




Dear Reader,

I’ve lost track of how many of you have written to me over the years asking for a trilogy. I had to wait until the right story came along, but I am delighted to tell you that it finally did and you are holding it in your hands. Eclipse Bay is the first book in a three-book series that will tell the stories of the Hartes and the Madisons of Eclipse Bay, Oregon. Like the two that will follow, it is filled with romance and family relationships. I had a tremendous amount of fun writing the books. I hope you will enjoy reading them.

This is the perfect opportunity to take a moment to thank each and every one of you—longtime fans and new readers alike—for the support and enthusiasm you have given to my novels. I have often felt that, if we met in person, we would find it easy to be friends. I suspect that we have a lot in common when it comes to our world views, our belief in the value of family, and the power of love. That’s a great basis for a lasting relationship, don’t you think?

Here’s to our future together!
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Jayne Ann Krentz
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prologue

Eclipse Bay, Oregon
Midnight, eight years earlier…
“It’s going to be a long walk home.”
The voice was low and rough around the edges, unmistakably masculine. The kind of voice that sent little shivers down a woman’s spine. It came out of the bottomless shadows near the base of Eclipse Arch, the stone monolith that dominated this secluded stretch of rocky beach.
Hannah Harte jerked her gaze away from the sight of Perry Decatur’s disappearing taillights and spun around. Her pulse, already beating briskly as a result of the unpleasant tussle in the front seat, shifted into high gear.
Maybe getting out of the car had not been one of her brighter ideas. This stretch of Bayview Drive was a very lonely place at this hour of the night. Nice going, Hannah, she thought. The old frying-pan-into-the-fire trick. And you’re supposed to be so sensible and cautious. The one who never takes chances. The one who never gets into trouble.
“Who’s there?” She edged back a step and prepared to run.
The man on the beach sauntered casually out of the dense darkness of the arched rock and stepped into the cold light of the late-summer moon. He was less than twenty feet away.
“You’re a Harte,” he said. Cold, ironic amusement filtered through the words. “Don’t you recongnize a no-good, low-down, untrustworthy Madison on sight?”
She took in the stark profile, the glint of silver light on midnight-dark hair, and the air of arrogant, prowling grace. She didn’t need the additional clues of a leather jacket, a black crew-neck T-shirt, and jeans.
Rafe Madison. Her generation’s most notorious member of the disreputable, thoroughly scandalous Madison clan. For three generations, ever since the legendary street fight between Mitchell Madison and Sullivan Harte in front of Fulton’s Supermarket, the Hartes had dutifully warned their offspring not to get involved with the wild, unruly Madisons.
Rafe had apparently made it a point to live up to his family’s scandalous heritage. The product of an affair between his sculptor father and a model, Rafe had been orphaned along with his brother at the tender age of nine. Both boys had been raised by their disreputable grandfather, Mitchell, who was, according to Hannah’s mother, in no way qualified to be a father.
Rafe had blossomed into the quintessential bad boy, but he had somehow managed, by the skin of his teeth, to stay out of jail. As far as most people in Eclipse Bay were concerned, it was only a matter of time before he wound up behind bars.
He was twenty-four, four years older than herself, Hannah thought. It was common knowledge that his grandfather was furious with him because he had dropped out of college in the middle of his sophomore year. Rafe had done a short stint in the military, and from all accounts, he had managed to prove all the recruitment posters wrong and emerge with no marketable skills. Word had it that this summer Mitchell was trying to coerce him into going to work for his older brother, Gabe, who was attempting, against all odds, to revive the family business. No one expected Gabe to succeed in that endeavor.
Although she and her family spent every summer and many weekends and vacations here in Eclipse Bay, Hannah had had no direct contact with Rafe while she was growing up. The four years’ difference in their ages had, until tonight, served to keep their orbits safely separated, even in this small seaside community where both families had deep roots. Four years was a chasm when one was a kid.
But tonight was her twentieth birthday. In the fall she would start her junior year of college in Portland. For some reason the four years between herself and Rafe Madison no longer seemed an impenetrable barrier.
Her first reaction to the realization that he had witnessed the struggle in the front seat of Perry’s car was overwhelming mortification. Hartes did not indulge in public scenes. Just her dumb luck to have a Madison hanging around when she broke that unwritten rule. Anger warred with acute embarrassment.
“Do you do this a lot?” she asked gruffly.
“Do what a lot?”
“Hide behind large rocks in order to spy on people who want to have private conversations?”
“You’ve got to admit that the entertainment options in this town are a little limited.”
