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    Prologue


    Chloe’s heart beat faster when she saw Gary’s car pull up at the curb. He was the most handsome man she’d ever known, and she loved him with all her heart. It didn’t matter to her that her father didn’t like him. Gary was in collegejust a poor student. Having money meant everything to her father. Her mother also had misgivings. She thought the relationship was too serious, too fast for a girl still in high school. She understood her mom’s concerns, but that didn’t stop her from loving Gary. He was wonderful! He was determined and energetic. He was going to be a famous marine biologist someday, and she would be right there by his side. Together, they would face everything. She knew God approved of the relationship. For years she had prayed for her own prince charming, someone who would cherish her. He couldn’t be gruff and insensitive like her father. He had to be adventuresome yet conscientious, strong yet tender. And she had found her prince charming in Gary Erickson.


    Sometimes Gary was difficult. He wanted things done his way, and he could be an unrelenting perfectionist. At moments he reminded her of her father, but he was never so harsh. These traits didn’t matter to Chloe. Regardless of his faults, she loved Gary unconditionally.


    The expression on Gary’s face was grim as he approached the door. His blond hair was tousled as though he had repeatedly run his hand through it. He always mussed his hair when he was agitated. His brows were knit in a frown, and the corners of his mouth turned down.


    “What is it? What’s wrong?” Chloe asked, stepping out to meet him.


    “I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’ll just do it.” He pulled away when Chloe touched his arm. The simple action dismayed her. He had never done that before.


    “I’ve met someone else. She’s sophisticated. Beautiful. We really clicked. I’ve never been with anyone so exciting.”


    Chloe’s heart plummeted to her shoes leaving a gaping, painful emptiness. No! This can’t be happening! I am supposed to be with Gary forever! “What are you saying?” she whispered, dreading the answer. She knew what he was about to say. She wanted to cover her ears and run for the house. If she didn’t hear the words then they didn’t exist! She and Gary would stay together. They loved each other with a love that was supposed to last forever! Forget this other woman!


    “It’s over, Chloe. I’m sorry.”

  


  
    One


    Six Years Later


    


    Chloe Crenshaw looked up from the book she was reading. It was one of her favorite books about one of her favorite topicsdiving in search of sunken ships. She was fascinated with the ocean and everything it held in its depths. Unfortunately she couldn’t concentrate on the book because of the heated discussion that was taking place not far from her. The university study lounge had been a quiet place just a moment earlier.


    “What do you mean you’re quitting? You can’t quit! I forbid you to quit!”


    Chloe cringed, recognizing the bellowing voice before she even looked up. It belonged to Professor Gary Erickson. It galled her that he had just started teaching at her university. She hadn’t seen him for six yearsnot since he dumped her for another woman. It took almost all of those years for her to get over him. Imagine the nerve of the guy! Chloe had spent countless nights trying to conjure up images of what the woman might look like. It had made her physically sick to think of him embracing someone else, whispering endearments to her. But somehow she had gotten over him. The dull pain was no longer resident in her chest. She didn’t think of him every moment of every day. She had actually moved on to another relationship and had gotten engagedand then broken the engagement. But that didn’t matter. She was moving forward with God’s capable help. The past was behind her.


    And now her safe haven had been encroached. Gary took a position at her university as the department head of marine biology sciences. It wouldn’t have been so badthe campus was large, and she wouldn’t have ever seen himexcept that the literature department was next to the biology department. Their classrooms were directly across the hall from each other.


    When Chloe first heard the news of his arrival, she couldn’t believe it to be true. She thought he would have moved to somewhere in the South Pacific to continue his research long ago. That was a comfortable distance away; teaching across the hall was far too close for her comfort. Her coworkers didn’t understand her reticence when it came to Professor Gary Erickson. They all mooned over him, finding him to be the youngest, most handsome instructor in their corner of the campus. Chloe prevented herself from fawning over him only because she never really forgot the pain he’d caused her.


    The voices brought Chloe back to the present. She sank lower behind the cover of her book, wishing she could sneak out unobserved.


    “I told you I was quitting three weeks ago. My daughter is having a baby soon, and I have to be here for her. I can’t be on a boat in the Gulf of Mexico when she needs me. Did you just now figure out that I’m serious?”


