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Prologue

 


"Are you ready to go for a sail?" John
MacGuire asked his wife. A young, handsome man, he stood on the
edge of a wide sandy beach, wearing summer shorts and his favorite
T-shirt. He pointed toward the water behind him, to the sailboat
that bobbed gently in the quiet bay. "It's the perfect day."

"I can't sail. I'm sick. I don't know what
happened, but I can't seem to open my eyes." Phoebe MacGuire took a
quick breath as panic filled her soul and the sounds and smells of
the hospital threatened to pull her out of her dream. "I'm
seventy-six years old now, John. How did I get to be so old? I'm
scared."

"No need to be scared, my darling, not when
I'm here."

"But you're not really here," she whispered,
knowing his image was nothing but a memory, and her love had been
gone for a very long time.

"I miss you, Phoebe," he said softly, his
voice as gentle as the morning breeze.

"I miss you, too. Nothing has been the same
since you died. You were the one who kept the family together. It
was you, your strength, your vision. Without you, we fell apart.
Alli and Tessa are strangers now, and I don't know how to bring
them back together."

"Do you still have the pearls, Phoebe?"

"Of course I do."

"Do you remember the one we found on our
first anniversary? That's when we discovered you were pregnant.
Then we had a son, and later granddaughters, and we taught them to
love the sea, to cherish the family, and to treasure the pearls for
the strength that they gave us each year to go on, to live life to
its fullest, to complete the circle."

"But we didn't complete it," she said in
despair. "Because you died. You left me."

"It was my time, Phoebe, but you must finish
the necklace now. The pearls weren't meant to just be a symbol of
our love, but of our family, our strength, our unity. The pearls
are nothing on their own. But together in a strand, they are
everything. It is the lesson we must teach Alli and Tessa." He
paused, his expression as tender as a sweet blooming rose. "I wish
for our girls a love as deep and as satisfying as the one we
share."

"I want the same thing." But as his image
faded away, Phoebe wondered if even the last pearl could save Alli
and Tessa from themselves.


Chapter One

 


"Daddy, did you ever love Mommy?"

Allison Tucker caught her breath at the
simple, heartfelt question that had come from her eight-year-old
daughter's lips. She took a step back from the doorway and leaned
against the wall, her heart racing in anticipation of her husband's
answer. She'd thought she'd explained the separation to her
daughter, but Megan still had questions, and this time it was up to
Sam to answer.

Sam cleared his throat, obviously stalling
for time. For the life of her, Alli couldn't move away. She hadn't
intended to eavesdrop, but when she'd arrived to pick up Megan
after her weekend with her father, she had been caught by the cozy
scene in the family room.

Sam sat in the brown leather reclining chair
looking endearingly handsome in his faded blue jeans and navy-blue
rugby shirt. Megan was on his lap, her blond hair a mess in
mismatched braids, her clothes almost exactly the same as Sam's,
faded blue jeans and a navy-blue T-shirt. Megan adored dressing
like her father.

"Did I show you the picture of Mommy when she
dressed up like a giant pumpkin for the Halloween dance?" Sam
asked, obviously trying to change the subject.

They were looking at a yearbook, Alli
realized with dismay. There weren't just pictures of Sam and Alli
in the yearbook, there were other people in there, too. People she
didn't want Megan to know.

"Did you, Daddy? Did you ever love Mommy?"
Megan persisted.

Answer the question, Sam. Tell her you never
really loved me, that you only married me because I was pregnant,
that your heart still belongs to -- my sister.

Alli held her breath, waiting for Sam's
answer, knowing the bitter truth but wondering, hopelessly,
impossibly wondering...

"I love your mother very much -- for giving
me you," Sam replied.

Alli closed her eyes against a rush of
emotion. It wasn't an answer, but an evasion. She didn't know why
she felt even the tiniest bit of surprise. Sam would never admit to
loving her. She couldn't remember ever hearing those three simple
words cross his lips, not even after Megan's birth. Or after, in
the days and weeks and years that followed, not even when they made
love, when they shared a passion that was perhaps the only honest
part of their relationship. Sam always held a part of himself back,
a portion of his heart and his soul that he would never give to
her. He could tell her that he cared about her, that she was
important to him, that they were family, but he could never bring
himself to say I love you.

Alli clenched her fists, wanting to feel
anger, not pain. She'd spent more than half of her twenty-seven
years in love with Sam Tucker, but he didn't love her, and he never
would.

She'd lived in a dream, wanting to believe
that one day things would change, that Sam would change, that he
would suddenly see her for who she was, that he would want another
baby. Even now, a deep ache echoed through her soul at the thought
of never having another child with the man she loved, but she could
no longer live in a fantasy world. He'd married her because she was
pregnant. She'd been his duty, not his love, and though they'd
built a life together, shared some wonderful moments, deep down Sam
had always wanted someone else.

The last straw came three months ago when it
had become startlingly clear that Sam still held hopes of being
with her sister. The realization that, despite years of trying to
be the best wife, the best mother, the best woman she could be, Sam
still loved Tessa had driven Alli to do the unthinkable -- to ask
for a separation.

Sam had been shocked, and no wonder. She'd
chased after him forever. But no more. She couldn't keep loving
someone who didn't love her back. Could she?

The niggling doubt ran through Alli's mind,
her heart still battling her brain. She'd always acted on her
emotions, forgetting about logic. Even her seduction of Sam all
those years ago hadn't come from a master plan. It had been more
like a crime of opportunity. And she'd paid for it a thousand times
over.