“I suppose that’s especially true if you’ve got a severely limited concept of what constitutes entertainment.” Everyone knew that Rafe’s motorcycle was frequently spotted in the small parking lot behind Virgil’s Adult Books and Video Arcade. “What do you do when you’re not being a voyeur?”
“A voyeur?” He whistled softly. “That’s a fancy word for a Peeping Tom, isn’t it?”
She stiffened. “Yes, it is.”
“Thought so. Wasn’t absolutely sure, though. I dropped out of college before we got to some of the more upscale words.”
He was mocking her. She knew it, but she was not certain how to deal with it.
“I wouldn’t brag about leaving school if I were you.” She clutched her purse more tightly in front of her body, as if it were a magic shield she could use to ward off any demonic vibes Rafe might be emitting. “My father says that it’s too bad you blew off your future like that. He says you have potential.”
Rafe’s teeth flashed briefly in a sardonic grin. “Lots of people have said that over the years, starting with my first-grade teacher. But they’ve all concluded that I won’t ever live up to whatever potential I’ve got.”
“You’re an adult now. It’s your responsibility to make your life work properly. You can’t blame your failure on others.”
“I never do that,” he assured her earnestly. “I’m proud to say that I am solely to blame for my own screwups.”
She was out of her depth here. She tightened her grip on the purse and took another step back.
“You sort of implied that you and the guy who just took off came here to talk privately.” His words pursued her in the darkness. “But I didn’t get the feeling that the two of you were having what you’d call a meaningful conversation. Who was the jerk, anyway?”
For some oblique reason she felt compelled to defend Perry, who, unlike Rafe Madison, would amount to something someday. Or maybe it was her own self-image she wanted to protect. She did not like to think of herself as the kind of woman who dated jerks.
Not that Perry was a jerk. He was a budding academic.
“His name is Perry Decatur,” she said coolly. “He’s a grad student at Chamberlain. Not that it’s any of your business.”
“Guess he thought the evening was going to end a little differently.”
“Perry’s okay. He just got a little pushy tonight, that’s all.”
“Pushy, huh? Is that what you call it?” Rafe gave an easy shrug. “Well, it looked like you pushed back pretty good. For a minute there, I thought you might need a little help, but then I realized that you were handling him just fine on your own.”
“Perry is hardly the violent type.” Outrage flared. “He’s a grad student, for crying out loud. He plans to teach political science.”
“Is that right? Since when is politics a science?”
She was pretty sure that was a rhetorical question. “He expects to be offered a position on the faculty at Chamberlain as soon as he gets his Ph.D.”
“Well, shoot. If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have worried about you even half a minute while the two of you were staging that arm-wrestling contest. I mean, a guy who’s going for his Ph.D. and plans to become a hotshot professor at Chamberlain wouldn’t try to force himself on a woman. Don’t know what I was thinking.”
She was profoundly grateful for the simple fact that it was midnight. At least Rafe could not see the hot color she was almost sure was staining her face a vivid shade of pink. “There’s no call to be sarcastic. Perry and I had a disagreement, that’s all.”
“So, do you date a lot of jerks?”
“Stop calling Perry a jerk.”
“I was just curious. Can’t blame me under the circumstances, can you?”
“Yes, I can and I do.” She glared. “You’re being deliberately obnoxious.”
“But not quite as obnoxious as the jerk, huh? I haven’t even touched you.”
“Oh, shut up. I’m going home.”
“I hate to mention it, but you are standing alone here on an isolated stretch of road in the middle of the night. Like I said, it’s going to be a long walk back to your folks’ place.”
She seized the only weak point she could find in his logic. “I’m not alone.”
In the pale moonlight, his smile gleamed dangerously. “We both know that as far as your family is concerned, the fact that I’m here with you makes your situation worse than being alone. I’m a Madison, remember?”
She raised her chin. “I don’t give a darn about that stupid feud. Ancient history, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Right. Ancient history. But you know what they say about history. Those who don’t learn from it are condemned to relive it.”
Startled, she stared at him. “You sound just like Aunt Isabel. She’s always saying things like that.”
“I know.”
Hannah was floored. “You’ve talked to my aunt?”
“She talks to me.” He raised one shoulder in another dismissive gesture. “I do some work around that big house of hers sometimes. She’s a nice old lady. A little strange, but then, she is a Harte.”
She wondered what her parents would say if they discovered that Aunt Isabel hired Rafe to do odd jobs around Dreamscape. “I guess that explains where you picked up the quote.”