    Chloe had to admire the short, mousy woman, Mrs. Phipps. Gary was a perfectionist and expected too much of Mrs. Phipps’ time and talents. Chloe was surprised it had taken her this long to quit.


    “I just found the memo on my desk this morning. So you can surely understand why I’m upset. We leave the day after tomorrow!” His voice rose in agitation with each word.


    “Find someone else, Gary. I can’t go with you,” Mrs. Phipps answered evenly.


    Secretly, Chloe cheered Mrs. Phipps for her courage to stand up to the tyrant. However, she kept her eyes averted, pretending to be absorbed in her book. She didn’t want to be involved in any dispute with Gary Erickson. She hoped to never speak to him again. As it grew quiet Chloe glanced up, thinking the room was empty. She found Professor Gary staring at her with a thoughtful expression on his face. Chloe stiffened, uncomfortable under his scrutiny. Lord, don’t let him talk to me. Please, don’t let him talk to me!


    Too late.


    “Chloe Crenshaw.”


    Her name sounded strange on his lips. Chloe suppressed the smirk rising to her lips. It was the first time he had spoken to her in six years. Why did her heart have to betray her by pounding furiously in her chest?


    “Nice to see you, Gary,” she mumbled. The words sounded insincere. They were insincere. It wasn’t nice to see him. Why did he have to show up in her carefully ordered world? She fingered the ends of her hair. It hung straight to her shoulders, and she wished she had taken a little more effort with her appearance that morning. Though she was petite and had a nice figure, she often wore baggy clothes that hid her curves. Today she wore a loose denim skirt with a long oversized shirt. No makeup. No eye appeal.


    “What are you doing this summer?” he asked casually, but Chloe knew his curiosity was anything but casual. She stiffened, preparing for possible combat.


    “Is that a pickup line?” Chloe’s question surprised even herself. She quickly averted her gaze before color flooded her cheeks. Of course it wasn’t a pickup line! If he had ever truly been interested in her, he never would have broken up with her in the first place. She turned to face him.


    Gary grimaced, his blond hair falling over his forehead. “No,” he answered gruffly. “It’s actually a plea from a desperate man.”


    Chloe didn’t want to deal with his problems; she had her own. Her ex-fiancé was a problem, along with her father’s ever-present temper. She knew he would be furious when he found out her summer class had been canceled along with any hopes of a good paycheck. She turned back to her book and tried to dismiss the man standing across from her. Unfortunately the words seemed to blur on the page. “Find a student to help you. There’s always someone looking for a summer adventure.”


    Gary shoved his hair back from his forehead. “I’ve already got two students going. What I need is a female chaperone. Someone who can help with the observations and documentation would be a bonus.”


    Chloe put down her book and studied him curiously. Gary hadn’t changed much in six years. He was still lean but more muscular. His thick, sun-bleached blond hair was the same. He needed a haircut, judging by the way his hair kept falling forward over his forehead. His face looked a little older, more experienced. His blue eyes still glimmered with intensitythat would probably never change. She wondered how she stood under his scrutiny. Then she reminded herself that she didn’t care what he thought about her.


    “What makes you think I’m the right person to chaperone?” she asked, toying self-consciously with her hair.


    Gary shrugged. “I’m taking a chance. Like I said, I’m desperate. The pay is lousy, but the sights are great. We’re traveling down the Gulf Coast along Mexico to Rancho Nuevo. We’ll be following a sea turtle to her nesting beach. The trip will take several weeks. What do you say?”


    He hadn’t mentioned anything of their history together. It was as if he’d never known her. Fine. She could play the same game and consider his offer as though he were a perfect stranger. Would she want to chaperone on a boat that followed a sea turtle? It was a peculiar notion. Yet it was the best offer Chloe had for the next few months.


    Her summer wasn’t going according to plan. Two weeks ago she was supposed to get married. Thankfully, Chloe realized before it was too late that she couldn’t marry her fiancé, Trevor Renolds. Now, without a summer class to teach, her calendar was open. And she definitely didn’t want to hang around home too much. Her father would never tolerate that.


    “I’d like a little time to think about it.” She didn’t believe her request was unreasonable. Passing her summer chasing a turtle was something she needed to consider. She wasn’t convinced she could be in the same proximity with Gary. Yet spending time on a boat, touring the Gulf of Mexico, had definite appeal. Not to mention that her father wouldn’t be able to grumble at her.