Alli let out a sigh. She'd done so many
things wrong, taking forever to grow up, as her grandmother was
fond of telling her. Her biggest guilt came from putting Megan in
the middle of her battle with Sam, but there was no way to avoid
it. Megan had always been in the middle. And she always would
be.

"Damn," Alli muttered as tears filled her
eyes. She ruthlessly rubbed them away. She had to let go of the
past and focus on the future. Making sure her daughter had a
wonderful loving relationship with her father was her main concern.
In the long run, Alli could only hope that it would be better for
Megan to grow up in two peaceful homes than in one unhappy one.

Taking a deep breath, Alli smoothed down the
sides of her short-sleeve emerald-green dress, the first new outfit
she'd bought in years. It was tighter than she would have liked,
but married life and childbirth had only encouraged her naturally
curvy tendencies. She took solace in the fact that she still looked
better than she had in ages, and there was a small part of her,
make that a big part of her, that couldn't help hoping Sam would be
floored by her new look.

Clearing her throat with purpose and
determination, she entered the family room and said, "Hello."

Sam looked at her, his light blue eyes filled
with annoyance. "You're early. You said seven-thirty, and it's only
six. Megan and I were planning to have a pizza."

"I'm sorry." She knew his frustration covered
pain. Sam might not miss her at all, but he did miss his
daughter.

"This is our time together," Sam reminded
her.

"I know." Alli tried not to feel anything for
the man, but his physical presence had always overwhelmed her. A
rugged, outdoor man, Sam had sun-streaked brown hair that was
always windswept, never styled. His face was perpetually sunburned.
His body was lean and fit, his fingers and palms callused from
working his boats. She could still remember the way his fingers
felt drifting down the side of her cheeks, her breasts...

She drew in a quick breath and looked out the
window at the storm clouds about to descend on Tucker's Landing,
one of the small seaside towns along the southern Oregon coast.
Although it was late June, the weather was still unpredictable, and
on days like today, summer seemed far away.

"It's starting to rain," she said. "The
forecast said maybe an inch or more. I didn't want to get caught in
the storm. You know I hate to drive in the rain."

Sam tightened his hold on Megan, as if Alli
were attempting to steal his dearest possession. But she wasn't a
thief; she was Megan's mother. Turning her attention to Megan, Alli
could see that her daughter felt torn between them. Megan's blue
eyes were worried, her mouth slightly pouty as she chewed nervously
on the end of her braid. The last thing Alli wanted to do was make
Megan feel like a wishbone, but sometimes it seemed impossible to
avoid. They both loved Megan so very much.

"I'll bring her home at seven-thirty," Sam
said.

"That's in an hour and a half."

"Exactly. And it's my hour and a half."

She sighed. "Come on, Sam. It's been a long
day."

"Maybe Mommy could have pizza with us," Megan
suggested. She put her small hands on Sam's face so he couldn't
look away from her and gazed at him with bright, eager blue eyes.
"Please."

Sam's mouth set into a hard line. "I suppose.
If she wants to."

Megan looked at Alli, drilling her with the
same relentless gaze.

Alli hesitated, knowing the last thing Sam
wanted her to do was stick around. But she hated to disappoint
Megan over something so small.

"I could stay, I guess." She glanced at Sam.
"Are you sure it's all right with you?"

"Does it matter?" He didn't look her in the
eye. Sometimes she thought he went out of his way to avoid looking
at her. Maybe she did the same thing. It was easier to keep the
distance between them.

Sam gently urged Megan out of his lap and
rose to his feet. "I'll call Nina's. The usual?"

Why was it always the simple words, the
familiar memories that hurt the most?

"The usual," she agreed.

Sam walked over to the desk and picked up the
phone. While he dialed the number for the pizza parlor, Megan
handed Alli the high school yearbook.

"Daddy showed me your picture," Megan said.
"You were really pretty, Mommy."

Alli stared down at her sophomore photograph.
She'd been trying to grow her hair out, to be more like Tessa. But
where her sister's thick, wavy blond hair grew like a weed, Alli's
own copper-colored hair never quite made it past her shoulders, and
was so thin and fine it almost seemed to disappear.

Once, a very long time ago, Sam had told her
that her hair was like silk, and she'd thought, foolishly of
course, that he'd found something about her that he liked better
than Tessa.

Alli slammed the book shut. Megan looked at
her in surprise.

"What's wrong, Mommy?"

"Nothing." She forced a smile on her face.
"What did you do today?"

"We waxed the hot rod."

"Of course," Alli said. Because next to his
business, waxing his 1955 red Thunderbird was Sam's favorite
pastime. She wouldn't have minded so much if the damn car hadn't
been just another reminder of Sam and Tessa. In her mind's eye she
could still see the two of them tooling around town in it.

"Do you want to see it?" Megan asked.

"The car?" Alli asked in confusion.

"No, the thing I made you. Weren't you
listening, Mommy?"

"I'd love to, honey."

"I'll get it." Megan ran out of the room, and
Alli walked over to the bookcase and stuck the yearbook in a dark
corner where she hoped it wouldn't be discovered for another
decade.

As her gaze traveled around the familiar
room, she realized that Sam had done some cleaning, made some
changes since he'd moved back into his family home and his parents
had retired to Arizona. His father's pipe no longer sat in the
ashtray on the desk. The three-foot-high pile of fishing magazines
had been tossed in a large open box along with some other
knickknacks -- obviously destined for storage.