“You didn’t think I’d actually read it in a book, did you?”
“Everyone knows you do most of your reading at Virgil Nash’s porn shop.” Lord, she sounded prissy. “I doubt that you’d find a quote like that in any of the books or magazines he stocks.”
Rafe was silent for a beat, as if her comment had surprised him. But he recovered immediately. “Right. Mostly I just look at the pictures, anyhow.”
“I believe it.”
“I’ll bet the jerk reads a lot.”
Quite suddenly she’d had enough. It was time to level this playing field. Rafe Madison had four years and a lifetime of experience on her, but she was a Harte. She could hold her own against a Madison.
“If you didn’t come here to play some voyeuristic games,” she said coldly, “what are you doing at Eclipse Arch at this time of night?”
“Same thing you are,” he said very smoothly. “My date and I had a little disagreement, and she kicked me out of her car.”
Hannah was astonished. “Kaitlin Sadler threw you out of her car because you wouldn’t have sex with her?”
“We didn’t argue about having sex,” he said with devastating honesty. “We argued about the fact that she’s dating other guys.”
“I see.” It was no secret that Kaitlin had been seeing other men. “I hear she wants to marry someone who can take her away from Eclipse Bay.”
“You heard right. Obviously I’m not in a position to do that, what with my failure to achieve my full potential and all.”
“Obviously.”
“Hell, I don’t even have a steady job.”
“I don’t suppose Kaitlin would consider flipping veggie burgers at Snow’s Café a position with a lot of guaranteed upward mobility,” Hannah mused.
“No, she doesn’t. She made that real clear.”
Hannah was appalled to realize that she felt an insidious little tendril of sympathy for him. “You’ve got to admit that you certainly can’t afford to keep her in the style to which she wants to become accustomed.”
“I know. But I thought we had an understanding that while we were seeing each other, neither of us would fool around with anyone else.”
“Kaitlin, I take it, didn’t share that understanding?”
“Nope. She said she didn’t want to be tied down to me. Made it clear that her first priority was finding a rich husband. Naturally, I was crushed to learn that I was nothing more than a plaything for her.”
“Yeah. Crushed.”
“Hey, Madisons have feelings too.”
“Really?” she murmured. “I’ve never heard that.”
“The family likes to keep it quiet.”
“I’m not surprised. Sort of ruins the image.”
“Yeah. You know, you’d be surprised how irritating it is to date a woman who is actively hunting elsewhere for a wealthy husband.”
“Kaitlin’s definitely active,” Hannah said neutrally. “Everyone in town knows it.”
Rafe smiled thinly. “As of tonight she can be active with someone else.”
“I suppose she was upset when you told her you didn’t want to continue in the role of, uh, plaything?”
“She was pissed as hell.”
She tried to read his face in the shadows, but it was impossible to tell what he was thinking or feeling. Assuming that is, that he was thinking or feeling anything at all.
“I get the impression that you are not particularly devastated by the breakup in your relationship,” she ventured cautiously.
“Sure, I’m devastated. I just told you, I’m a sensitive guy. But I’ll get over it.”
“What about Kaitlin?”
“Worrying about Kaitlin’s feelings is not real high on my list of priorities at the moment.”
Hannah gazed at him in amazement. “You mean you’ve actually got a list of priorities?”
“Okay, so it isn’t a computer-generated five-year master plan like the one you’ve probably got tacked up on your bedroom wall. But some of us have to make it up as we go along.”
She winced at the thought of the list of personal goals she had made for herself at the start of the summer. It was, indeed, hanging on the bulletin board over her dresser. It was an updated, more finely tuned version of the list she had made when she graduated from high school. Formulating objectives and then plotting a course to reach those objectives was second nature to her. Everyone in her family was trained to be organized and forward-looking. As her father, Hamilton, was fond of saying, an unplanned life was a messy life.
Madisons, on the other hand, were notorious for their propensity to be driven by quixotic obsessions, quirky desires, and the occasional wild hair. When a Madison was consumed by a passion, people said, nothing was allowed to get in the way. Rafe’s casual attitude toward the breakup with Kaitlin Sadler tonight was convincing evidence that she did not rank as his passion.
“Okay, I’ll bite,” Hannah said, still uncertain about whether or not Rafe was teasing her. “What’s on your list of priorities?”
For a moment she thought he was not going to respond. Then he shoved his hands deeper into the pockets of his leather motorcycle jacket and turned slightly to face the bay.
“I don’t think my plans would be of much interest to you,” he said laconically. “It’s not like I’m going to get a Ph.D. or anything.”