    “Time isn’t an option,” Gary answered impatiently. “I’ll call you tonight. I’ve got to have your answer.”


    “Fine.” Chloe scribbled out her phone number and handed it to him. She doubted he had retained her number from six years earlier.


    ❧


    After her unexpected meeting with Professor Gary, Chloe hurried home. She wanted to discuss the job offer with her mom, Allison Crenshaw. She knew her mom would have some good insight. She found her in the kitchen, making a cheesecake.


    “Mm, my favorite!” Chloe said softly, startling her mother.


    “Oh, Chloe! I wasn’t expecting you so soon,” she whispered.


    “Is Dad sleeping?” Chloe asked.


    “Yes, and he chose the couch again. I don’t know why he can’t sleep in the bedroom. It would make my life so much easier. I can’t get any work done when I have to tiptoe around him.”


    Chloe didn’t have to ask her mom to explain. Her father usually came home in the middle of the day to take a two-hour nap. During the day he sold cars; at night he ran the graveyard shift at the twenty-four-hour supermarket. He was often tired, overworked, and frustrated. Chloe noticed the bottle of antacid on the counter.


    “Is his ulcer bothering him again?” she asked.


    “Yes, and you know it only gets worse when he’s agitated. One of the kids quit at the supermarket, putting extra pressure on your father. He was a bear when he came home this morning. I was glad you’d already left.”


    Chloe was glad, too. Throughout the years, Chloe had often been her father’s scapegoat whenever something was bothering him. While her mom could calm him, Chloe had the opposite effect. Her father could never be considered a nurturing person. He was often angry and found fault with everything Chloe did. Chloe learned early on to avoid her father and not to seek his approval. She’d always wanted him to be pleased with her, but searching for fulfillment always ended in disappointment.


    “I have something I want to discuss with you,” Chloe said, pulling out a chair at the table. Her mother wiped her hands on a towel and took a seat next to Chloe.


    “I’ve been offered a job for the summer. It’s not the best job, but it will get me away for a while.”


    “Sounds like you’ve already decided to accept it. What sort of job is it?” her mother asked as she patted her short, dark curls into place.


    “I’m going to assist Professor Gary Erickson on one of his marine excursions. I’ll be a part of the crew. We leave the day after tomorrow.” She held her breath, waiting for her mom’s reaction.


    Her mom frowned. “Professor Gary Erickson? Do my ears deceive me?”


    “It’s the same Gary Erickson. I didn’t mention this before, but he started teaching at the university a few months ago.” Chloe snatched a ballpoint pen from the table and started fidgeting with it.


    She stared at Chloe in concern. “Are you sure it’s a wise idea? Is he looking to renew the relationship?”


    Chloe thought about Gary’s agitation and his need to quickly fill the position. She had been available, and he’d snatched at the opportunity. He would have taken any breathing victim. “There’s no possibility of a relationship, Mom. He needs a chaperone, and I need a change of scenery.”


    Her mom sighed. “Yes, I think you do need a change. After the disappointment two weeks ago, your father certainly has been less than pleasant toward you. He really thought your marriage to Trevor was a good idea. After everything that’s happened, I’m sure you feel you need to get away. And now that I think of it, my brother mentioned something about hiring out his boat for the summer. I wonder if it’s the same excursion.”


    “Uncle Howard’s boat? Is he going to skipper it?” Chloe’s prospects were looking brighter. Her uncle owned a large luxury yacht named The Bounty. He rented it out to wealthy vacationers, took out customers on deep-sea fishing trips, and cruised the coast every chance he got. He was a longtime bachelor with a thick belly, silver top, and more laugh lines in his face than anyone Chloe knew. He was older than his sister by fifteen years. Chloe hadn’t spent much time with him over the years. Her father didn’t approve of Howard’s carefree lifestyle. Despite Uncle Howard’s black sheep status with the family, Chloe adored him and couldn’t wait to spend time with him. He was the only man she really trusted.


    “I’m not sure if Howard will take the tour personally, or if someone else will be hired. I may be mistaken in thinking it’s his boat. Anyway, I don’t think it was a mistake that your class was canceled. I think God has bigger plans for you. I’m just not sure it will be good for you to be with Gary Erickson. But it would be good for you to get away from anything that will remind you of the disappointment.”