The changes made her feel uncomfortable. The
thought that Sam was finally accepting that this was his home
bothered her more than she cared to admit. That he was changing the
house to fit him as a man instead of a child was odd, too. This
house had been a part of her own childhood, because she'd grown up
next door.

When she was nine, and Tessa eleven, they'd
lost their parents in a car crash and come to live with their
grandmother, Phoebe MacGuire. They'd traveled between houses as
kids do, and Alli had come to know this one almost as well as her
own. Although she had usually been the one tagging behind, trying
to catch up to Sam and Tessa, and somehow the door always seemed to
slam in her face.

Sam hung up the phone. "The pizza will be
here in fifteen minutes."

She nodded. "Great. So, how did the weekend
go?"

"Fine."

"Megan starts summer school tomorrow. We'll
have to redo our visitation schedule."

"I hate that word," he said with a fierceness
that startled her. "Megan is my daughter. We should all be living
together, not visiting each other."

Alli didn't know what to say. So much for
thinking that Sam had accepted things. "I'm sorry; that was the
wrong word to use. You know you can see Megan as often as you want,
Sam. I would never keep you apart."

"Then why ask for a divorce? Why break up our
family? Why the hell do you have to be so selfish, Alli?"

His words hit her like bullets, each one
hurting more than the last, and her only defense was to hit
back.

"Don't blame it all on me, Sam. I wasn't the
only one who wanted out, just the one who had the guts to ask."

"You don't know what you're talking
about."

"The hell I don't," she said sharply. "When I
found that box of clippings and photographs of Tessa, I felt like
I'd just stumbled upon you in bed with another woman."

"I was never unfaithful to you."

"Maybe not in body, but in mind you certainly
were. How do you think it feels to know the man who is touching you
is thinking about someone else?" Her voice shook with the depth of
her pain. She could still see herself sneaking into Sam's office to
surprise him with an intimate anniversary dinner, only to find a
box of Tessa's photos hidden away in the bottom drawer of his desk.
She'd been looking for the corkscrew he kept there so she could
open the wine she'd brought to celebrate nine years together. What
a fool she'd been.

"It was never like that," Sam said.

"It was always like that. And it wasn't just
the box of photos. It's been so much more, and you know it. I
wanted more children, Sam, and you refused over and over again.
Because having another child with me, making a deliberate choice to
add to the family, would mean you were planning to stay with me.
But you couldn't make that commitment, could you? You couldn't
cross that line, because you weren't planning to stay forever.
Well, I just cut the time short."

Before Sam could reply, Megan returned to the
room.

"Look, Mommy, I made you a candleholder out
of a wine bottle, see?" Megan held up the paper-mache-covered
bottle with a proud smile. "Daddy helped me. Can we light a candle
for dinner?"

"I guess."

"No," Sam said abruptly. "We don't need a
candle."

Megan's smile vanished. "Why not, Daddy?"

"Candles are for special occasions, honey,"
he said more gently as he headed for the door. "I'll get some
drinks."

* * *

Sam walked into the hallway and leaned
against the wall, stopping to catch his breath, to steady his
pulse. Candles are for special occasions. What a stupid thing to
say. But the thought of a candlelight dinner with Alli... No, he
couldn't do it.

Alli put his stomach in a knot every time she
walked through the door, every time she opened her mouth. She'd
destroyed his life not once but twice, for when he'd finally come
to terms with being a father and a husband -- after he'd struggled
so hard to make it all work, she'd bailed on him.

A twinge of guilt poked at his conscience.
Okay, so maybe he'd kept up with Tessa's life, stored a few
photographs. They were harmless pictures. Half the world owned
magazines with Tessa's face on the cover. And how could he tell
Alli that her grandmother had given him most of the clippings? It
would only destroy their relationship, because she'd think her
grandmother was favoring her sister.

And what did it all matter anyway? He'd
married Alli as soon as he'd found out she was pregnant. He'd been
twenty years old, Alli only eighteen. But they'd had to grow up
overnight. He'd thrown aside all of his plans of traveling and
seeing the world and gone to work for his father, eventually taking
over the business and working his ass off to provide for his
family.

Damn it all. He felt as unsettled as the
weather outside. He didn't know whether to be furious or relieved
it was all over. He didn't know why he couldn't look at Alli
anymore, why her voice made him so nervous, why he was so afraid
that the merest touch of her hands would be the death of him.
They'd lived together for a long time, but he'd never been as aware
of her as he was right now.

Alli walked out of the family room and bumped
into him, not expecting to find him still standing there. He
automatically reached out to steady her, his hands coming to rest
on her waist, his fingers burning as the warmth of her body seeped
through the thin material of her dress.

She sucked in a short breath, and his pulse
quickened. He didn't want to look into her eyes. It was bad enough
that he could smell her favorite perfume -- that he could feel her
body under his hands, that he could hear her breathing.

He couldn't look into her eyes. He couldn't
take that risk. He didn't know what he would see there.

He wasn't sure he wanted to know. She'd
confused him since the day she'd moved in next door as a bossy
little girl, changing personalities as often as a chameleon changed
color. Just when he thought he knew who she was, she turned into
someone else.

"Sam?" she questioned, her voice turning
husky.

It almost undid him. He'd loved her voice in
the dark of the night, whispering, promising... He drew in a breath
and dropped his hands from her waist. "I'll get those drinks."

