’ve found the perfect place for you to heal, too,” her mom said. “And the perfect guy to help you. He reminds me of your father.”
Dorsey smiled and held her mom tighter.
Dorsey saw Barbara and Tade then, together, laughing and smiling in the corner of the lobby. Someone had set up a rocking chair for Barbara.
“Excuse me, Mom,” Dorsey said, and ran over to Barbara and Tade, embracing them both in one big hug.
“I’ve missed you, but now that you guys run this place my parents said we can come back for all the holidays. All the time. And they can golf and I can hang with you,” Tade said.
“That’d be great. I’d love it,” Dorsey said, and glanced over her shoulder at Jack, chatting excitedly with their moms. He smiled at her. She knew he hoped she would go along with his plan. She looked around at all of the love in the room, and thought of the future, of starting over here with the best man she’d ever met. A man who would love her and protect her. And, who would let her be herself, a man who had already helped her heal.
Barbara reached out and pulled Dorsey close. She whispered, “Must take care of the root for the tree to heal. Keep your love close. Welcome home.”
When the party was over and everyone had headed back to their rooms or cottages, Jack walked over to Dorsey and grabbed her hand. “Come here, I want to show you one more thing,” he said, a twinkle in his eye. “I’ve been saving the best surprise for last!”
As the sunset glowed orange and purple out the windows, they held hands and climbed the spiral staircase to the second floor of the inn. Dorsey thought about that night, so long ago, when they’d had their first deep talk sitting on the floor of the private dining room, in the dark. But now, they’d be in charge of the place? It was almost too much.
Jack stopped in front of an impressive set of double doors. “Welcome home,” he said, pulling on the doors. “This is all ours now. If you want it to be.”
Dorsey walked inside a living room with cream-colored furniture, pale yellow walls, a large fireplace and a direct view across the blooming rose garden, the white gazebo and the sparkling ocean sound beyond. Jack excitedly showed her their full kitchen, the guest bedroom and bath, and then the master suite.
“Oh my goodness, this is beautiful,” Dorsey said, overwhelmed and happy, sitting down on the fluffy king bed. The room was painted a pale peach and the bedspread was an exact match, in pale cool silk. The area rug was a thick, white wool. “It’s almost too much, too good to be true.”
Jack sat down on the bed next to Dorsey. His gaze met hers as he brushed her hair away from her face. As they sat side-by-side at the end of the bed, they faced the ocean a view framed by sliding glass doors that opened to their own private porch. It was the most beautiful bedroom Dorsey had ever seen.
“Dorsey, I know we can make a happy life together. Here, or anywhere we choose. I know you’ve been through a lot, but it wasn’t because of Indigo Island. We found each other here. Steve’s gone and can never hurt you again. For that matter, neither can your uncle.”
Dorsey looked into Jack’s eyes, the happiness she saw there, the pride. She wanted this man, she wanted to have his children, to create an even more successful hotel with him, to create the future of her dreams. Everything was possible now, she realized.
“Yes,” Dorsey said, climbing onto Jack, pushing him onto his back on the bed. “Yes, I want you, this life. I love this island.”
Jack gently rolled Dorsey onto her back. She knew he was afraid she was too bruised, too hurt to make love. But she wanted him. Needed him. She was healing, would continue to heal. The bruises on her body were nothing as deep as the wounds left from her father’s murder, but even that was becoming better now that her memory was restored. Anything was possible now, with Jack by her side.
“Make love to me, please, Jack. It’ll be okay. He didn’t touch me, not like that, you know that. You saved me, just in time.”
Jack let out a deep breath. Dorsey knew it had been hard for him, too, to imagine what might have happened if he hadn’t gotten to her in time. What Steve would have done, what he was capable of doing.
He pressed a warm gentle kiss on her lips. His fingertips traced the shape of her face, skimming lightly over the bruises on her cheek and jaw where Steve had clamped his hand over her mouth. Dorsey sighed.