    Chloe didn’t want to think about the “disappointment.” Since the wedding fell through two weeks ago her father had been irate. It had cost him big bucks to pay for that wedding and, when it didn’t happen, he became unreasonably difficult. She tried to convince him it was for the best. He wouldn’t listen. He still believed Trevor Renolds should be her husband.


    Chloe knew calling off the wedding had been the right thing to do. Trevor had been growing more and more difficult as the wedding date drew near. He didn’t like her plain brown hair; she needed to try the stylist he chose. Her shoes were wrong. Her clothes weren’t trendy enough. She spent too much money on books. She needed to go to his church because prominent people attended there. She needed to cover her mouth when she laughed because of her slightly crooked teeth. He went so far as to suggest she try colored contacts to liven up her dull brown eyes. She’d never thought there was anything wrong with her eyes. They reminded her of the color of chocolate. Trevor didn’t agree. And the longer she knew him, the less they agreed upon.


    What she finally realized was that she didn’t love Trevor. She never tried to compare him to Gary, but subconsciously she had. And Trevor never measured up. What made the breakup easier was knowing he didn’t love her eithernot for herself, anyway. He manipulated her and always made her feel she was second best. She knew she couldn’t spend her life with someone like that.


    Their breakup wasn’t the explosive argument Chloe anticipated. Trevor didn’t react when she broke off their engagement. He wasn’t angry or upset. He said they would talk about it when she could be reasonable.


    Her mother patted Chloe’s hand, bringing her thoughts back to the present. “At any rate, you have my blessing to go, as long as you think you can deal with Gary. I’d hate for you to be miserable all summer.”


    “I think Uncle Howard can handle him. But if he’s too difficult, I’ll jump ship at the nearest port and fly home.”


    As Chloe was packing a half hour later the phone rang. She raced to answer it, hoping it hadn’t roused her father. Her father hated it when something other than his alarm clock woke him. She picked up the receiver, but she was too late. She could hear her father grumbling in the next room.


    “Hello?” she breathed.


    “Can I speak with Chloe Crenshaw?” It was Gary. He sounded professional and detached, but that didn’t matter to her nerves. Her heart started racing in her chest. Her breathing came out in short, anxious gasps. She forced herself to calm down before she answered.


    “This is Chloe.”


    “Have you made a decision yet?” he demanded.


    Chloe glanced at her watch. He’d given her less than two hours to make the decision, but it didn’t matter. “Yes, I’ve decided.” There was a loud crash in the family room followed by more of her father’s oaths. Chloe cringed.


    “And what have you decided?” Gary pressed in agitation.


    Before Chloe could answer, her father stomped into the room, glowering at her. “So it’s your fault I’m awake!” he bellowed. “I supposed it’s one of your little friends calling to gossip. Don’t people know I have to work hard? I need sleep! I can’t have the phone ringing at all hours of the day. You are so ungrateful, Chloe! Why did God force you upon me?”


    Chloe cringed as the line became silent against her ear. She knew Gary had heard every word her father spoke, and she felt mortified.


    “I get no appreciation from you. You’re so selfish! Can’t you find something worthwhile to do while I’m resting?”


    “Chloe?” Gary asked after a tense moment while her father continued to rage. Chloe could barely hear Gary’s voice.


    “Yes?” she whispered.


    His voice lost its agitation. “Can I count on you?”


    “Yes.” She was thankful Gary didn’t make any comments about her father’s temper. They used to argue over her father’s behavior, the way he yelled at her and blamed her for everything.


    “Show up at the pier at six thirty on Thursday morning. We’re in slip number thirty-eight. The boat’s name is The Bounty.”


    Chloe’s heart leapt with gladness. It was her uncle’s boat! “I’ll be there,” Chloe whispered before she hung up. Thursday couldn’t come soon enough.


    Chloe turned to her glaring father. He was finished ranting, and now the guilt-trip would begin. Chloe tried to head it off by explaining the phone call. “That was one of the professors from the university,” she explained stiffly. Her father never liked Gary, so she omitted the fact that he was the professor she had spoken with.


    Her words had no effect on her father. “The sooner you move out the better,” he grumbled. “When are you going to do that? You can’t continue to put such a burden on me and your mother. You should have married when you had the chance. Who will marry you now?”


