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Prologue

Fifteen years earlier …

 

"Race you to Dragon Rock," Braden Elliott challenged.

Twelve-year-old Alexa Parker barely heard him. Her attention was focused on the pile of pebbles and shells that had washed ashore. She was looking for tiny shards of sea glass or mermaid tears, as the locals called them. The Sand Harbor Beach on the coast of Washington State was known for the glass that the sea tossed up after years of being tumbled and turned by the waves and the salt water, finally landing on the sand as beautiful, colorful gems. When she grew up, she wanted to become a glassmaker, turn all those broken pieces into something amazing.

"Come on, Alexa," Braden urged.

She looked up at him, her determination wavering as she stared into his beautiful green eyes, that sometimes reminded her of the glass she collected. Braden had grown three inches over the summer, now towering over her at nearly six feet. His brown hair was thick and wavy and messed up by the wind. He was so cute; sometimes she just couldn't stop looking at him. 

They'd known each other since they were ten, but this was the first summer she'd looked at him as more than just a friend. In fact, her stomach did a little flip flop every time he smiled at her. She didn't really know what to do about her new feelings. Part of her wanted to say something and the other part of her was just too scared. A couple of her friends had boyfriends, but she wasn't sure she was ready, and she only saw Braden in the summer.

While Braden lived at Sand Harbor year round, she only came for holidays and summers. Every June, she and her mom packed up the car and left Seattle to stay with her Aunt Phoebe at the beach. Her dad would come down on Thursdays and take long weekends in July and August.  It was the perfect way to spend the summer.

She'd met some of Braden's Sand Harbor friends over the years, but when she was in town it was mostly just the two of them. They would meet up every morning on their bikes and take off to explore one of the three beaches that dotted the coastline. They'd search for sea glass, fly kites, build sand castles and make up stories about the people who vacationed in the big houses along the bluff. Sand Harbor was a quiet fishing village in the winter, but in summer, the town filled up with tourists and celebrities looking for a summer escape. Every year there seemed to be new houses being built along the bluffs.

"Alexa," Braden said impatiently. "You're daydreaming again."

It was a bad habit of hers, but one that didn't usually make him mad. Braden put his hands in the pockets of his jeans and stared out to sea, and she realized Braden's bad mood was more about his dad than about her. Braden's father was a soldier in the Army, and he was supposed to have come home by now, but they kept postponing his release date. Now they were talking about Christmas. Braden seemed to grow more worried with each passing day, and she knew that deep down he was afraid that his dad would never come home.

Wanting to cheer him up, she got to her feet. "Okay, I'll race you," she said. Making Braden smile again seemed more important than finding glass to add to her collection.

Her words did make him smile and no wonder. Braden loved action, running, biking, hiking. He hated to stand still.

She tossed the few pieces of glass she had collected into her backpack.

"I'll carry it for you," Braden said, taking the pack out of her hands. "I don't want you to say the backpack slowed you down."

"Fine." Braden would beat her whether she was carrying anything or not. She couldn't keep up with his long legs.

"And I'll give you a head start," he added.

She didn't bother to say thanks, just took off down the beach. She didn't like to run as much as Braden did, but there were times like this afternoon when it felt good to have the wind in her hair and the sun on her face. She was going to miss summer, and she was going to miss Braden.

Moisture filled her eyes. She hadn’t told him yet about the change in plans. She hadn't wanted to ruin the day, but as the sun sank down to meet the sea she knew she was almost out of time.

Braden passed her, his stride long and easy, as if he wasn't making any effort at all, and he probably wasn't. He was a born athlete.

By the time she got to the rock that looked like a dragon, Braden was sprawled on the sand, a satisfied smile on his face.

She flopped down, breathless, her cheeks warm from the sun and the run.

Braden gazed at her with an odd expression in his eyes. Her heart skipped a beat.

He looked like he wanted to kiss her.

Surprise and nervousness flared. She'd never kissed a boy, but she wanted to kiss Braden. She just didn't know how to get from where she was to where he was. There had to be at least three feet between them.

"You're staring at me," she said, licking her suddenly dry lips.

"You're – pretty."

Her heart skipped another beat. "I am?"

"You know you are." His jaw tightened, and then he jumped to his feet. "Hey, what's that?" He took off, jogging toward the base of the cliff.

She got up more slowly, disappointed that nothing had happened. Her friend at home, Colette, had already kissed two boys. Braden had said she was pretty, but maybe she wasn't pretty enough. She always freckled in the summer, and her fair skin was more likely to burn than tan. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, because it tangled so easily in the wind. It certainly wasn't thin and silky like Colette's. And she didn't have on any make up, because her mother wouldn't let her wear more than lip gloss, even though she was in middle school. 

No wonder Braden hadn't kissed her. He was one of the most popular boys in Sand Harbor. There were always girls calling out to him when they rode into town. She'd always felt a little special that she was the one he was with. But maybe that's because she liked to explore and was more of a tomboy.

"Alexa, come on," Braden said impatiently.

She walked over to join him. "What?"

"Look." He pulled out a sparkly, oddly shaped blue glass bottle from the sand. They'd found bottles before, but nothing like this. It appeared very old and unusual, like it had come from a shipwreck. "Wow," she murmured, dropping to her knees beside him. She took the bottle from him and spun it around, the blue turning to purple and red in the dusky light. "It's beautiful."

"You could break it apart and mix it with your other glass and make something amazing."

"Oh, no, I couldn't break this apart. Look at the colors. They're -- magical." 

"Magic doesn't exist."

"It does if you believe."

"Well, I don't believe."

"Why not?"

"Because I don't," he said with a frown. "It's stupid. Magic is just about tricks."

"Not real magic," she argued. "Not miracle kind of magic."

He rolled his eyes.