She stopped him with a hand on his arm. "Look
at me."

He sent her a brief glance that barely grazed
her face, then turned away. "I'm thirsty."

"Sam--" The ringing phone cut off her words,
and Sam felt a great relief. He brushed past her, returning to the
family room to find Megan on the phone.

"Oh, hi, Mr. Beckett," Megan said. "Yes, he's
here."

Sam took the phone from her hand. "William?
How are you?"

"Not too good, Sam." William's usually brisk
seventy-six-year-old voice trembled. "It's Phoebe. I don't know how
to tell you this, but she's -- she's had a stroke."

"No!" Sam couldn't stop the word from
bursting out of his mouth. He sat down on the edge of the desk,
grateful for the support. Not Phoebe. Alli's grandmother was
strong, vital and energetic, and he couldn't imagine the world
without her. "How bad is she?"

"I don't know yet. We were walking along the
pier and all of a sudden she stopped making sense and she couldn't
walk. I got help as soon as I could," he said helplessly. "We're at
the hospital now. They said to call the family. I couldn't find
Allison. She's not home."

"She's here."

"Then you'll tell her?"

"Yes. I'll tell her." Sam looked at Alli
standing in the doorway and saw the fear draw sharp lines in her
face.

"And Sam..." William hesitated. "I know
there's bad blood and all, but I've called Tessa and asked her to
come home. She agreed. She'll be here tomorrow."

Sam's entire body tightened, a knee-jerk
reaction impossible to stop. He hadn't seen Tessa since the night
he'd told her he was marrying her sister. And now she was coming
home.

Because Phoebe was sick, he told himself. It
had nothing to do with him.

"Sam?" Alli asked after he'd said good-bye to
William and hung up the phone. She'd wrapped her arms around her
waist, as if she could protect herself from whatever was
coming.

"Your grandmother has had a stroke. She's in
the hospital."

Alli's eyes searched his. "Is she--"

"No one knows anything yet," he said
quickly.

"I don't understand. Grams never gets sick.
She's strong. I just spoke to her a few hours ago. I have to go. I
have to see her." Alli looked wildly around the room, searching for
something. Sam reached out and closed her fingers over the keys she
still held in her hand.

"Easy," he said. "I'll take you."

She looked into his eyes with desperation.
"She has to be all right. She has to be."

"She's a fighter, All."

"But she's seventy-six years old."

"Mommy, is Grams going to die?" Megan
asked.

Alli turned and opened her arms as Megan ran
into a tight hug. "I hope not, honey. I really hope not."

They clung together for a long minute, and
Sam itched to join them, but he couldn't. Alli had made it clear
that she didn't want him in her life.

Finally, Alli set Megan aside. "Go get your
things, honey. We need to leave."

Megan ran out of the room, and Alli slowly
straightened. Sam dug his hands into his pockets to stop himself
from doing anything foolish, like hugging her.

"I can't lose Grams," Alli whispered, her
eyes filled with fear. "She's all I have left of my family."

Sam didn't say a word. It wasn't true,
because Alli wasn't alone. She had a sister -- a sister who was
coming home. He couldn't stop the sudden quickening of his
pulse.

Alli's eyes suddenly changed, and he wondered
if she could read his mind.

"Oh, my God! William called Tessa, didn't
he?" she asked.

Apparently she could read his mind, or she'd
simply added up the equation. Despite the animosity between the two
sisters, Phoebe MacGuire adored both of her granddaughters.

"Yes, he called Tessa." It felt strange to
say her name out loud. And stranger still to think of seeing Tessa
again, her blond hair, her blue eyes, her generous smile. Not that
she'd be smiling at him.

"Is she coming back?" Alli asked, her face so
tense she could barely get out the words.

"Yes."

"Then those divorce papers can't come a
minute too soon."

Sam touched her arm, but she shrugged him
away.

"Don't touch me, Sam. You don't have to
pretend you care about me anymore. We both know it isn't true."

"I married you, didn't I?"

"There it is again, your favorite refrain --
you married me. That was your gift to me. And I'm divorcing you.
That's my gift to you. Now I guess it's Tessa's turn."


Chapter Two

 


It was nine hours from Milan to New York,
another six to Portland, and then a couple of hours more in a plush
black stretch limousine to the southern Oregon coast. As a
supermodel, Tessa MacGuire was used to waking up in one city when
she'd gone to sleep in another, to living on black coffee, lemon
water, and lettuce. She'd become accustomed to calling her post
office box home, spending the holidays with strangers, and smiling
no matter how tired or unhappy or lonely she felt.

Most people thought she acted only in front
of the camera, but deep down inside Tessa knew she acted almost
every day of her life. And no one suspected. No one saw through the
smile or the laugh or the cheerful wave. And that's the way she
liked it, easy, impersonal, safe.

As Tessa looked out the window at the passing
scenery, she knew she'd long ago passed safe. The meadows and dairy
farms had given way to the thick forested hills, the last barrier
between the valley and the coastline, her new life and her old one.
Even the rivers and streams had gone from lazy and peaceful to wild
and reckless, the weather changing just as quickly, the clear blue
sky suddenly taken over by gray, threatening clouds. She'd heard on
the news that it had rained most of the night. Maybe it would storm
again. Maybe she wouldn't be able to get home.

Home. The word slipped into her mind
unbidden. Tessa didn't want to think of Tucker's Landing as home,
but the familiar scenery had begun to awaken her dusty, musty
memories from their almost decade-long cocoon.