    Chloe resisted the urge to argue with her father. At one time his words hurt her, and perhaps they still did if she acknowledged the truth. But more than anything, his attitude irritated her. She knew she wasn’t a burden on the household. Her teaching paychecks from the university covered the utilities and grocery bills. She wasn’t sure why her father blamed her for the troubles in his life.


    She knew deep down that her father really did care for her, in a rather undeveloped way. Her mother had always made sure that Chloe didn’t connect her father’s method of parenting with the way her Heavenly Father viewed her. It would be easy to believe all fathers were harsh and annoyed. Yet she had seen other fathers who were different than her own. When she was a child her friends’ dads seemed so different. They were gentle and attentive. It was confusing to her. Then her mother explained that God would have all fathers adore their children as He adored His creation. But some fathers were so bogged down with the cares of the world that they missed the real treasure. Men, Chloe thought with a sigh. She was beginning to doubt she would find anyone who could appreciate the important things. Her ex-fiancé certainly didn’t care for what she felt was important.


    In the beginning, Chloe had found Trevor to be charming. His perfectionism hadn’t concerned her at the time. Everything he did was in perfect order from the way he dressed to how he planned their dates. He even told Chloe which clothes to wear on their dates so they would complement each other. His attention to detail was endearing. She liked how he sent roses to her house every Friday morning. He always ordered for her at restaurants because she took too long deciding for herself. As they continued seeing each other, Trevor insisted on his way more and more. Whenever Chloe tried to disagree with him, he would become very tense and frustrated with her. Chloe began to see that Trevor wanted to control her, and it didn’t seem endearing any longer. The longer they dated, the more manipulative he becameand angry. Chloe could see the same anger in both her father and in Trevor. Trevor was able to mask his anger better than her father, but for how long would he choose to hide it?


    In her heart, Chloe knew Trevor wasn’t the man for her. He claimed to trust God just as her father did, but his actions didn’t demonstrate godly love. Breaking their engagement had been difficult. It was the first time she had stood against Trevor. She had become such a doormat for him. But God gave her strength, and she was able to hand Trevor’s ring back to him.


    She hadn’t once regretted her decision, even though her father tried to make her change her mind. He thought she was foolish to turn down such a fine man. Most important in her father’s eyes was that he made a healthy salary. Despite her father’s objections, Chloe knew she had made the right decision, and her mother agreed with her wholeheartedly.


    “I’m leaving for several weeks,” Chloe said firmly, turning her attention back to her father. He still stood in the doorway of her bedroom, glowering at her.


    Her words made him pause. “That long? Where are you going?”


    Chloe knew any explanation she might give wouldn’t satisfy him. “I’ve been asked to work on an ocean expedition studying sea turtles.”


    Gregory Crenshaw snorted. “Studying turtles? What a waste of time! And I suppose taxpayers are carrying the burden. You’d be better off with Trevor. If you had any sense, you would apologize to him for being a fool and marry him. I might be able to salvage some of the expense if you don’t wait too long to make up.”


    Why did her dad have to be such a difficult man? It was all about money! He never once tried to see things from her point of view. He only saw her as a burden, a foolish girl who made his daily life more difficult. She wished he could understand that she wanted a man she could love who would cherish her in return. She didn’t want a husband who constantly critiqued how she dressed, the way she cooked, and whether she wore lipstick. She wanted more for her life!


    “Dad,” Chloe said through clenched teeth, “for the last time, I am not marrying Trevor Renolds! He doesn’t love me, and I don’t love him. Now please, I need to pack.” Her father was gone before she even finished the sentence.


    ❧


    Thursday morning came quickly. The sun was just coming up, and it looked to be another beautiful day. Chloe had been up for two hours. A nervous excitement awoke her, and she hadn’t been able to go back to sleep. It was as though she was a child again, waiting to see if Santa had visited her on Christmas morning. The weather was already sticky warm. Chloe wondered what the weather would feel like when they were out to sea. She’d never spent much time on a boat. She’d never even slept on board one. But she could do this; she knew she could.


    As Chloe loaded her suitcase into her mother’s car, a black sedan pulled to a stop in front of her house. Chloe froze, her breath catching in her throat. “Please, Lord, not him. Not today,” she groaned.