"This could be a genie's bottle," she said, her imagination taking hold as she spun the glass in her hands. The colors created a kaleidoscope, a fast-moving rainbow, unlike anything she'd ever seen. She glanced over at Braden, who still had an expression of disgust on his face, but behind that stubborn glint in his eye was a hint of hope. And she fed on that hope. "If we pull out the cork, a genie might appear, and then we'll get to make a wish," she said.

"Yeah, right."

"You should try to believe."

"Why?"

"Because if you don't try, it might not work. And I want to make a wish. It's important to me."

"It's just a bottle, Alexa. It doesn't matter if you make a wish or not, because it won't come true."

She ignored him, her fingers tightening on the cork. There was something so compelling about the bottle that she couldn't believe it was something ordinary. There was no label on it, nothing to suggest what had once been inside, or might still be inside. It felt light, empty, but the glass was so thick, it was impossible to be sure. So she pulled the cork. It didn't budge. She tried again, but she couldn't move it.

"Give me that," Braden said. He grabbed the bottle and yanked out the cork.

As he did so, a spray of water hit her right in the face. She gasped at the unexpected wave that had hit the beach so close to them. They were yards away from where the tide usually hit. Wiping the salt water from her eyes, she stared at Braden. "What was that?"

"Just a wave," he said, running a hand through his damp hair. But there was an odd look in his eyes.

The air around them was suddenly misty. Where had the fog come from? Just minutes ago it had been sunny. She shivered, as the bottle seemed to glow between them. She waited for some figure to appear, but nothing happened.

"There's no genie," Braden said, an unexpected note of disappointment in his voice.

She took the bottle out of his hands. The glass was warmer than it had been. "Let's wish anyway," she said, feeling as if it were suddenly very important. 

"Alexa –"

"Please, Braden. You have to put your hand on the bottle, too."

"I still think this is stupid."

"I understand. But do it anyway."

After a brief hesitation, he put his hand on the bottle, his fingers covering hers.

She didn't know if the magic was in the bottle or in his touch, but she felt hot all over.

Closing her eyes, she thought for a moment, and then silently whispered…

"I wish Braden would fall in love with me."

The wish scared her a little. She didn't really understand love. She just knew she wanted to feel it. And she wanted Braden to feel it, too.

Opening her eyes, she caught Braden gazing back at her. She hoped he couldn't see the wish in her eyes. She'd feel so dumb. "What did you wish for?" she asked.

"I can't tell you."

"We tell each other everything," she protested.

"Not wishes," he said.

"Did you really make one?" she asked suspiciously.

He grinned. "That's for me to know and you to find out."

"Sometimes, I hate you," she said, hoping he'd never guess what her wish was.

With the fog hitting the beach, the sky had grown very dark. It was getting late, and she had no more time in which to stall.

"I have to tell you something," she said.

"What's that?"

"We're leaving tomorrow."

His jaw dropped and a frown turned down his lips. "Summer isn't over for two more weeks."

"I know, but my mom says we have to go."

"Why?"

"My parents aren't getting along."

"What else is new?" he asked. "They never get along."

"Well, it's worse now. They got into a huge fight last night. My dad slammed out of the house, and he didn't come home until this morning. He barely said anything to anyone, just packed up his stuff and left. My mom says we have to go back to Seattle so she can talk to him."

"Why doesn't she go by herself?"

"She said it's almost the end of summer anyway. I told her I wanted to stay, Braden, but she wouldn't listen. She was crying all night. I could hear her from my room after I went to bed. She's so angry and so sad."

"That sucks."

She let out a sigh. "Yeah, it does."

He stared at her for a long minute, his expression unreadable. "When are you coming back?"

"We usually come at Thanksgiving." Her stomach twisted into a knot as she realized how far away that was. She'd never worried before about Braden not being there when she came back for visits, but they were growing up, and it wouldn't be long before he got a girlfriend. He'd pick someone in town, someone who wasn't always leaving. And then where would she be?

"Thanksgiving, huh? That's not for months," he said heavily.

"I know. But we'll call and write, right?"

"Sure." 

He didn't sound very convincing and lately she hadn't been able to read him as well as she used to.

"I guess we should go," she said. She wished she could make this day last forever, because she had a terrible fear that she might never see Braden again, that after today everything would change – unless her wish came true. She really needed a little magic right now. Everything else in her life was turning so dark.

As they walked across the sand, she told herself to stop getting so worked up. She would see Braden again. They were coming back in November. It was only a couple of months. But her mental pep talk did little to ease the tension in her body and the worry in her mind.

The lights were coming on in the houses above them, some casting long shadows on the sand, giving an eerie, almost surreal quality to the dusky evening. The big castle-like house that was one of her favorites was just in front of them, and she couldn't help looking up at the widow's walk, wondering if she would see the beautiful woman with the long red hair who often stood on the deck in a swirling white gown that made her seem almost like a ghost. She'd nicknamed her Ariel, because she reminded her of a mermaid.

Her heart skipped a beat as she saw the woman, but Ariel was definitely more alive than ghostly right now. She was shouting at someone – someone in the shadows.

Braden paused, too, his gaze moving upward.

"You lied to me," the woman shouted, her voice frenzied and filled with the pain of some betrayal.

Alexa couldn't hear what the other person said, but it did nothing to calm Ariel. She picked up something and threw it into the shadows. At the sound of a crash, Alexa moved a little closer to Braden, unsettled by the fight. While her parents hadn't resorted to throwing things at each other, they fought with the same kind of intense anger. She didn't understand how people could go from loving each other to hating each other.

"Don't tell me to be quiet," the woman yelled. "I'm tired of secrets. I can't keep it all in. I'm going to snap." She paused. "Don't touch me. I'll come in when I want to come in."

"We should go," Alexa said, her stomach feeling a little sick.

"Looks like she went inside anyway," Braden observed. "I wonder who she was arguing with and what all the secrets are about."

Normally, Alexa loved secrets, but not today. "I don't care. I just wish everyone would stop fighting. I hate when people yell at each other. It makes me feel sick to my stomach. How does love turn into hate?"

"It's going to be okay, Alexa."