She watched him, unwillingly fascinated now. “Tell me.”
He fell silent for a moment. She had the impression that he was engaged in some kind of internal debate.
“My grandfather says that when I’m not busy screwing around I have a head for business,” he said eventually. “He wants me to go to work for Gabe.”
“But you don’t want to do that?”
“Madison Commercial is Gabe’s baby. He’s in charge, and that’s the way it has to be. We get along okay, but I learned a few things about myself in the army. One of them was that I’m not cut out to take orders.”
“No surprise there, I guess.”
Rafe took one hand out of his pocket, scooped up a small stone, and sent it skipping out across the dark water of the bay. “I want to do my own thing.”
“I can understand that.”
He glanced over his shoulder. “You do?”
“I don’t want to work in a corporation or a bureaucracy either,” she said quietly. “I’m going to open my own business as soon as I graduate.”
“Got it all planned, huh?”
“Not entirely. But by the time I get out of college I should have most of the details nailed down. What about you? What’s your chief objective?”
“To stay out of jail.”
“That’s certainly an impressive career goal. I’ll bet you need to study for years and years and probably do an internship and a residency as well in order to achieve that objective.”
“Everyone I know seems to think that not ending up in prison will be a major accomplishment for me.” He swung back around to look at her. “What about you? What kind of business are you planning to open, Ms. Most Likely to Achieve?”
She took a few steps across the pebbly beach and sank down on a rock. “I’m not sure yet. I’m still researching possibilities. I’ve been talking to my dad. He says that the secret is to carve out a small niche in the service sector. One that big companies can’t fill because of their size.”
“Something along the lines of outcall massage, or maybe one of those private escort services?”
“Very funny.”
“I’ve seen the ads in the Yellow Pages. You know, the ones aimed at traveling businessmen and conventioneers. Discreet personal services offered in the privacy of your hotel room.”
“You know, your sense of humor is as limited as your idea of an evening’s entertainment.”
“Well, what do you expect from a guy who doesn’t have his Ph.D.?”
“Too much, obviously.” She drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around them.
He moved to stand next to her rock. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have teased you like that.”
“Forget it.”
“I’m sure you’ll find your niche or whatever. Good luck.”
“Thanks.”
“Is marriage on your list of personal objectives?”
She glanced up at him, startled. “Well, yes, of course.”
“I guess you’ll probably marry someone like the jerk, right?”
She sighed. “I was never serious about Perry. He was just someone to have fun with this summer.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not that he turned out to be a lot of fun tonight.”
“Definitely not Mr. Right.”
“No.”
“Bet you’ve got a long list of requirements that Mr. Right will have to meet before you agree to marry him, don’t you?”
The dry question made her uncomfortable. “So, I know what I want in a husband. So what? Just because you don’t make long-range plans doesn’t mean everyone else has to play their life by ear.”
“True.” Without warning, he dropped down onto the rock beside her. The movement was easy, almost catlike. “Tell me, what kind of hoops will Mr. Right have to jump through before you’ll agree to marry him?”
Stung, she held up one hand and ticked off the basics. “He’ll be intelligent, well educated, a graduate of a good school, and successful in his field. He’ll also be loyal, honorable, decent, and trustworthy.”
“No criminal record?”
“Definitely no criminal record.” She held up her other hand and continued down the list. “He’ll be dependable, kind, sensitive, and capable of making a commitment. Someone I can talk to. Someone who shares my interests and goals. That’s very important, you know.”
“Uh-huh.”
“He’ll also get along well with my family, love animals, and be very supportive of my career.”
Rafe lounged back on his elbows. “But other than that, just an ordinary guy?”
For some inexplicable reason his mockery hurt. “You think I’m asking too much?”
He smiled faintly. “Get real. The guy you’re looking for doesn’t exist. Or if he does, he’ll have some fatal flaw that you didn’t expect.”
“Is that so?” She narrowed her eyes. “How about your Ms. Right? Got any idea of what she’ll be like?”
“No. Doubt if there is one. Not that it matters.”
“Because you’re not interested in a monogamous commitment?” she asked acidly.
“No, because the men in my family aren’t much good when it comes to marriage. Figure the odds are against me getting lucky.”
She could hardly argue that point. His grandfather’s four spectacularly failed marriages were common knowledge. Rafe’s father, Sinclair, had had two wives before he had engaged in the tumultuous affair with his model that had produced his sons. The assumption was that if he had not died in the motorcycle accident, Sinclair would have racked up a string of divorces and affairs that would have made Mitchell’s record pale in comparison.