    The well-dressed, dark-haired man stepped from the car and approached Chloe. She wanted to run into the house and triple lock the door, but she stood her ground, her fists tightly clenched at her sides.


    Chloe swallowed hard, forcing words through her stiff lips. “Hello, Trevor.”


    Trevor stepped closer to Chloe. “You’re wearing your hair up.”


    Chloe self-consciously patted her hair. Her straight tresses were pulled back into a simple ponytail. She knew Trevor didn’t approve of her hairstyle. He liked her hair hanging loose around her shoulders.


    “Why are you here, Trevor?”


    “I stopped by your dad’s store last night, and he said you’re about to leave on a crazy excursion.”


    “You saw my father?”


    Trevor’s brows knit together in annoyance. “That’s not the point. I’m here to tell you not to go. I thought we would work out our relationship this summer. I’ve given you a few weeks to get over your jitters. How can we get back together when you aren’t here? You know I’m still willing to marry you despite everything.”


    Lord, please help me say the right thing to this man. I never express myself well when he’s around. My tongue becomes weighted, and I mutter unintelligible words. I won’t be his doormat any longer! “I need to hurry, Trevor. Professor Erickson said I must be at the dock at six thirty. I don’t want to be late.”


    “You can be late. I’m sure they’ll understand.” He flashed her one of his hundred-watt smiles that used to melt her resolve and make her do whatever he wanted. “Besides, I was thinking we could see a movie tonight.”


    Chloe shook her head. Nothing had changed since they had been apart. Her schedule didn’t matter, or what anyone else thought. It was all about Trevor. “No, I can’t be late. I need to go now.”


    Chloe’s mom stepped out of the house and paused when she saw Trevor. “It’s time for me to take you to the pier, Chloe.” Her tone indicated she wasn’t pleased to see him.


    Trevor held up his hand in a friendly wave. “Hello, Mrs. Crenshaw.”


    She cast a disapproving look in his direction. “Hello, Trevor. I’m sorry we can’t stay to talk, but Chloe has a prior appointment. We shouldn’t be late.”


    “I know about her appointment, and I’m planning to take her.” He challenged Chloe with his confident gaze.


    Her mom pursed her lips. “I don’t know about that.” She looked at her daughter. “Chloe?”


    Chloe felt the typical powerless feeling sweep over her. It always came when Trevor gave her an ultimatum. There was no alternative but to do what he wanted, just like with her father. Chloe felt as though all her energy had deflated, like a flat, airless balloon. It always seemed easier to agree with him than to constantly fight him. Now she would stand firm against himbut he could have this one concession. “It’s all right, Mom,” she sighed. “Trevor can take me. Dad will be home from the store soon anyway. He’ll need his breakfast.”


    Chloe wished she had stood up to Trevor. She really didn’t want him to take her. The last thing she needed was to have Trevor bombarding her with his questions and opinions in the last minutes before she boarded the boat for several weeks.


    “Who is heading up this project?” Trevor asked as he started his car.


    Chloe tried not to feel comfortable in the plush leather seat. She held herself stiffly and refused to look at Trevor. “Professor Gary Erickson.”


    “And have you ever worked with him before? This might not be a positive working relationship. Do you know anything about him? What happens when you find you don’t like working with him on board a ship? I’m sure you can’t jump off at the nearest island. Have you really thought this through?”


    Chloe turned to him, wanting to tell him to keep his questions to himself. When she looked at him the words died in her throat. He was right. She studied Trevor’s profile. He certainly pinpointed all of her fears. How did he do that? He had no knowledge of the history between her and Gary. Perhaps Trevor understood her better than she thought. Or maybe he wanted her to feel afraid. He always sought out the worst side of everything, causing fear to rise within her. The fear made her feel helpless and foolish. Yet knowing Trevor as she did, he was only being practical. And in light of all those practical questions, Chloe had to rethink her decision. Could she really spend a summer on a boat with Gary Erickson? She had spent the last six years getting over him. A few weeks with him might renew all the pain she’d worked so hard to release.


    Trevor glanced at her in his smug, superior way. He was aware he could manipulate her and make her think differently. Chloe hated his smugness, but she also had to admit that she was about to make a big mistake. Agreeing to work on the excursion had been a hasty decisiona bad decision. No way could she work with Gary Erickson. She sank lower in her seat, feeling terrible.