"I wish I could believe that," she said as they started walking again.

"If you can believe in magic, you can believe in that," he said.

She sighed. "Maybe you're right. Maybe there is no magic."

He shook his head. "No, I don't want you to think that. I need you to believe."

"Why?" she asked, giving him a curious look.

His lips tightened and then he said, "Because then I can try to believe."

She gazed into his eyes and saw a need she could fulfill. "Then I will."

He nodded and they walked the rest of the way in silence.

When they reached their bikes, Braden handed over her backpack, and she put the genie's bottle inside.

"Do you want me to carry the backpack while you ride?" Braden offered.

"No, I can hang on to it," she said, slipping the straps over her shoulder. She didn't want to let go of the bottle, because when she got home, she was going to make another wish, a wish that her parents would stop fighting. It had occurred to her that she might have wasted her wish on her own chance at love, when what she should have been concentrating on was getting her parents back on the same page. 

"Alexa," Braden said as she got on her bike.

"Yes?" she asked.

He moved his bike next to hers, then leaned over and kissed her on the mouth. His lips were firm and warm, a little salty, but actually quite perfect.

Before she could really register the fact that she'd just gotten her first kiss, he pulled away.

His voice was a little gruff when he said, "Come back, Alexa, okay?"

"I will," she promised, her heart racing.

Then she got on her bike and followed him down the road, wondering how long it would be before she saw him again.  





Chapter One

Present Day …

 

When Alexa Parker was twelve years old, two monumental events happened. She fell in love for the very first time, and her parents got divorced. Alexa couldn't think of one event without the other. Now, returning to Sand Harbor as a twenty-seven-year-old adult, she was reminded of both.

Every street in the picturesque beach town seemed to hold a memory, the rocky path to the beach that she and Braden had ridden their bikes down every day, the Boardwalk with the cotton candy and hot pretzel carts that were crowded with kids in the summer, the fishing boats coming into the harbor after a long day at sea, Nini's Pancake House, where her dad used to take her on Sunday mornings, and the majestic houses on the bluffs that she'd dreamed about one day living in.

Like so many of her childhood dreams, living in a big house on her favorite beach was one that had fallen by the wayside. The same was true for her dream of becoming a glassmaker, of turning beautiful pieces of sea glass into something amazing, and also her dream of marrying her best friend. But those had been the dreams of an idealistic girl, who'd thought everything in life would always be perfect, exactly like that perfect summer kiss from Braden the very last time she'd seen him.

 She was a different person now. She could barely remember that naïve girl, but she'd never forgotten her first kiss.

Unfortunately, her relationship with Braden had not lasted past that summer. Her parents' divorce had changed her life in every possible way. She and her mom had moved back East, far away from the Washington coast. Her dad had ended up in Los Angeles a few years later and had remarried and had other children.

The first few years she'd tried to keep in touch with Braden, but she'd had her hands full dealing with her mom's extreme depression and the move to a new city and a new school. Sand Harbor had seemed very far away. Their contact had faded to occasional calls and emails and then eventually nothing.

Braden had had his own problems to deal with, including the death of his father, who'd been killed in action when Braden was fifteen. She'd tried to get in touch with him then, but he'd never called her back. Her mother said she couldn't afford to fly her across the country for the funeral. That was pretty much the end of their tenuous relationship.

 Years passed, and she dated other guys, but she was never quite able to get Braden out of her mind. Thinking she'd give it one more shot, she'd gone to Sand Harbor right after her college graduation. She was too late. She was shocked to learn that Braden had married at twenty, just weeks before enlisting in the Army.

The dream of her heart was finally shut down. Braden was taken. He was with someone else. She had to move on with her life.

That had been six years ago.

Now she was back in Sand Harbor, and she had no idea where Braden was, but it didn't matter. She wasn't here for Braden, she was here for her aunt, Phoebe Gray, who had been injured in a break-in at her antique store. While Alexa had been kept away from everyone connected to her father's side of the family, she had reunited with her father's older sister, Phoebe, on her last visit to Sand Harbor.

They'd been in frequent contact since then, a fact she'd happily kept from her mother, who was still quite bitter about that side of the family. But Alexa didn't blame her aunt or her uncle or her cousins for her parents' divorce. And she'd enjoyed getting to know them again over the past few years. Most of the contact was over email or through online social sites, but it was a start. When her cousin, Evie, had called her at dawn to tell her about the robbery, she'd immediately said she was on her way. She hadn't always been there for her aunt, but she could be there now.

She'd caught the first plane out of San Francisco, rented a car, and made the two-hour drive from Seattle to Sand Harbor. She'd stopped at the hospital first, but her aunt was unconscious, and the doctor said it could be hours before she woke up. Several of Phoebe's friends were in the waiting room, so reassured that her aunt would not be alone when she woke up, Alexa had decided to track down Evie and see what was happening with the police investigation. 

Pulling into a spot down the street from her aunt's antique shop, aptly named Yesterday Once More, she drew in a deep breath and then stepped out of the car. The store was one of many boutiques on a downtown side street. Although, there was some foot traffic, there weren't quite as many tourists on this block. The shop sat between a vintage clothing store and a beauty salon. A small walkway separated the antique shop from the salon; a path many used to cut through to the main post office on the next block.

As Alexa approached the shop, she was again assailed with memories. Her aunt had opened Yesterday Once More thirty years ago, and almost everyone in the family had worked there at some time or another, herself included. She'd loved helping out in the store on her summer vacations. Like her aunt, she was captivated by anything that was old and came with a story. Imagining where the pieces had come from and who had used them had been one of her favorite pastimes.

Her gut tightened as she reached the shop. The big bay window was intact, but the glass over the front door had been shattered and was now boarded up with wood. Remnants of yellow crime scene tape clung to the frame. She still couldn't believe someone had broken into the shop. There had not been a lot of crime in Sand Harbor when she was growing up, but perhaps things had changed.