On impulse, Tessa lowered the window and took
in a deep breath of cold, crisp air that smelled of wet pine and
fresh grass. A mile or two later, her breath caught in her throat
as the forest gave way to sharp rocky bluffs, and as they turned
south, the right side of the road fell away in a sheer drop to the
blue-green ocean below.

The sea was magnificent -- tall, booming
waves hitting the rocky shore, spraying a fine mist over the rocks
and a few sea lions basking in the sunlight. The coastline wove in
and out, the tides pushing and pulling at the beaches below with a
relentless beat. She'd forgotten how overwhelming the ocean could
be, consuming everything within its reach.

It was all too familiar -- and all too much.
Tessa rolled up the window and leaned against the leather seat,
closing her eyes against the view, steeling her heart against the
memories, the hurt that went right down to her bones whenever she
thought about Sam and Alli.

God, how she'd once loved Sam Tucker! He'd
been her best friend, her boyfriend, and now the last man she ever
wanted to see again. And Alli -- how could she look at her sister
and not think of her betrayal? How could she face either of
them?

Sam and Alli were married now. They had a
daughter together, a daughter who was eight years old. Tessa shook
her head, unable to believe how much time had gone by. It seemed
like only yesterday they had all been teenagers, young, restless,
in love, with their lives stretched out before them. The future had
been filled with possibilities; now there was only uncertainty and
fear.

Tessa's thoughts turned to her grandmother.
She hoped and prayed that the news wasn't as bad as Mr. Beckett had
implied. Perhaps by the time she arrived in Tucker's Landing her
grandmother would be awake and smiling and telling them it was all
right. "I can't die yet," she'd say, "because I'm not through
living."

It had been Grams's favorite expression,
Tessa remembered fondly, words meant to reassure her that unlike
her parents, who had died in a car accident, her grandmother wasn't
going anywhere. Every night before bed, they would look out at the
stars and her grandmother would point out two that appeared to be
winking at them and tell Tessa to blow a kiss to her parents. Then
Grams would tuck her into bed and say, "I can't die yet, honey. I
haven't finished counting the stars, and don't you know, my darling
girl, that you will never be alone, because there is always love,
and love lives forever."

But Grams was wrong. Love didn't always live
forever. And there was a good chance Tessa would end up alone.

"Miss MacGuire?" the chauffeur said over the
intercom.

Tessa opened her eyes, grateful to have her
disturbing thoughts interrupted. "Yes?"

"I'm not clear on the turnoff after First
Street."

"Left on Bayberry Drive, a mile down the road
to the end. The house is the last one on the edge of the bluff. It
has a widow's walk."

"A what?"

"A long balcony that winds around the front
and side of the house overlooking the ocean." The place where her
grandmother had once paced incessantly, watching and waiting for
her husband's boat to sail into the harbor. How scared she must
have been that last time when his boat hadn't come back after the
storm -- maybe as scared as she must be now.

"Do you want to go to your grandmother's
house now or the hospital?" the chauffeur asked.

Tessa hesitated. She was hours earlier than
planned, having flown all night. It was only seven o'clock in the
morning, too early to go to the hospital. She needed a few moments
to pull herself together, to get her emotions in check so she
wouldn't fall apart when she saw Grams -- or Alli or Sam.

"The house," she decided.

Tessa pulled out a brush from her purse and
ran it through her hair, taking peace in the reassuring movements.
She could do this. She could go to the hospital, make sure that
Phoebe was being well cared for. She could be cool, polite, and
impersonal when she saw Sam and Alli again. She'd mastered those
traits over the years and no one ever suspected anything was wrong
-- why should it be any different now?

A tiny voice reminded her that there had been
a time when she and Alli could read each other's thoughts, when she
and Sam could finish each other's sentences. But it wouldn't be
like that anymore. Sam and Alli were together, and she was on her
own.

Tessa straightened as the limo turned into
the main streets leading into downtown. Tucker's Landing certainly
appeared to be flourishing. Flowers were bursting out of window
boxes, freshly painted signs proclaimed antiques, books, cafés, and
other touristy nooks. A huge banner hung over the main intersection
announcing the upcoming Fourth of July celebration, complete with
kite festival, clam chowder bake-off, fireworks, and live
music.

The Fourth of July had always been a special
holiday, because it was also her grandparents' anniversary. Every
year they would trek down to O'Meara's Oyster Farm to shuck wild
oysters until they found a pearl. It didn't matter that the pearls
didn't match in size or color or shape; they were making a
necklace, a circle of love to last for all time.

It had been John MacGuire's idea to make the
necklace for his beloved Phoebe. A man of the sea, Tessa's
grandfather believed that the wild pearls symbolized hope, beauty,
strength, and love, everything he wanted for the family.

Nostalgia ripped through Tessa as she thought
about the times she and Alli had waded through low tide to find
what they were sure would be the oyster that held the perfect
pearl. They hadn't known then that perfection was impossible -- or
that the necklace would never be completed because John MacGuire
would die just before his fiftieth wedding anniversary. The
forty-nine-pearl strand remained one pearl short of completion.

Tessa sighed as each turn of the limousine
brought new sights but old memories. The heart of the town was
still the harbor, filled with fishing boats, small yachts, and
sailboats. A long pier stretched out to the sea, a wooden strip
filled with shops and restaurants, a place where fresh crabs and
lobsters made friends with the tourists.