“OK?” he asked.
“Yes, your touch feels so good,” Dorsey said, arching her back, pulling at the buttons on her shirt. Jack helped her, and then removed her bra, his fingers traced the edges of her breast, skimmed across her nipples, tracing down to her bruised ribs and abdomen.
“Bastard,” he said, his voice deep and angry as he saw her injuries again.
Dorsey grabbed his strong biceps, rubbing his shoulder, assuring him, calming him down. “Jack, it’s okay. We’ll be okay.”
Jack smiled, love and desire and true happiness sparkling in his handsome eyes, he said, “Yes, we will.”
Dorsey wrapped her arms around him and knew she was home.
The End



An Excerpt from The Trouble with Christmas
Continue reading the Indigo Island series with Cole and Lily’s story...

Lily Edmonds gently pulled another soft petal from the white daisy she held in her hand. Only one petal remained, and she looked down at the pile accumulating on the green picnic table on the back deck of her apartment. It was a brisk December day, deceptively cold in Atlanta, but Lily didn’t feel the chill.
He loves me not. She tossed the stem to the ground. It had been a week since Bob’s phone call shattered her world and undermined all of the confidence Lily had built up in her thirty years on earth. She glanced down at the three-carat, emerald-cut diamond, sparkling on her left finger and again felt a spurt of tears.
“Keep the ring, Lily,” Bob had said at the end of the call. “We did have a great time together, and I’ll always care about you. I am sorry.”
Sorry.
He was sorry?
After spending almost five years together, building a relationship, planning their future, talking about the children they would have, the life they would live, he was, simply, sorry.
Once she found out the reason he was dumping her, Lily had been furious. She still was. She had no idea how she would ever get over the betrayal. Her best friend, Avery Putnam, was expecting Lily and Bob to stay with her and her family for the holidays on Indigo Island. Lily knew she should call Avery and tell her, but she couldn’t make herself pick up the telephone. Denial was a powerful coping technique, and Lily was guilty of pretending if she didn’t tell anyone Bob had broken off their engagement, it might not be real. Pretending had become her life and how she’d been able to go to work at the restaurant each evening, a forced smile painted on her face.
Her routine had saved her. For the past week, at Alfredo’s Italian Restaurant in Buckhead, she had focused on her work as a pastry chef, and she continued to be especially proud of her ricotta cheesecake and Tiramisu she’d learned to create during culinary school. She added her own twists to make her confections uniquely hers and a patron favorite at Alfredo’s.
Lily swallowed and pushed back tears when she thought about other plans she and Bob had planned after their wedding—buying a building downtown and turning it into a bakery. Gone, she thought in despair. All her dreams were gone, erased by one phone call, and Bob no longer took her calls. Instead, he texted, What’s the point? It’s over.
Lily stood up and stretched her arms to the sky. The backyard of her apartment was as sad in winter as her heart. The grass was brown. The leaves had fallen from the giant oak trees gracing her neighborhood, leaving bare branches beseeching an empty grey sky. Lily had always made it a point to have a sunny floral arrangement in her apartment at all times. Just before Bob’s call, she’d purchased two dozen of her favorite white daisies from the flower store on the corner. She hadn’t even made a dent in the bunch during her new daily petal-plucking ritual. As she walked inside to get ready for work, Lily stared at the bouquet, resigned. She could pick petals for the rest of the week, but it wouldn’t matter what each daisy told her, she would never be able to change his heart.

As always, Alfredo’s was packed with hungry diners who were the who’s who of Atlanta. For the most part, Lily worked busily at her pastry station, hidden, while the majority of the kitchen and wait staff, mostly male and Italian, bustled around her. Lily often thought she’d been hired fresh out of culinary school due more to her dark, glossy hair and chocolate brown eyes—so large in her small face she sometimes felt like a cartoon character—than she had been recruited for her pastry skills. She definitely could pass for Italian; Lily quickly swept her long hair into a topknot and put a white chef’s hat on her head.