Seeing someone inside the shop, she tried the doorknob, but it was locked, so she knocked. A moment later, a woman's face peered around the corner of a large desk in the front window. Alexa waved, recognizing her cousin's dark brown hair and pretty blue eyes. Evie was the oldest daughter of her father's brother, Stan. 

"Alexa," Evie, said with a relieved smile, as she opened the door. "I'm so glad you came."

Alexa gave Evie a hug and then glanced around the crowded showroom. Her aunt had always had plenty of inventory, but she'd also been very disciplined about keeping her displays organized. Now, everything was in chaos. Smaller items were strewn across the floor and on some of the tables and desks. There was broken glass as well as shattered tiles and ceramics on the floor. It looked as if the thief had been more interested in destroying the pieces rather than stealing them, but that didn't make sense.

"Wow," she murmured. "I had no idea it would be this bad."

Evie nodded, her lips drawing together in a tense line. "It's horrible."

"Have the police caught the person or people who did this?"

"Not yet. The Chief of Police, Edwin Hayes, actually found Aunt Phoebe. They're good friends, and he said he'd had a hunch she might be working late, so he'd stopped by. If he hadn't done so, it might have been morning before anyone found her. She'd already lost a lot of blood by the time the paramedics got there.

Alexa followed her cousin's gaze to the dark red stain on the floor by the front counter. Her stomach turned over as she realized how close her aunt had come to losing her life.

"They don’t know if Aunt Phoebe was struck from behind or if she hit her head on the counter when she fell, but she has a big gash on the back of her head," Evie added.

"I saw the bandage around her head. I stopped by the hospital on my way here. She was asleep and surrounded by friends. I thought I might be of more help if I came here."

Evie nodded. "That makes sense. I'm going to stop by this evening. Aunt Phoebe's friend, Louise, promised to call me if there's any change." Evie paused. "I feel so bad about what happened. It's partly my fault."

"Why would you say that?" Alexa asked in surprise.

"I came by here yesterday afternoon. Aunt Phoebe had just gotten in a big delivery from the Wellbourne estate, all those boxes," she added, pointing to a stack of eight to ten boxes, some of which were opened and upturned on the floor, some of which were still sealed. "She told me she was going to come back after dinner and get a head start on unpacking, because the weekends are so busy and she wanted to make room in the store before the tourists descended."

"You couldn't have predicted a robbery, Evie."

"No, but I knew she was going to be in the store late at night. I should have tried to dissuade her from coming in alone or persuaded her to wait until today. I also could have offered to help. Beverly Adams, Aunt Phoebe's assistant, is on vacation until next week."

"Evie, stop it. Aunt Phoebe wouldn't have been persuaded to wait even if you'd tried to talk her into it. This shop is her baby and she watches over it like a hawk. Besides that, she's stubborn." 

"Stubbornness is a Parker family trait," Evie said with a sigh.

"Exactly."

"I'm so glad you were able to come, Alexa. My parents are in Europe right now, and I haven't been able to catch up with them yet, so I want to make sure I'm taking care of everything."

"I'll help you however I can." Alexa said.

"I appreciate that. Did you speak to your parents? Is your father coming?"

"I left a message for my dad, but he hasn't returned my call. That's not unusual. We don't talk often, especially since his wife had another baby."

"I can't believe your father is having babies at his age," Evie said, raising an eyebrow.

"His wife is fourteen years younger," she said, deliberately keeping her tone neutral. She didn't want to get into her feelings about her dad's marriage. She should have been used to it all by now. It had been twelve years since he'd married his second wife, and this new baby was number four.

"And your mom?" Evie asked somewhat tentatively.

"She's actually the best I've seen her in years. She got remarried last year, and her husband is in the wine business. She often goes on trips with him, and she seems happy."

"I'm glad for her and for you."

"Thanks."

"Aunt Phoebe will be happy to see you when she wakes up."

Alexa liked the hopeful note in Evie's voice. She didn't want to think about the possibility that her aunt would never wake up. That was too awful to contemplate.  "So what can I do?" she asked. 

"If you want to start with clean up, that would be great. I have to pick up my twins from school in a few minutes, so I won't be able to do much more today.  If you unpack anything, just make sure to write down each item with a brief description. Aunt Phoebe is a stickler for details."

"I remember that from when I worked here as a kid."

"Some things don't change," Evie said with a smile.

"So the shipment is from an estate?"

"The Wellbournes. They own that big house on the bluff."

"Oh, sure," she said. That house had served as the foundation for many a daydream, not only because it was enormous, but also because there had always been an air of mystery about it. She and Braden had made up numerous stories about the people who had stayed there.

"Jack Wellbourne died last week, and left some of his antiques to Aunt Phoebe."

"That was nice of him."

"She was very excited to see what he'd left her. Apparently, he was quite a collector." Evie grabbed some keys off the counter and tossed them to her. "Lock up when you leave. In fact, you might want to keep the door locked until we're sure there won't be any more trouble." She paused. "If you'd rather not be here alone, we can leave this for later."

That was a tempting thought, but Alexa knew that her aunt would want the shop put back in order as soon as possible, and she had nothing else to do. It was broad daylight, and there were a number of people on the street, so she didn't feel in any danger.

"I don't mind cleaning up and getting some pieces inventoried," she said. "I might as well do something productive."

"If it makes you feel better, the police said they'd keep an eye on the shop for the next few days."

"That's good."

"Where are you staying?"

"I reserved a room at the Cheshire Inn."

"You could have stayed with us. Although, twin six-year-olds, two dogs and a cat make life a little hectic."

"But you're happy," Alexa said, seeing the sparkle of pride and love in Evie's eyes when she talked about her family.

"I am stressed a lot of the time, but life is still pretty wonderful." Her gaze softened. "It's good to have you here, Alexa. I hate what happened to our family. One minute we were all spending awesome summers and holidays together, and then you and your parents were gone. I missed you."

"I missed you, too."