“Marriage should not be viewed as a lottery or a crapshoot,” she said sternly. “It’s a serious step, and it should be treated in a logical, rational manner.”
“You think it’s that easy?”
“I never said it’s easy. I said it should be approached with intelligence and sound common sense.”
“Where’s the fun in that?”
She gritted her teeth. “You’re teasing me again.”
“Face it—we Madisons don’t usually do things that involve common sense. We probably lack that gene.”
“Don’t give me that garbage. I’m serious about this, Rafe. I refuse to believe that you can’t change what you see as your destiny.”
He slanted her an appraising glance. “You really think I could be the one to break the mold?”
“If you want to break it badly enough, yes, I really think you can do it.”
“Amazing. Who would have thought a Harte would be such a dreamer?”
“All right, what are you going to do with your life?”
“Well,” he drawled, “I’ve noticed that the cult and guru businesses are profitable.”
“Get serious. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Don’t throw it away. Think about what you want. Make some concrete plans. Develop solid goals and then work toward them.”
“You don’t think my present career objective is a worthy goal?”
“Staying out of jail is okay as far as it goes. But it’s not enough, Rafe. You know it isn’t enough.”
“Maybe not, but it’s all I’ve got at the moment.” He glanced at his watch. The dial glowed in the moonlight. “I think it’s time that you went home.”
Automatically she looked at her own watch. “Good grief, it’s after one. It’s going to take at least half an hour to walk home from here. I’ve got to get going.”
He came up off the rock in a fluid movement. “I’ll walk with you.”
“That’s not necessary.”
“Yes it is. I’m a Madison and you’re a Harte.”
“So what?”
“So, if something were to happen to you between here and your place and your folks found out that I was the last guy to see you, I’d get the blame, for sure.”
She smiled. “And maybe get tossed into jail by Chief Yates?”
“Yeah. And that would put a real crimp in the only viable career plan I’ve got at the moment.”
The broad, semicircular sweep of the bay began in the distance behind Hannah, near the treacherous waters of Hidden Cove. It ended somewhere up ahead in the darkness, at a jutting piece of land known as Sundown Point. There were no streetlamps on the long, curving bluff road that rimmed the restless waters of Eclipse Bay. The sparse lights of the pier, the marina, and the town’s tiny business district lay more than two miles to the rear, in the direction of Hidden Cove.
Up ahead, Hannah could make out only a vast pool of darkness. Sundown Point was invisible in the all-enveloping night. She knew that a handful of cottages and homes were scattered along the heavily wooded bluffs, but she saw no illuminated windows. Her family’s summer place was nearly a mile from here, perched over a small, sheltered cove. Her aunt’s big house, Dreamscape, was at least another half mile beyond that.
It was, indeed, going to be a long walk.
She glanced back over her shoulder. The faint glare of a well-lit parking lot could be seen on the hillside. It emanated from a clearing in the trees above the town. The parking facility belonged to the Eclipse Bay Policy Studies Institute, a recently established think tank that had been built close to Chamberlain College.
“My parents are up there at the institute tonight,” she said at one point, just for something to say. “They’re attending the reception for Trevor Thornley.”
“The hotshot who’s running for the state legislature?”
“Yes.” She was surprised that he was aware of Thorn-ley’s campaign. He didn’t seem like the type who paid attention to politics. But she refrained from making that observation aloud. “It looks like the event is running late. I may even get home ahead of Mom and Dad.”
“Lucky for you, hmm? You won’t have to go into a lot of awkward explanations about why you came home with me instead of the jerk tonight.”
She glanced at him, surprised. “I’ll tell them what happened in the morning.”
He slapped his forehead with the heel of his palm. “That’s right, I keep forgetting. I’m with Ms. Goody Two-Shoes here. Of course you’ll tell your parents that you spent the night on the beach with me.”
Shock brought her to a sudden halt. “I did not spend the night on the beach with you, Rafe Madison. And if you dare tell your friends down at the Total Eclipse Bar and Grill that I did, I swear I will…I will sue you. Or something.”
“Don’t worry,” he muttered. “I’m not planning to announce to the whole town that we did it under Eclipse Arch.”
“You’d better not.” She gripped her purse more tightly and started walking quicker. The sooner she got back to the house, the better.
Rafe fell into step beside her again. She was intensely aware of him. She had walked this road many times over the years, but never at this hour. Crime was minimal in Eclipse Bay, but not completely absent, especially during the summer when out-of-town visitors flocked to the beach. She was very glad to have company tonight. The long walk home alone would have been more than a little nerve-racking.