Her ingredients were ready to go so she pulled a white apron on to protect her black, long sleeved t-shirt and black pants, her work uniform, which her manager insisted on just in case Lily was ever asked to come to the front of the house to talk to the guests. Luckily, that didn’t happen often.
“You never know, bella,” Sergio had said when he hired her, with his attempt at a seductive smile. “I would ask to meet you.”
She’d been at the restaurant almost three years now, and she might still feel like the shy little girl she’d been when she’d first been engulfed in the sunshine of Avery’s friendship so many years ago, but Lily had been able to hold her own with the male employees of Alfredo’s. She was all business in the kitchen.
Lily carefully added the finishing touch to a chocolate mousse, squeezing the cone-shaped pastry sleeve in her hand to write Happy Birthday, James on the top of the cake.
“Lily, table seven wants you to personally deliver the cake. Go on,” Sergio appeared at her side and pulled her chef’s hat from her head.
“Oh.” She fought the impulse to drag her hat back on and continue to hide. “I’m really not in the mood,” she said. “Just have Tony take it over.”
“The Putnams insist on having you deliver it. They tell me you’re part of their family? Nice family,” Sergio said.
Avery.
Lily huffed out a breath. Her best friend had left her numerous voice mail messages all week, and sent texts Lily hadn’t returned because she just couldn’t face telling Avery about Bob. That would make her broken engagement real, permanent. No way could she keep the awful news a secret in front of Avery. Lily felt flustered as she pulled her top knot off and allowed her hair to cascade down her back.
She picked up the cake and walked into the small, intimate dining room, determined to find a smile and congratulate James. Then she could flee back to her kitchen and blissful pretending that everything would be okay and she would wake up from the nightmare of Bob’s defection. Avery grinned and jumped up to hug Lily the moment she spotted her. Lily managed to shift her stance to protect the cake. Mark, Avery’s husband, her brother James, and father Richard all stood politely.
“Hey, Avery, hello everyone,” Lily said, forcing a smile. “Happy birthday, James.”
“Surprise!” Avery said.
“Lily, dear, so good to see you,” Avery’s dad said and kissed her cheek as soon as she’d put the cake in front of James.
“You, too, all of you,” Lily said, bending to give Avery’s mom, Evalyn, a kiss on her cheek.
“How are you, dear? How’s Bob? When is the big day? We barely survived Avery’s wedding and now, well, I demand to be involved in planning yours,” Evalyn said. “You’re my second daughter, you know.”
Lily swallowed hard and nodded, but no way could she speak.
“You okay?” Avery asked softly as she wrapped Lily in a big hug. “I’ve been so worried. What is going on? Is it Bob?”
Lily nodded for the third time, purposefully avoiding eye contact with her beautiful blonde friend. Instead, she moved on to give James a hug. Even through her haze of misery, she noticed that for once he didn’t have a date. “Happy Birthday, James. Hope you all enjoy the cake. It’s so good to see you all. And Merry Christmas, if I don’t see you again before then.”
“It’s only December tenth, Lily, we’ll see you before Christmas. You’re coming to Indigo remember?” Avery said, hands on hips, watching her closely.
Lily wanted to escape their concerned eyes. “Would you like me to light the candle? Are we singing?”
James grimaced. “No, of course we aren’t singing.”
Lily remembered his embarrassment at public displays like a birthday cake, and she was thankful. Now she could make her exit.
“Well, enjoy. It’s my special chocolate mousse! I’ve got to get back to the kitchen,” she said as cheerfully as she could and bolted back to the kitchen.
Back in the safety of her work space—the comfort of heat, routine chaos, creative mixing, and the smells of garlic and tomato sauce—Lily relaxed a little. She had to tell Avery, she just didn’t feel ready to face the concerns, the pity, the questions.