"Did you miss anyone else? Like Braden Elliott?" Evie asked with a mischievous sparkle in her eye.

"Braden was my friend a long time ago."

"You two were inseparable that last summer you were here." Evie paused. "He's back, you know."

Her heart jumped. "Really? I thought he was serving overseas."

"He was until three months ago. Aunt Phoebe didn't tell you?"

"No, but I've been busy with tax season. We haven't been emailing lately." She cleared her throat. "Is Braden still in the Army?"

"I think he's done. He was injured in action several months ago. I don't know the details, but he was in a hospital for about two weeks before he came back here. I've only seen him once from a distance, and at the time he was using a cane. That was awhile ago."

Her throat tightened at the thought of Braden being hurt. "I'm sorry to hear that, but he has a wife to help him get through it."

Evie shook her head. "Not anymore. She asked him for a divorce before he was even out of the hospital."

"Are you serious? How could she do that to her injured husband?"

"She's a bitch from what I hear. I don't know her. But most people think she's pretty hard-hearted. Anyway, Braden rented an apartment and has been keeping to himself since he got home." She paused. "Maybe you should go by and see him."

"I don't think so," she said quickly.

"Why not?"

It was a good question. And the real answer was because she was scared. But she couldn't begin to explain her muddled thoughts to Evie. So she said, "Because we don't know each other anymore. I'm sure I'm the last person he wants to see right now. Braden is part of my past. He was a childhood crush, that's all. There's nothing between us now." 

Evie shrugged and gave her a small smile. "Not yet anyway."

 

* * *

"You need to work, Braden. And I could use your help."

Braden rocked the wooden chair in his kitchen back on two legs, folded his arms across his chest, ignored the ache in his healing ribs and stared across the table at his longtime friend, Drew Lassen. Drew had gone from skateboarder to police officer, a path Braden had never foreseen his once wild and rebellious friend taking.  But then they'd both changed a lot since their high school days. "I'm not a cop," he said simply. "And I don’t need to work. I'm supposed to be resting."

"You've been resting, and you can't sit in this apartment all day every day." Drew glanced around the room, a frown spreading across his face as he took in the bare furnishings. "This place sucks."

"It's fine."

"It's depressing. You should have gone to your mom's house."

He shook his head. "The last thing I need is my mother hovering over me."

"Where's the rest of your stuff?"

"Kinley has it," he said shortly.

"You're being generous to a woman who doesn't deserve it."

"There's nothing she has that I want anymore." As the words left his mouth, he realized just how true they were.

"Fine, but I've known you a long time, and you're not someone who just sits around."

"I'm recuperating, didn't you hear?" he asked, a cynical note in his voice as he remembered all the platitudes he'd been offered by the doctors who'd attended to him in recent months, as if time would heal all his wounds. That simply wasn't possible. Most of his wounds weren't physical.

"You look like you're ready to be back on your feet," Drew said.

"I'm sure you have enough manpower to keep the citizens of Sand Harbor safe," he said.

"Ordinarily yes, but two officers are out sick and another is on vacation. Plus, I need to provide extra security for Daniel Stone's fundraiser on Saturday night. He's launching his senate campaign here in Sand Harbor this weekend."

"Trying to remind the locals he was born here?" Braden asked cynically. Daniel Stone's parents owned a house in Sand Harbor, but the Stones were very wealthy and had homes all over the world.

"I don't care about his reason, just what it means for me – which is more security."

"I'm sure he can afford to hire his own security."

"Well, I don't need your help with Stone." Drew paused. "Did you hear about the break-in at Phoebe Gray's antique shop?"

"No," he said, his gut tightening at the mention of Alexa's aunt. No matter how many years passed, every time he saw Phoebe or heard something about her, he thought about Alexa.

"It happened last night," Drew said. "I'm surprised no one told you."

"I haven't spoken to anyone."  Since he'd returned home, his mother and sister had been driving him crazy, asking him every two seconds how he felt, whether he needed anything. He knew they were concerned, but he needed to be on his own for a while so he could sort out his life.

"Phoebe went down to her store last night and interrupted a robbery. She was knocked out and has a serious concussion."

He was shocked. "I can't believe it. Do you have any leads?"

"None. We've had some vandalism around town, but nothing to this extent, and certainly no one was assaulted in the previous incidents. We're hoping when Phoebe wakes up, she'll be able to give us some information, but until then, I'd like to get your help.  You can use some of those investigative skills you acquired in Army Intelligence."

"Did you run this by your boss?" he asked doubtfully. 

"I mentioned it to Chief Hayes. I made it clear that you would just be helping out on a peripheral level, and he was fine with it. He's good friends with Phoebe and he doesn't want to leave any stone unturned. He's also aware that we're shorthanded, and you have an excellent background for this kind of work. Plus, you're a local boy. People will talk to you."

"I don't know, Drew."

"Do you have something better to do?" Drew challenged.

"Obviously I don't," he said. "What exactly do you expect me to do?"

"Look around the store, see if we missed anything, ask some questions, talk to the other shop owners."

"I suppose I could do that," he said slowly. He liked Phoebe, and she was Alexa's aunt. He wondered if Alexa had heard about the robbery. He drew in a deep breath, just the thought of her unsettling him. It had been years since he'd let himself think about her for longer than a second. "I'll stop by there tomorrow."

"Go today," Drew said as he got to his feet. "Let me know if you find anything."

 

* * *

It was six o'clock and the May sky was starting to darken when Braden approached the antique store. He'd always liked twilight -- that in between time between day and night when everything seemed very still. It was a Wednesday evening and most of the shops closed up by five during the week.

He hadn't been in the antique store since he was a kid, probably not since that last summer he'd hung out with Alexa. She used to help her aunt on the weekends and occasionally he joined her, although he'd never been as interested in the antiques as she had been. She'd loved making up stories about the treasures they sold, and like always he'd gotten caught up in her imagination. She could take almost anything and spin it into a story so real he thought it had actually happened. He'd admired her ability to escape reality so easily. Unfortunately, her imagination had been honed by an unhappy home life. She'd told him that when her parents started fighting, she'd pull the covers over her head and make up stories where she was part of some big, happy family.