Down the road, next to the pier, was the sign
for Tucker's Charter Boats, offering fishing, whale watching, and
ocean tours. Her heart skipped a beat as she remembered running
down to the harbor late on a Saturday afternoon to meet Sam after
he finished helping his father for the day.

Finally, thankfully, the stores turned to
houses and the sidewalks turned to grass, and the quiet, sleepy
neighborhoods reminded her that she didn't have to face everything
yet, not quite yet.

But she felt jittery, and the sudden ringing
of her cell phone made her jump. She told herself that no one had
this number besides professional associates. It was safe to
answer.

"Hello?" she said.

"Where the hell are you, babe?"

Tessa couldn't help the smile that crossed
her lips at the sound of her favorite photographer's voice. "You
won't believe me if I tell you, Jimmy."

"I guess that means you're not on your way to
L.A. for our meeting today."

"I left you a message."

"A very cryptic one," Jimmy Duggan said.
"Something about a family emergency. I didn't even know you had a
family. So what happened?"

"My grandmother had a stroke."

"I'm sorry."

Jimmy's simple words brought a lump into her
throat. "I'm sorry, too. We were supposed to get together a few
months ago, and I canceled on her. Now I might never have a chance
to talk to her again."

"Hey, you gotta have some faith there, babe.
You gotta believe in what you want to happen. Then it happens."

Her lips curved into a reluctant smile. Jimmy
was an incurable optimist. She'd watched him sit out a potential
hurricane to get the perfect shot for a magazine cover. And damn if
he hadn't gotten the shot. But then Jimmy was used to getting what
he wanted. With his dark Irish good looks, he could have been a
model instead of a photographer. Instead he'd opted to make a
career and a fortune for himself with photographs that were always
so much better than anyone expected.

Jimmy was almost too good at capturing her
face, her eyes, in ways that seemed far too revealing. Sometimes,
Tessa wasn't sure if it wouldn't be safer to work with someone
else, someone who didn't see nearly as much as Jimmy did.

"You still there?" Jimmy asked. "Or have I
once again bored you to sleep?"

"That's you, the ultimate in boring."

"Ouch. So, when do you think we can
reschedule?"

"I don't know. I'll have to call you."

"My schedule is free right now. Just let me
know."

"Thanks. You're a pal."

There was a momentary hesitation on the other
end of the line. "Yeah, you're a pal, too, babe. See ya."

Tessa shut off the phone as the limousine
pulled up in front of her grandmother's house. It was too soon. She
wasn't ready. She wanted to tell the driver to keep going, to take
her somewhere else, but he had already turned off the engine and
come around to open the door.

She automatically smiled, but she couldn't
move. Her gaze drifted past the chauffeur to the Tucker house next
door. She remembered her grandmother telling her that Sam's parents
had moved to Arizona, but the house looked the same. Whoever lived
there now hadn't even put on a new coat of paint, hadn't taken down
the basketball hoop over the garage or trimmed the rosebushes by
the front windows.

Her heart caught again on the memories. How
could she do this? How could she smell the flowers blooming with
the scent of summers past? Even the breeze sang of long-forgotten
songs and childish words from their neighborhood ball games. If she
closed her eyes for just a moment, she could be right back there in
the days of innocence, no problems, no betrayals, no fears.

"Miss MacGuire? Are you all right?" the
chauffeur asked.

Tessa shook her head. She wasn't all right.
Maybe it would be better to leave now, before anyone knew she was
here. She could go back to the airport and call Mr. Beckett, make
up a story, something. She'd been gone so long. Who really needed
her now?

* * *

Sam walked into his childhood bedroom and
smiled at the sight of his daughter lying in twisted covers on the
same twin bed he'd slept on as a child. Megan's curls were as
tangled as the sheets, her face as pink as a blooming rose, her
dark lashes sweeping against her cheeks in the gentle motion of
sleep.

At least one of them was at peace, he
thought, remembering the night before. For long, tense hours he and
Alli had been at the hospital, watching Phoebe MacGuire struggle to
come back from a stroke, the damage from which they still had yet
to determine.

It wasn't fair. Phoebe shouldn't be in the
hospital and Megan shouldn't be asleep on his old bed. She should
be at home, in the house he and Alli had bought together, and so
should he. At least Alli had let him keep Megan for the night,
instead of fighting to take her home.

It was funny, but whenever he thought of
Alli, he saw a lioness, fighting for what she wanted, for those she
loved. She'd fought for him, tooth and nail, down and dirty,
willing to risk everything and everyone. So why wasn't she fighting
now? Had she really stopped loving him after so many years? Had she
really stopped caring?

He should be glad, he told himself. Hadn't he
felt smothered by her never-ending crush on him? Hadn't he paid the
price of his freedom, his future, because of her reckless,
relentless love?

He knew it wasn't fair to blame it all on
Alli. He'd been there that night all those years ago. He'd drunk
too much that Christmas, realizing for the first time in his life
that he was nowhere near as important to Tessa as she was to him.
If he had been, she would have come home with him instead of going
to Aspen for a modeling job. The realization had scared the shit
out of him. Without Tessa, he didn't know who he was, and stupidly
he'd thought he'd somehow figure it all out by having sex with
Alli.