    “Now that you’re staying home this summer”


    “How do you know I’m staying home?” The retort was weak.


    Trevor reached across the seat and took ahold of Chloe’s hand. “I’d really like you to stay. We can rethink our wedding. I understand why you broke off the engagement. Your father explained some things to me. I know you need a firm hand to help steer you in the right direction. He said it isn’t right to give you too many choices, because you have difficulty making the right decision. We’ve seen that, haven’t we? This summer trip is just another example of that. Had you asked me first, you never would have gotten yourself into this mess. But I’m here to help you now.”


    Chloe considered his words. She didn’t like Trevor’s tone. She wasn’t a child needing his direction, yet the situation did feel like a mess. “I don’t know,” she murmured, growing more confused by the second. If only she clearly knew what God wanted her to do.


    “You know how good we are together. I admit I made some mistakes. I was, perhaps, a little heavy-handed when it came to your appearance. I think it would be fine for you to dress as you pleasewithin reason, of course. I think, also, I had too high of expectations of you. And you have to admit you rarely voiced your own preferences, so it was easy for me to step in. I think we can do better in the future now that we’ve had time to look at where we went wrong. The second time will be a success.”


    Chloe had to acknowledge that some of what Trevor said made sense, except the part with her father’s advice. She could recognize his words a mile away. You need a firm hand to steer you. You can’t handle too many choices. Yet having Trevor admit that he made a few mistakes was something new. Maybe there was a chance they could make it work. She did still care for him, didn’t she? Besides, she could use Trevor as an excuse to get out of the excursion. She could tell Gary she couldn’t go because she needed to work out personal issues.


    Trevor turned his car into the marina parking lot. Sailboats and yachts filled the boat slips. Chloe wondered which one was her uncle’s boat, The Bounty. She had only been on the boat once, and that had been several years ago.


    “I’ll leave the car running while you go tell Professor Erickson why you won’t work for him this summer. Hurry back. Then we can go out for breakfast before I have to get to work.” Trevor leaned across Chloe and pushed the door open for her.


    Chloe didn’t argue with him as she slipped from the car. The warm, salty breeze greeted her, and Chloe inhaled deeply. She didn’t want to tell Gary that she couldn’t join the crew for the expedition. She wasn’t sure what she was going to say. After witnessing his outburst when Mrs. Phipps quit, Chloe knew she was in for his wrath. Maybe she could talk to Uncle Howard instead and have him explain the awkward situation. He used to say he would do anything to see her smile. Perhaps he would bail her out of this situation.


    As Chloe approached slip thirty-eight her steps became increasingly slower. A horrible dread filled her chest, making it difficult for her to breathe. I don’t want to talk to Gary. He’ll be angry and disappointed with me. I’m going to make things so difficult for him, and he’ll dislike me even more. I shouldn’t have agreed to come in the first place. I don’t join last-minute sea voyages with old boyfriends. It’s not like me. Trevor is right. I was foolish to even consider this. Lord, help me!


    The Bounty was a bigger boat than Chloe remembered. In her mind she thought it was similar to the S.S. Minnow with the Skipper, Gilligan, and Mary Ann. But in reality it was a modern, well-outfitted yacht. Chloe guessed it to be over seventy feet long; its blackened windows contrasted with the all-white exterior.


    As Chloe mustered her courage to step aboard, Gary bounded down the gangplank toward her. He was dressed casually in sandals, jean shorts, and a blue flowered shirt. He looked goodand far more relaxed than the last time Chloe saw him. She hoped his casual appearance was a reflection of a relaxed state of mind. Her news might be received better than she expected.


    “Good morning, Chloe. Traveling light?” Gary greeted. He actually seemed pleased to see her. The smile didn’t slip from his face as he stepped closer to her.


    All the things Chloe meant to say flew from her thoughts. Her tongue was left helpless to explain her empty hands. She had to get this over with.


    “You aren’t planning to bail on me, are you?” His tone was light.


    Chloe stared at him, unable to speak.


    “Chloe? You aren’t ditching me.” Now there was a distinct edge to his words.


    “I think I made a mistake.” Her voice came out hoarse and much weaker than she intended. If only Trevor were there to help her explain. He had convinced her to leave the expedition during the ten-minute ride to the marina; he could give Professor Gary Erickson all the reasons why Chloe needed to remain home during the summer.