His household had been much happier, but his father had been gone a lot. He was career Army, and they'd moved around a lot before his mom finally decided to settle in Sand Harbor where her family was. He'd met Alexa shortly after his arrival, and he'd connected with her instantly. The reality that his dad might not make it home had been with him constantly. It was that nagging worry that had made escaping into Alexa's stories even more appealing. They'd been quite a pair, sharing everything. He'd told her things he'd never imagined he'd say out loud, much less to another person.

A pang of nostalgia tightened his throat. Damn! He really didn't need this trip down memory lane. The last couple of months had been brutal, and he wasn't close to being a hundred percent in any part of his life.

But this wasn't about Alexa; it was about her aunt.  If he could do anything to help find out who had put Phoebe in the hospital, he was more than happy to help.

There were lights on in the store, and through the front window, he could see someone moving around inside. The boarded-up door told him the break-in had been rough and unsophisticated. Maybe it had been some restless teenagers thinking it might be fun to vandalize the antique shop and hadn't realized anyone would come by after normal work hours. 

He turned the knob, but the door was locked. Knocking sharply on the wood, he hoped one of Phoebe's assistants could give him more information about what had happened.

A moment later the door opened a few inches. A woman gave him a wary look. In the shadowy light, he thought his eyes were playing on tricks on him. But as the surprise flared in her blue gaze, his breath stopped.

Alexa!

She pulled the door all the way open, and for a moment all he could do was look at her. She was dressed in dark jeans, black boots, and a coral-colored sweater that hugged her curves. Her blonde hair was swept back from her face in a thick ponytail that hung past her shoulders. There was only a hint of the freckles that had once dotted her nose. Dark lashes framed her beautiful eyes and her light pink lips were soft and sexy.

Damn! She'd been a fantasy in his head for so long he could hardly believe she was real. He needed to catch his breath, find his voice.

But she beat him to it.

"Braden?" she said. "Is it really you?"





Chapter Two

 

Over the years, Alexa had dreamed of seeing Braden again. She'd imagined thousands of different scenarios where they just happened to run into each other, but none of those meetings had ever occurred. All afternoon, he'd been on her mind. Since learning that he'd been injured and was getting a divorce, she couldn't seem to think about anything else. She'd tried to convince herself that she'd be in and out of town so fast there wouldn't be an opportunity to reconnect with him. She'd told herself it would be best to leave the past alone. But here he was. 

Braden had certainly grown up well. He was handsome and rugged in his worn jeans and long-sleeve, dark sweater that stretched across a chest much broader than she remembered. He'd also added a few more inches, towering above her now, and there wasn't an ounce of fat on him. His green eyes still lit up his face and his brown hair was thick and wavy. There was a scar on his chin and a day's growth of beard along his jaw.  Weary lines edged his eyes and mouth. He'd lived a lot of life since she'd seen him last, and she imagined much of that life had been very difficult.

"Alexa," he finally said, breaking the lengthening silence between them. "I didn't expect to see you. I didn't think you'd ever come back to Sand Harbor."

"My aunt is in the hospital."

"I heard. Is she all right?"

"I'm not sure. She's unconscious. The doctors think she'll wake up, but until she does, it's scary. I'm really worried."

He nodded, his lips tightening. "You must be. I can't believe someone broke into this place," he added, his gaze sweeping the cluttered showroom.

She'd been working a few hours and had barely made a dent in the chaos. She'd cleaned up the broken pieces and then started in on the boxes, but that was a slow process. She had to write detailed descriptions of every piece and then find somewhere to put the piece, which wasn't easy. Her aunt seemed to have a large inventory at the moment. It had obviously been a slow winter for antique sales.

"When did you get in?" Braden asked.

"This afternoon. My cousin, Evie, called me just after six this morning to tell me what happened, and I got on the first plane."

"The first plane from where?"

"San Francisco. I've been there three years now."

"I didn't realize. I thought you were still back East."

"I was tired of the snow." She wondered how long they could continue to exchange meaningless conversation. But while she was tempted to go deeper, she was also wary.

Braden tilted his head, his expression turning thoughtful. "I didn't think you kept in touch with your aunt."

"We reconnected several years ago." She paused. "I came here after my college graduation."

Surprise flared in his gaze. "You did?"

"Yes. I missed my aunt and the rest of my family." She couldn't possibly tell him she had missed him, too, and that he'd been one of the reasons she'd made the trip.

"Maybe you should have come back earlier," he suggested, a hard note in his voice. "There were people here who cared about you."

"I couldn't." Seeing the skepticism in his eyes, she repeated the words more firmly. "I couldn't, Braden. I was a kid. My mother moved me across the country. I had no way of getting back here. And even if I had, I probably wouldn't have taken it until after college, because my mom was a mess. I was all she had left after the divorce, and she would have viewed my coming here as a betrayal. I couldn't do that to her."

"She can't be happy you're here now then."

"She doesn't know. But she probably wouldn't care anymore. She got married again last year, and she's finally found some happiness, and someone else to lean on." Alexa paused, sure she was about to make a big mistake, but she couldn’t stop herself. "Do you want to come in?"

He hesitated. "I might as well. I'm here."

She stepped back to let him enter.  "Why are you here?" she asked.

He glanced around the store, his sharp gaze taking in every detail. "Drew Lassen asked me to stop by. I don't know if you remember him."

"He was the kid who was always on a skateboard."

"Yeah, well, he's a cop now. He's investigating the break-in, and he asked for my help. The department is short-handed. I have some investigative experience from the Army, so …" he shrugged. "I said I'd look around, ask some questions, but if you'd rather I wasn't involved –"

"No, it's fine," she said. "But I thought you were injured. Evie said earlier today that you'd been hurt."

"I'm better," he said shortly.