He regretted a lot of things about that
night, but the one thing he wouldn't regret was this child sleeping
before him. Leaning over, Sam pulled a stray curl off her cheek and
tucked it behind her ear. Megan's breathing didn't even catch. She
was fast asleep. She didn't have to be at summer school for another
hour, and he'd already asked Gary to take his early morning fishing
trip out, so they had some time.

Sam walked downstairs and into the kitchen,
stopping short at the sight of the dirty dishes. The counter was as
messy as his life. Megan was upstairs, sleeping in the wrong bed.
Phoebe was in the hospital, Alli was paralyzed with worry, and
Tessa was coming home. Nothing was normal, and he had a feeling it
wouldn't be for some time. But his father had once told him that a
man took care of his family first and himself second, and that's
what Sam intended to do.

* * *

Tessa walked onto the back deck and stared at
her grandmother's gardens and the wide green lawn that spread
across the rest of the yard, sheltered by the branches of a massive
oak tree. As she stared at the gnarly old trunk, Tessa felt a smile
tug at the corner of her mouth. Could it be? Was it possible?

She bounded down the steps, suddenly filled
with energy, with wonder. She stopped at the base of the tree and
looked up. It was still there, battered, weathered wood tucked into
the branches. A haven. A refuge. A treehouse.

The steps were pieces of board hammered into
the trunk of the tree. She could remember handing Sam the nails
while he flexed his thirteen-year-old muscles and tried to impress
her with every swing of the hammer. At the time, she'd been far
more interested in getting to the top of that tree.

On impulse she stepped closer. It would be
silly to climb the tree. She knew that. She was a
twenty-nine-year-old woman, for heaven's sake, but as she looked up
at the shimmer of sunshine peeking through the branches, she knew
she had to go up if for no other reason than to reassure herself
there was nothing there she wanted to see.

It took her only a few seconds to climb the
ladder. It had seemed so much higher before, so much bigger. As her
head came through the opening in the floor, she saw that the huge
treehouse was just a small cramped space. Tessa climbed all the way
into the house and sat on the floor. She felt like a teenager
again, hiding away in her mansion in the sky, as Sam had called
it.

Tessa's gaze was caught by the carving on the
floor. It was a crooked heart with an arrow through it, and the
words Tessa and Sam carved into the middle. She reached out to
trace the heart with her finger, then frowned as she realized that
someone had tried to cross out Tessa. On closer inspection, she saw
that her name had been replaced with Alli's.

She wasn't surprised. Alli had been desperate
to be part of the treehouse club. Never mind that she was two years
younger and always an annoying little pest. She never stopped
trying to be one of them. Maybe that was the problem. Alli had
always tried a little too hard.

Tessa leaned back against the wall, but as
she did so she knocked a loose board with her hand and winced as it
clattered through the branches to the ground. Apparently, the
treehouse wasn't quite as solid as it used to be.

It was then she heard the voice, his voice.
Oh, Lord! Her toes curled into her shoes. How long had it been
since she'd heard his voice? Was she simply imagining it now? Taken
back to the past by a memory?

"I said, who's up there," Sam yelled with
irritation. "If that's you, Tommy Hecklemeier, there's going to be
hell to pay. You know your mother said you couldn't keep climbing
up there. Last time you broke your arm."

Tessa held her breath, realizing he couldn't
see her from the ground. Maybe if she stayed really quiet, if she
didn't say a word, he'd go away. She didn't want to see Sam here.
She couldn't meet him again after all these years -- not now, stuck
in a treehouse with her hair a mess and her eyes all puffy from
crying and...

"Come on down, or I'm coming up. And if I
come up, believe me, you will be sorry."

Sam's voice had deepened, matured. She
wondered what the rest of him looked like, if his legs were still
long and lean, if he'd filled in the hollow spaces of youth, if his
blond hair had gone darker, or if his blue eyes could still see
into her soul.

Tessa closed her eyes, willing him to go away
as much as she willed him to come closer. She wanted to see him and
yet she didn't. She wanted to talk to him and yet she had nothing
to say. She wanted to feel his comforting arms around her, to rest
her head on his shoulder, to have him tell her everything would be
all right, but he was married, married to her sister, as
unattainable as the man in the moon.

"Go away, Sam," she whispered. "For both our
sakes, just go away."


Chapter Three

 


Sam felt a chill run through his body. Last
night's storm had brought a cooling to the area and the sun had yet
to burn off the lingering clouds and fog. But his wariness had less
to do with the weather and more to do with the feeling that all was
not right.

It was probably nothing. The treehouse had
always been a magnet for the neighborhood kids. Phoebe hadn't
minded the company, but six months ago Tommy had fallen out of the
treehouse and broken his arm, and since then she'd decided it was
time for the treehouse to come down.

Sam had told her he'd do it, but he'd been
stalling. The treehouse was part of his youth, and it didn't belong
to only him. He'd built it with Tessa, for Tessa. She'd called it
her mansion in the sky, the place where she could go and dream of
all the cities she'd visit, all the things she'd do. Tessa had said
it was easier to dream when you were closer to the stars.

He shook his head at the foolishness of it
all. Dreams were for kids. So were tree houses. And tomorrow he'd
take the damn thing down. Just as soon as he got Tommy out of
it.

"If you're not coming down, I'm coming up,"
he warned, but still he hesitated. He hadn't been up inside the
treehouse since he'd married Alli, and for a brief moment he wasn't
sure he should go now. But he heard another creak and knew that he
couldn't leave without rousting the little trespasser.