Half an hour later they reached the tree-lined drive that led to the Harte summer cottage. Rafe walked her to the porch steps and stopped.
“This is as far as I go,” he said. “Good night, Hannah.”
She went up one step and paused. It struck her that the strange interlude was over. A wistful sensation trickled through her. She stomped on it with all the ruthlessness she could muster. It was okay to have a few romantic fantasies about Rafe Madison. He was the most notorious male in town, after all—at least, the most notorious in her age group. But you couldn’t get serious about a guy like this. There was no future in it.
“Thanks for seeing me home,” she said.
“No problem. Not like I had anything better to do tonight.” In the yellow glare of the porch light his eyes were enigmatic pools. “Good luck with that five-year plan of yours.”
Impulsively she touched the sleeve of his jacket. “Think about making some plans of your own Rafe. Don’t screw up your whole life.”
He grinned. Without warning he leaned forward and brushed a quick, stunningly chaste kiss across her mouth. “A man’s got to capitalize on his strong points, and I’m so damn good at screwing up.”
The brief, casual kiss caught her off guard. Heat infused her whole body. It was followed by a tingling sensation. She covered the awkward moment by hurrying up the rest of the front steps.
At the door she paused to dig out her key. Her hand trembled slightly as she unlocked the door. When she finally got into the house, she turned to look back at Rafe. He was still standing there, watching her. She raised one hand in farewell and then quickly closed the door.

The rumble of voices awakened her the next morning. She opened her eyes and found herself gazing into a wall of fog.
Morning mist was a regular feature of summer and early fall. It would likely burn off by noon, although the cloud cover might last all day. With luck there would be enough scattered sunshine to drive the temperature into the mid-seventies in the afternoon, but that was the most that could be expected. Nobody came to Eclipse Bay to get a tan. Southern California beaches catered to those who liked to fry their bare skin in the glow of the big nuke in the sky. The wild, rugged beaches of the Oregon coast were for people who preferred to put on a windbreaker and brave the morning fog to explore tidal pools and rocky shoreline caves. They were for those who appreciated adventurous walks along high, windswept bluffs and views of seething seawater churning in stony cauldrons at the bottom of steep cliffs.
The voices downstairs grew louder. Her parents were talking to someone in the kitchen. A man. She could not make out the words, but the conversation sounded tense.
She listened for a while, curiosity growing swiftly. Who would come calling at this hour? Then she caught a name. Rafe Madison.
“Oh, damn.”
She tossed aside the covers, scrambled out of bed, and hurriedly pulled on her jeans and a gray turtleneck. She stepped into a pair of loafers, ran a brush through her hair, and headed for the stairs.
She found her parents at the kitchen table with a balding, heavy-bellied man she recognized instantly.
“Chief Yates.”
“’Morning, Hannah.” Phil Yates nodded in his ponderous fashion. He had been the only law enforcement in town for as long as Hannah could recall, but this was the first time he had ever come to the Harte cottage.
She masked her uneasiness with a bright smile and turned to her parents for an explanation. A single glance was enough to tell her that something was terribly wrong.
Elaine Harte’s attractive face was tight with anxiety. Hampton’s jaw was set in a grim line. A formless dread wafted through Hannah. It was as if a ghost had brushed up against her.
“What is it?” she asked with an urgency that made her father’s eyes narrow behind his glasses.
“I was just about to come upstairs and wake you, dear,” Elaine said quietly. “Chief Yates has some bad news.”
For one horrifying instant Hannah had a vision of Rafe lying sprawled on Bayview Drive, the victim of a hit-and-run. He’d had an even longer walk home last night than she’d had.
She went to the table and gripped the back of the empty chair. “What happened?”
“Kaitlin Sadler was found dead at Hidden Cove this morning,” her father said in somber tones.
“Oh, my God.” Not Rafe, then. He was safe. Hannah sank down into the chair. Then the name registered.
“Kaitlin Sadler?”
“Looks like an accident,” Yates said. “Apparently she fell from the path above the cliffs. But I’ve got to ask you a few questions.”
Something in his voice got Hannah’s full attention. Rafe was okay, but his girlfriend was dead. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why Chief Yates had come here today. When a woman died under mysterious circumstances, the cops always came looking for the boyfriend or the husband first. Her brother had told her that.
Hamilton studied her with a troubled look. “There seems to be some confusion, Hannah. Phil says that Kaitlin was on a date with Rafe Madison last night. But Rafe told Yates that he was with you last night at about the time that Kaitlin died.”