She wanted to ask him a dozen more questions including what had happened with his marriage, but he was moving toward the stack of boxes.

"What's all this?" he asked.

"It's a delivery from the Wellbourne estate. It came yesterday. Apparently, my aunt wanted to get an early start on the unpacking, so that's why she came back after hours last night." She paused as he opened one of the boxes. "Don't take anything out. I'm writing down a description of each piece before I put it away."

"Looks like a big job." He turned back to her. "How long are you planning to stay?"

There was an intensity behind his question, and she had no idea if he wanted her to stay or wanted her to go. His expression was difficult to read.

"I'm not sure," she replied. "It depends on how quickly my aunt recovers and what the investigation turns up."

"What about your job? Your life? You can just take off for a while?"

"I'm an accountant. It's slower now that we've passed April 15th. I have some time off."

His jaw literally dropped. "What did you say you do?"

She crossed her arms and shifted her feet, feeling defensive for no good reason. "I'm an accountant," she repeated. "Why are you looking at me like that, Braden?"

He shook his head in disbelief. "Because you can't be an accountant."

"It's a good job."

"It's a great job, but it's not you. You're the girl who wanted to make art out of sea glass, who told stories about dragons and nicknamed every person in town."

She frowned. "That was a long time ago. I was a kid then. You don't know me anymore, Braden."

"I guess I don't."  

She didn't like the note of disappointment in his voice and felt the need to explain. "I grew up fast after we left here. My life fell apart and I had to find a way to put it back together. I had to be practical and responsible. There's not exactly a demand for glassmakers these days." She took a quick breath. "I like what I do, and I'm good at it."

"Okay," he said, putting up a hand. "It's your life."

"It is my life," she echoed. She wished she could say he'd changed, too, but he'd done exactly what she'd thought he would do. "You may be surprised by my choices, but I'm not surprised by yours, although I wondered why you didn't finish college before you enlisted."

"College seemed like a distraction. I knew where I needed to be, where I was always meant to be, so I signed up."

"And got married."

He flinched but he didn't avert his gaze. "Yeah, I got married."

"I couldn't believe it when I heard. You were so young."

"It seemed like the right thing to do at the time."

"Not anymore?"

"I'm sure your cousin filled you in."

"She just said she heard you were getting a divorce. I'm sorry."

"I'm not." He turned back to the stack of boxes. He pulled out a cigar case and gave it a thoughtful look. "I haven't seen one of these since my dad used to take me to the Smoke Shop. He loved cigars."

 She hesitated for a moment, then said, "I was sorry to hear about your dad, Braden. I tried to get in touch with you after he died, but you didn't return any of my calls or letters. I know you must have been devastated."

"It was a bad time. I wasn't in the mood to talk to anyone, Alexa."

"I figured, but I wanted to try."

"Why? We weren't friends any more."

"I guess I still thought we were," she said, feeling a little annoyed by his dismissive attitude.

"How could you think that? We hadn't talked in months."

"There were extenuating circumstances."

"Whatever. It doesn't matter anymore."

Judging by the tension between them, it seemed like it did matter, but she didn't think she would get anywhere by pointing that out.

Braden set the cigar case down and picked up a lamp with a hula dancer at the base. "Well, here's something worth stealing," he said sarcastically.

"There seems to be a mix of good and bad," she said.

"Looks like more bad to me. In fact, most of this is what I'd call junk."

She smiled to herself, his words drawing up an old memory. "You always used to say this whole store was full of junk. Aunt Phoebe would get so angry."

He glanced back at her. "And you always used to say I wasn't looking hard enough."

For the first time since he'd entered the shop, he actually cracked a small smile, and a tingle ran down her spine.

"I can't believe you remember that," she said.

He drew in a long breath. "I've tried to forget."

"Me, too," she whispered.

Their eyes met and held for a long moment. Heat rose within her, and she felt a little dizzy from all the tension and emotion. She put her hand on the counter as her legs suddenly felt weak.

"Are you all right?" Braden asked. 

"It's been a long day, and I haven't eaten. It all just caught up to me." Not to mention the fact that her first love was now standing right in front of her.

"Can I get you something?"

She shook her head. "I'll eat when I leave."

"Are you staying at your aunt's house?"

"No, I got a room at the Cheshire Inn. It seemed easier."

"There's a Mexican restaurant just down the street from there, La Cantina. They make great enchiladas and even better margaritas."

She licked her lips, not sure he was inviting her to dinner or just making a suggestion. "That sounds good. I wonder if they do take-out. I don't like to eat alone in restaurants. I never know where to look. It feels so awkward." She paused. "Do you remember Mr. Penguin?"

"The old fat guy who always ate alone at Mack's Shack? Yeah I remember him. We watched him often enough."

"I guess we did." Mack's Burger Shack had been high on their list of summer eating adventures. It was on the beach and the burgers only cost a dollar on Tuesdays.

Another pause fell between them. Braden shifted his stance. "If you want to go together, I could eat."

It wasn't the nicest invitation she'd ever received, but it was a chance to spend more time with Braden, and now that they were together, she wasn't quite ready to let him walk away.

"I'd like that, but I need to check in with the hospital first."

"No problem. Why don't I meet you there? I'll go by the police station and talk to Drew. Maybe he has more information on this new shipment from the Wellbournes."

"I'd appreciate that. Thanks." As Braden walked out of the shop, she let out the breath she'd been holding. Her entire body was tingling with a mix of excitement and nervousness. Everyone said you couldn't go home again. She had a feeling she was about to find out if that was true.

* * *

Braden left the antique shop wondering what the hell had just happened. A couple of hours ago he'd been sitting in his apartment, nursing a beer, and pondering the path his life had taken. Then Drew's offer had sent him not just to the antique store but straight back into his past. And now he'd invited Alexa to dinner. 

He couldn't believe it. What was he thinking? He'd wasted most of his adolescence being obsessed with Alexa. It had taken far too many years to get her out of his head. He didn't need her back in it. He had enough problems.