And then, Avery appeared at her station. “Lily, we’re all worried about you. What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” Lily lied, her face flushed with guilt.
“Honestly, Lils, it’s not even James’s birthday for another week. You should know that.”
“I’ve just been busy at work. You know, we had all those catering jobs over Thanksgiving, just the busy holiday season,” Lily said, rolling pastry with her rolling pin, preparing the wafer thin dough her famous Sicilian Cannoli deserved. “You’re going to get me in trouble being back here.”
If anything, the chefs—all men—appreciated the appearance of the tall, beautiful blonde. Suddenly, they all found a reason to saunter past the pastry station, a miniature white-hatted parade.
“Bull shit. I told Sergio I was coming back here. Are you and Bob in a fight?” Avery said, blue eyes flashing. “I’m not budging until you tell me the truth. In fact, I want you to come home with me after work. Mark and I drove separately and he’s riding home with my parents, leaving our car. So tell me now, or after work. Your choice.”
Lily felt the tears well up in her eyes before she could stop them. They rolled down both cheeks, landed on the pastry dough, and ruined the batch, the moisture making the delicate dough too sticky. She’d have to start over.
She was starting over.
“Oh, Avery,” she said, hurrying around the stainless steel counter to embrace her friend. “Bob broke our engagement. He said he’s in love with someone else. They’re getting married this Christmas!” Her voice ended in a wail.
Avery wrapped her arm around Lily and escorted her out the kitchen’s back door into the chilly evening. She walked to her car, opened the passenger door and pushed Lily, still wearing her kitchen whites and chef hat, gently inside.
Sobs wracked Lily’s body as Avery climbed into the driver’s seat.
“He was an asshole, Lils,” Avery said, her musical voice for once hard. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t figure out a way to tell you I didn’t think he was good for you long term. You only saw one side of him.”
“I loved him, Aves,” Lily managed.
“I know,” Avery rubbed circles on Lily’s back. “I know you did. But you deserve much better.”
Lily couldn’t speak anymore, and Avery seemed at a loss for words, stroking Lily’s tangled, damp hair after the chef’s hat had fallen off.
“I need to go back in there, finish my shift,” Lily gulped.
“You’re in no condition,” Avery was already taking over like she always did, like Lily had let her take over for years. “I’m texting mom right now to tell Sergio that you’re very ill. He’ll be fine. Most of the tables are through desert anyway,” Avery said.
Lily wondered what she would do without Avery. Only Avery knew how far Lily had come, overcoming the heartbreak of her teens to emerge as a strong, independent woman. Avery had been there every step of the way. In fact, all of the Putnams had been like a second family, even Avery’s brothers, Blake, James, and Denton were like siblings to her despite the one time she and James crossed a boundary in the back of his car her senior year in high school. They’d both been drinking, and later had promised each other that it would never happen again.
Lily had imagined that once she and Bob had become engaged, she wouldn’t rely on the Putnams’ emotional support again. She would get married and start her happy life. Now she was starting over. Alone. Once again, she would need to lean on Avery, maybe even her family. Lily covered her face and tried to stop the stream of tears and Avery drove away from Alfredo’s.

“Lily, are you awake?” Avery asked, pulling Lily from her dreams.
She opened her eyes and smiled wanly at Avery. The whole night came crashing back—crying, confessing that Bob had dumped her for someone else, leaving work. And now she had to face life alone. Again. Lily looked around the guest bedroom at Avery’s house, which reminded her of the guest bedroom at the Putnam Estate, the same soothing light pink color scheme. She’d spent many nights at the Putnams’ throughout her life, and in almost every case, she’d been there because of an overwhelmingly sad event. Now, she was repeating the pattern, a pathetic guest in Avery and Mark’s new home. A chill moved down her spine as she forced herself to ignore the old memories trying to bubble up in her mind. Bob’s betrayal was enough to deal with for now. When did he stop loving me? Why did he stop loving me?