“We explained to Phil that that was not possible,” Elaine said crisply. “You were with that nice young man from Chamberlain College. Perry Decatur.”
Yates cleared his throat. “Well, now, I talked to Mr. Decatur. He says that’s not quite true.”
Hamilton flicked an irritated glance at Yates’s broad, patient face. “We also told him that even if you hadn’t been with Decatur, you were highly unlikely to have been anywhere near Rafe Madison.”
“I’m well aware of the fact that Hartes don’t socialize with Madisons,” Yates rumbled. “But young Rafe swears he was with Hannah here, and I got to check out his story.”
The full implications of what he was saying finally hit Hannah. “I don’t understand. You just said Kaitlin’s death was an accident. Is there some question about how she died?”
“Can’t rule out the possibility that she jumped.” Yates wrapped one ham-size fist around a mug of coffee. “That girl always was kind of high-strung.”
Elaine frowned. “She comes from an unfortunate family situation, but I never heard anyone suggest that she might be suicidal.”
Yates sipped his coffee. “There’s another possibility.”
They all looked at him expectantly.
“There may have been an argument,” Yates said quietly.
“My God,” Elaine whispered. “Are you saying she might have been pushed off the path?”
Hannah planted her hands on the table “Wait a second. Are you suggesting that Rafe Madison killed Kaitlin?”
“Could have been an accident,” Yates said. “Like I said, maybe they got into a fight.”
“But that’s crazy. Why would Rafe do such a thing?”
“Word around town is that he didn’t like the fact that she was seeing other men,” Yates said.
“Yes, but—”
Hamilton looked at her. “Rafe is trying to use you for an alibi, honey. I don’t like him dragging you into this one damn bit. But I’ll deal with that later.”
“Dad, listen to me—”
“Right now you just need to tell Yates where you were last night between midnight and two this morning.”
Hannah braced herself for the explosion she knew would follow. “I was with Rafe Madison.”

Kaitlin Sadler’s death was officially ruled an accident three days later. It took a lot longer for the firestorm of gossip to fade. The news that Hannah had been with Rafe Madison the night Kaitlin died swept through the small community with the force of a tsunami. Few believed for a moment that the pair had engaged only in casual conversation.
The one person who seemed genuinely happy about the fact that Rafe and Hannah had spent two whole hours together on a moonlit beach was Hannah’s great-aunt Isabel Harte.
At eighty-three, Isabel was the sole self-avowed romantic in the family. She was a retired professor of English lit who had never married. She lived alone at Dreamscape, the huge three-story mansion her father had built with the fortune he had made in fishing.
It was Isabel who had provided the seed funding for Harte-Madison, the commercial real estate development company founded by Sullivan Harte and Mitchell Madison all those years ago. The bitter feud that had destroyed the firm as well as the friendship between Sullivan and Mitchell was a source of frustration and disappointment to Isabel. She still harbored dreams of ending the rift that had shattered the partnership and ignited the hostility between the two men.
Hannah was very fond of her great-aunt. She was also well aware that her parents had been trying to get Isabel to sell Dreamscape and move into an apartment in Portland. But Isabel refused to budge.
On the fourth day of the seething rumors, Isabel sat with Elaine Harte in the Harte family kitchen.
“It’s so romantic,” Isabel said, blithely indifferent to Elaine’s exasperated expression. “Just like Romeo and Juliet.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Elaine gasped.
“Darn right,” Hannah said from the doorway. “We all know what happened to Romeo and Juliet. A very nasty ending, if you ask me.”
“This would be Romeo and Juliet with the right ending,” Isabel said, unperturbed. “A happy conclusion that would end the long-standing feud between the two families.”
Elaine raised her eyes to the heavens. “Sullivan and Mitchell are engaged in a feud, Isabel. The rest of us just ignore each other. Rafe Madison has no real interest in a nice girl like Hannah.”
“Gee, thanks, Mom.” Hannah went to the counter to pour herself a cup of coffee. “Why don’t you just label me boring and be done with it?”
Elaine gave her a repressive look. “You know perfectly well what I meant.”
“I sure do, Mom.” Hannah made a face. “And you’re absolutely right. Rafe doesn’t have any interest in me. I’m not his type.”
Isabel’s vivid blue eyes brightened with interest. “Whatever do you mean, dear?”
Hannah smiled wryly. “Rafe thinks I’m a prim, prissy, goody-goody overachiever.”
“What do you think about him?” Isabel asked quickly.