    “You aren’t quitting,” Gary countered. He planted his fists on his hips, his gaze challenging her to disagree. His easy smile was gone, replaced by the glower he wore so often. He was formidable when he scowled. It was no wonder he always had Mrs. Phipps scurrying about like a mouse.


    “I’m really not up to this,” Chloe faltered.


    “Where is this coming from? Your father? Or is it because of me?”


    Chloe shook her head. “NoI meanI don’t know! I just hadn’t thought it through. I don’t think this is a good idea.” Her hands started shaking, so she clasped them behind her. She felt like a tardy schoolgirl facing the headmaster.


    Gary stared at her stubbornly. “Whether you thought it through or not is irrelevant. You made a commitment. I’m counting on you to do your part. Now where is your stuff? We’re leaving in half an hour, with or without your belongings.”


    “But”


    “No buts! You’re going. You promised, and I need you.” His tone softened. “It won’t be as bad as you think.”


    Chloe knew in her heart that Gary was right. She’d told him he could count on her, and now she was backing out. It didn’t matter that they had once loved each other and were now strangers. She always tried to be a reliable person, and here she was telling Gary that he couldn’t rely on her. Yet the points Trevor had brought up had been true as well. He knew her weaknesses and how to bend her and change her thinking. She felt torn between the two choices. She could stay home and explore a renewed relationship with Trevor. That was the practical thing to do. He said he’d made mistakes in the past; it was something they could begin with. Or she could go on this wild sea adventurewith a man she had hoped to never see again.


    If she was completely honest with herself, she wanted to go on the trip. Her mother was right. Chloe needed to get away from everything and have a fresh start. When she was around Trevor, she didn’t think for herself. She needed a chance to be herself without the disapproving glowers of Trevor and her father. Neither would be happy with this decision, and Trevor would be furious, but she needed to go. She wanted to travel, learn about sea turtles, and spend time on her uncle’s boat. Gary was also right. She couldn’t quit before she even startedeven if she had to spend the time with him.


    “My suitcase is in the trunk. Over there,” she pointed toward the parking lot where Trevor was waiting for her.


    “I’ll help you with the suitcase. Can’t have you jumping in the car and driving off.” Gary strode toward the parking lot at a fast clip. Chloe had to jog to keep up with him.


    This mess was about to take another interesting turn. Her two exes were about to meet. It felt like a Hollywood plot. And worse than having them meet was telling Trevor she was leaving. It would be no simple task.


    “I’m not going to leave now, Gary. You were right. I told you that you could count on me.”


    Gary’s grunt of disbelief made Chloe frown, but she didn’t pursue the argument. She pointed to Trevor’s car. As they approached, Trevor opened the door and stepped out. He looked like a towering giant, but Gary didn’t seem to notice.


    “What’s going on here?” Trevor demanded.


    Chloe shrank back at his angry tone.


    “I’m helping to collect Chloe’s things. We’ll be shoving off soon.” Gary tapped on the trunk as though he expected Trevor to open it for him.


    Trevor crossed his arms over his chest. “Get in the car, Chloe. I told you that you aren’t going.”


    Gary moved to stand in front of Chloe, blocking Trevor’s view of her. “Are you her guardian?”


    “No! I’m her fiancé!” Trevor blustered.


    “Ex-fiancé,” Chloe quipped. She peered around Gary then cowered at Trevor’s menacing glare.


    Gary squared his shoulders. “Well, pal, she’s agreed to work for the expedition this summer, and we’re counting on her. She’ll send you a postcard. Now, do I have to force your trunk open, or are you going to help us out?”


    “Chloe?” Trevor asked, glaring at her.


    Chloe shrugged helplessly. “He’s right. I gave my word.”


    “And what about our wedding?”


    “It was called off. Remember, Trevor?” Chloe answered softly.


    Trevor stiffened then went to the trunk and unlocked it. He hefted out Chloe’s suitcase, dumping it on the ground. He slammed the trunk, and without a backward glance he got in the car and sped away.


    Chloe guarded herself, expecting Gary to comment on Trevor’s behavior, but he said nothing. Instead he jerked up the handle on Chloe’s suitcase and started wheeling it toward her uncle’s boat, The Bounty.
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