“It’s lunch time,” Avery said gently, pulling back the thick silk curtains to reveal a grey, rainy day. “You slept through breakfast.”
Lily slowly sat up. “Thanks for bringing me here, Aves.”
“I can’t believe you didn’t call me the minute he broke up with you. The jerk. You know what Mark said about him right?”
“Boring Bob?” Lily repeated, a small smile crossing her face despite herself.
Avery’s husband found Bob a boring snob who only wanted to talk about money and social status.
“Yes, well, he has appended the nickname and now it’s Boring Bastard Bob. You like it? I do.”
Avery plopped down on the end of the queen bed. She wore a simple black cashmere turtleneck and fitted, dark jeans. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. Her gorgeous blue eyes were filled with love and concern.
“You have to be sick of my pathetic life,” Lily said. “I really thought I was on the road to my future. I really believed he loved me.”
“Well, after you went to sleep last night, I did a little snooping,” Avery said, her face drawn and sad. “Bob is planning to marry Rebecca Postle. I don’t know who set them up, his parents or hers, but it’s an arranged marriage of sorts,” Avery said.
“How could he possibly agree to marry her when he’d asked me to marry him?” Lily demanded, playing with the diamond ring on her finger. “I know I never was good enough for Bob’s family.”
“Bob’s not good enough for you if, after five years and a proposal, he caves in to his parents’ wishes. I mean really? Who does that?” Avery’s blue eyes flashed with indignation.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Lily fought back a fresh rush of tears. “Or think about it. I can’t imagine him, kissing her, making love to her.”
“You know what? You need to get angry, and then you need to realize the Postles have done you a big favor. You are better than that, Lils, you are. Good riddance is all I say. You’re keeping the ring right?”
Lily nodded. She hadn’t given it too much thought except to toy with idea of returning it so that she could see Bob again, make him explain himself in person, but after Avery’s outburst, she realized she needed to stop crying. She did need to stop thinking about Bob in present tense.
“Good. That’s a little safety net right there. I know you and Bob had discussed you opening a bakery at one point. That ring could be a nice start to a savings account for that dream.”
“I can’t think about all of that yet,” Lily said. “I don’t want to think about anything, but he’s still in my dreams. It’s like he’s haunting me. And it’s almost the holidays. This is the trouble with Christmas, and every other major holiday. It’s a time for family and love. And once again, I’m alone.”
“You have me, and my family. Mom and I are leaving for Indigo Island tomorrow and you’re coming, too,” Avery said. She excitedly reached for Lily’s hand. “It will be the best thing for you to get away and regroup. We’ll have fun like when we were kids. You have time to stop your mail, clean out your refrigerator, and pack your clothes. We leave in the helicopter in the morning.”
“I can’t,” Lily finally made a move to get out of the comfy bed so she could face the day and the rest of her life. “I have to work. It’s December, the restaurant is crazy busy.”
“I told Alfredo you needed time off,” Avery said, very sure of herself—like always. “And you do. If you want it, he’ll give you your job back when you return. I even helped line up a temporary pastry chef. It’s your choice about whether you return after the holidays. I’d rather have you start your own business,” Avery said, like it was the most natural thing in the world to arrange her friend’s life.
Always so willing to help, Lily thought wryly. To fix her life. She knew she had to stand on her own, but Lily had to admit it felt good to be taken care of after such a blow.
“You’re incredible. You really are. Thank you, Aves,” Lily said, her heart lightened a little bit at the thought of a trip to Indigo Island.
The remote Sea Island was like a second home to her. She’d even thought it would be fun to open her bakery there, but Bob had laughed off that idea as unreasonable.
“So let’s get started. We won’t return until after New Year’s. A whole new year and a new start when we get back.”
Lily looked down at the diamond ring sparkling on her finger and swallowed a sob. She wasn’t quite ready to take it off. And where would she keep it safe, anyway? She took a deep breath and stared out at the grey day. Another new start.
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