“I think he’s wasting his life. Told him so, too. The only thing we had in common the other night when we ran into each other on the beach was the fact that we both had to walk home after a bad date. Trust me, seduction was the last thing on his mind.”
“Unfortunately, almost no one in town believes that,” Elaine said grimly. “I’m told that Kaitlin Sadler’s brother believes far worse. He’s convinced that Rafe really did shove Kaitlin over that cliff and later seduced you in an effort to persuade you to cover up for him.”
“I know,” Hannah said. “Poor Dell. He’s lost his sister, and all everyone can talk about is how Rafe spent the night making wild, passionate love to me on the beach.”
Isabel’s eyes lit with speculative interest. “I don’t suppose that he actually did—?”
“No, he did not,” Hannah said brusquely. “I told you, all we did was talk.”
Elaine shook her head. “I believe you, dear. And I’m relieved to know that Rafe was nowhere near Kaitlin at the time she died. I just wish that he had found someone else to give him his alibi that night. I’m afraid it’s going to be a long time before people stop talking about this unfortunate affair.”

“Actually it’s kind of weird when you think about it,” Pamela said the next day over veggie burgers and French fries at Snow’s Café. “I mean, what are the odds that either you or I would ever spend a couple of hours on a beach with a guy like Rafe Madison?”
Hannah eyed her friend over the top of the bun. Pamela attended Chamberlain College. She had her sights set on a career teaching English literature to undergraduates. She already wore the uniform of the successful young academic: black tights, chunky black shoes, a long black skirt, a slouchy jacket, and glasses with thin frames. Her shoulder-length brown hair was held at her nape with a mock-tortoiseshell clip.
“I admit the odds are not high.” Hannah took a mouthful of her tofu burger. “It was just one of those things. I owe it all to Perry Decatur.”
Pamela made a face. “So much for your mom’s opinion of Perry. She was so sure he was the nice, upwardly mobile type.”
“He’s definitely committed to upward mobility. Probably go far in the academic world.”
“But not a nice guy, huh?”
“Smooth. Slick.” Hannah thought back to the scuffle in the front seat and shuddered. “Not nice.”
Pamela glanced around the crowded café. Apparently satisfied that no one could overhear, she leaned across the table and lowered her voice. “So what really did happen between you and Rafe Madison?”
“Nothing. I told you, we just talked. That’s all.”
Pamela’s eyes clouded with disappointment. “That’s all? Honest truth?”
Hannah briefly considered the insignificant good-night kiss Rafe had given her. “Pretty much.”
Pamela flopped back in her chair. “Too bad.”
“Think so?”
“Sure. Intelligent, educated, clearheaded women like us know better than to marry guys like Rafe Madison. But that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be fun to fool around with one.”
“A little hard on the reputation, especially in a town like Eclipse Bay. Trust me, I know this now. After those infamous two hours on the beach with Rafe Madison, my image as a nice girl has plummeted to somewhere in the vicinity of zero.”
“The least you could have done for yourself was have a good time on the way down.”

Rafe phoned the day he left town. Hannah was alone in the house at the time. When she heard his voice on the other end of the line she had a feeling he knew that her parents had driven into Eclipse Bay together.
“I owe you,” he said without preamble.
“No, you do not owe me.” She clutched the instrument very tightly. His voice was as sexy on the phone as it was at midnight on a shadowed beach. “I just told the truth, that’s all.”
“Is everything that simple for you, Miss Voted Most Likely to Succeed? Black and white? True or false?”
“In this case it is, yes.”
“You don’t care that everyone in town thinks I did a lot more than hold your hand that night?”
She sought refuge in irrefutable fact. “You didn’t even hold my hand.”
There was a short beat of silence on the other end of the line. She wondered if he was thinking about that meaningless little kiss he had given her just before he sent her into the house. It was certainly on her mind.
“Whatever,” he said eventually. “But I still owe you.”
“Forget it. No big deal. Besides, to be honest, I owe you.”
“How’s that?”
“I am no longer known around town as Miss Boring Goody Two-Shoes.”
There was another beat of silence. “You’re definitely not boring.”
She was not sure what to say to that. She wrapped the cord around her hand and kept her mouth shut. It was an exercise in self-discipline.
“Hannah?”
“Yes?”
“I meant what I said last night. Good luck with that five-year plan of yours. I hope things work out the way you want. Hope you do okay with your own business.” He paused. “Hope you find a guy who meets all those requirements on that list, too.”
He sounded sincere, she thought.
“Rafe?”
“Yeah?”
“I meant what I said to you that night, too. Get a life.”
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