But seeing the fear and worry in her eyes had brought out his protective instincts. He wanted to help her, to make everything all right for her, just the way he always had. Not that he'd been successful at that when he was twelve. Her problems had been too big for him to handle then. But now there was a chance he could actually help her, and he couldn't walk away. He just had to make sure that he didn't let himself get caught up in the fairytale that she'd spun around him a long time ago.

Many years had passed since they'd roamed the beaches of Sand Harbor. He was a different person now. That idealistic boy was long gone. Maybe it was a good thing they were going to dinner. The more time they spent together, the sooner they'd both realize that their past was not going to be their future.

Drew was on the phone when Braden arrived. He took a seat in the chair next to Drew's desk, noting the empty cubicles in the room. Drew hadn't been lying when he'd said they were short-handed, but Braden was still suspicious about his friend's motives. Since running in to Alexa, he couldn't help wondering if Drew had had another reason for asking for his help.

"Did you deliberately set me up?" he asked when Drew ended the call.

"What are you talking about?" Drew asked warily.

"You knew she was going to be there, didn’t you?"

"Who?"

"Alexa," he said.

"Oh, right." Drew settled back in his creaky desk chair, crossing his arms. "I didn't actually know Alexa was in town when I saw you earlier. Evie told me that Alexa had arrived when I stopped by the hospital a short while ago. I was surprised Alexa was here. She hasn't been in Sand Harbor since she was a kid. I didn't think she kept in touch with her aunt."

"Apparently she does, and she's here."

Drew gave him a speculative look. "Does this mean you're out?"

He ran a hand through his hair, wishing he could say yes, because that would be the smart thing to do. Unfortunately, when it came to Alexa, he'd never been smart. "No, I'm not out. I'm going to dinner with her."

A light sparked in Drew's eyes and he smiled. "No kidding?"

"Don't get any ideas," he warned. "She practically fainted when I saw her. She needs to eat, and I'm hungry. So we're going to have a meal together. That's it."

"Maybe she fainted because she saw you," Drew suggested.

"That wasn't it," he said shortly. Although he'd been so caught up in his own reaction to her, he could barely remember what she'd first said to him. Ignoring the interested gleam in Drew's eyes, he changed the subject. "Have you learned anything new since we last spoke?"

"No. I was hoping you were here to give me a lead." 

"Alexa told me her aunt received a substantial shipment from the Wellbourne estate yesterday. It seems like an interesting connection."

"I agree, but Jack Wellbourne lived alone in the beach house the last couple of years. If someone wanted something, why wait until the contents were delivered to an antique shop? They could have broken into the house at any time."

"That's true." But despite the logic of Drew's response, Braden wasn't completely sold. The timing of the delivery and the break-in seemed too coincidental, and he'd never been one to believe in coincidence. "What about other Wellbournes? Is there anyone in the family who might have wanted those items?"

"Jack divorced his second wife about six years ago, Roberta Wellbourne. She was a lot younger than Jack, by about fifteen years. She's now single and the campaign strategist for Daniel Stone. In fact, she came by the department yesterday afternoon to discuss security concerns for the fundraising event."

"So you spoke to her before the break-in?" It was interesting that Roberta had just arrived back in town.

"Yes, but she didn't seem to be revving up to rob the antique store," Drew said dryly. "It was all about politics. She was very concerned with making sure that Daniel gets a good launch here in Sand Harbor. Apparently, she's using her old Wellbourne ties to bring out the local money."

"Didn't Jack have some kids?"

"Two sons with his first wife, Laura. She passed on when his kids were little. The men are in their mid thirties now. I've contacted both of them. Neither one of them said they had any problems with the distribution of their father's belongings. They're both wealthy in their own right and apparently inherited a great deal of money, according to the lawyer I also spoke to. One of the sons told me he thought their father was in love with Phoebe, so it wasn't surprising that he left her some trinkets."

"It looked like more than a few trinkets," he said. "There are a lot of items. Did the attorney provide a list of what was shipped to the shop?"

"No, apparently the pieces were put in boxes some years ago and stored in the attic, each one marked for delivery to the store, but there was no itemized list."

"That doesn't help."

"No, it doesn't."

"Who found Phoebe and called for help?" he asked, as it occurred to him that there might be someone else to talk to.

"Edwin Hayes."

"The Chief of Police?" he asked in surprise.

"Yes. The chief is a neighbor and a very close friend of Phoebe's. They spend a lot of time together. She told him she was going to get a head start on the unpacking and after he got off work, he went by to help her. Unfortunately, he got there a little late."

 "He didn't see anything or anyone?"

"No, and he knows how to review a crime scene. He made sure that we did a thorough sweep of the shop and the surrounding area. He is very determined to find out who did this. That's why he was all right with me bringing you in. And I'm glad I did." Drew paused, a knowing gleam in his eyes. "Because you're getting interested in this case. You're talking like an investigator."

"I always liked puzzles," he admitted.

"Especially when you were working them with Alexa," Drew pointed out.

"Don't start."

"So what does she look like? Better or worse than you expected?"

 "I'm sure you'll see her," he said, getting to his feet.

"You're not going to give me anything?"

"No."

"Where are you going to eat?"

"La Cantina."

"Watch the margaritas. They can be deadly, especially where hot blondes are concerned."

"I never said she was a hot blonde."

Drew laughed. "But she is, isn't she?"

He frowned. "Are you sure you didn't set me up?"

"I wish I'd thought of it. It would have been a hell of a good idea." Drew's expression turned more somber. "Kinley treated you like shit. After everything you went through, you didn't deserve –"

He cut Drew off with a wave of his head. "You don't know what I deserved."

"You're going to defend Kinley?" Drew asked in amazement.

"She did what she had to do. And I'm doing what I have to do. Leave it alone." The last thing he wanted to think about was his marriage, especially right before he was going to see the one woman he'd always thought he'd marry.
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