"Mrs. MacGuire told you this place was
off-limits," he said as he climbed up the rungs, praying they'd
take the weight of a full-grown man. He put his head through the
opening. "You have no right to be here. You--" He stopped abruptly
as he took in the tousled blond hair, the blue, blue eyes, the
trembling lips, the perfect oval angel face.

He stared at her in disbelief, then swung
himself up into the treehouse, feeling the boards creak with the
combination of their weight.

Tessa wasn't supposed to arrive for hours,
and she definitely wasn't supposed to be here in the treehouse. He
shook his head and blinked, wondering if he'd somehow conjured her
up.

"I probably shouldn't have climbed up," she
said warily. "But when I saw it was still here, I couldn't
resist."

"I thought you were one of the local kids.
Why didn't you say something?" He heard the words come out of his
mouth and was relieved that they seemed to make sense when his mind
was in total chaos.

She was more beautiful than he remembered, a
woman now, he realized, taking in the slender curves accentuated by
her designer jeans and short clinging sweater. Her face was thinner
than he remembered, her eyes a bit more tired, her expression
world-weary.

"I hoped you might go away. I wasn't planning
on seeing anyone yet." She put a hand to her hair. "I must look
awful. I can't remember when I slept more than a few minutes in a
row."

"No, you don't -- look awful," he added,
unable to stop looking at her.

Almost a decade had passed between them, a
friendship gone, a love affair severed, a relationship destroyed
forever. Yet here she was -- in the one place he'd never expected
to see her again and looking as beautiful, as desirable, as
vulnerable as he'd ever seen her.

"Have you seen Grams?" Tessa asked. "How is
she?"

"Last night," he said. "They don't know the
extent of the damage yet, if there is any. They're hopeful that it
will be minimal."

Tessa's eyes filled with fear. Her expression
reminded him of Alli, of the way she'd looked at her grandmother,
silently praying for a miracle.

Alli! She'd hate that Tessa was here. Hate it
even more that they were together.

"Will Grams be all right?" Tessa asked.

Ten years ago he would have lied. It would
have been expected. Tessa hated bad news, and he'd always tried to
protect her. But now...

"I don't know," was all he could say.

"That's not the right answer."

"We're not kids anymore." He sounded like a
gruff old man, but he had to put some barrier between them. "I
can't make this go away like a bad dream."

She stared at him uncertainly. "That's a
shame, because I'd really like to wake up and not find myself
here." She let out a sigh. "I'm surprised Grams didn't take this
down years ago. There was no reason to keep it." Her words sounded
offhand, as if she didn't care, but her eyes seemed to say
something else.

"You loved this treehouse once." He felt sure
she wanted him to remind her of that, although he couldn't have
said why.

"A long time ago," she replied.

A silence fell between them. Leaves drifted
past the open windows like the cascade of memories that fluttered
in his mind. He could see Tessa eating peanut butter on celery
sticks, writing plays they would later act out, lying on her back
staring through a square hole in the roof at the stars that peeked
through, weaving stories and dreams that would take on a life of
their own.

"The treehouse used to be bigger, didn't it?"
Tessa asked.

"We used to be smaller."

She sent him a bittersweet smile. "Right. We
should go. I need to pull myself together, then get to the
hospital." She paused, sending him a curious look. "What are you
doing here anyway?"

"I was getting the newspaper, and I thought I
heard someone in the yard."

"Getting the paper? Are you keeping an eye on
Grams's house while she's in the hospital?"

She didn't know, Sam suddenly realized.
Didn't know he was living next door. Didn't know Alli had asked him
for a divorce.

"Sam?" Tessa asked, a question in her
eyes.

"I'm living next door now."

"I thought -- I thought you and Alli lived
across town in the new Seaside development."

"Alli still lives there. I moved out three
months ago."

She stared at him, her eyes completely
unreadable. "I -- I don't know what to say. Grams didn't tell
me."

He shrugged. "It doesn't matter. Do you want
to go down first?" He stopped abruptly as her eyes widened, as they
both remembered.

"You go first so you can catch me,"
thirteen-year-old Tessa said with a laugh that sang on the wind.
"You can be my hero."

"I would never let you fall," Sam said
gallantly.

"I know that. I trust you with my life."

The memory teased at his brain like an
unwanted, irritating refrain. He certainly hadn't turned out to be
her hero. He'd let her fall. In fact, he'd given her a push.

"I'll go first," he said abruptly, and
lowered himself to the ground as fast as humanly possible.

Tessa reached the ground a second later, her
willowy body so close to his he could almost touch her. Instead he
put his hands in the pockets of his blue jeans while she brushed an
errant leaf out of her thick blond hair. She was tall, almost five
foot ten, at least a half dozen inches over Alli. But there was
still a sense of frailty about Tessa that he'd never seen in her
younger sister, a feeling that she needed to be protected, while
Alli could fend for herself.

"Do you know where Grams keeps the keys to
her car?" Tessa asked. "I got a ride from the airport, but I have
no way of getting to the hospital."

"Her car is in the shop. It will be ready
this afternoon."

"Oh. I'll call a cab, then."

"I can give you a ride."

She looked surprised by the offer. So was
he.

"Are you sure?" she asked.

He hesitated. "You have to get there, don't
you? I was planning to go anyway, right after I drop Megan at
school."

Megan! It suddenly occurred to him that he
had a daughter who was probably wondering where he was. "Come over
when you're ready." He started walking toward the side yard as he
spoke.

Tessa hesitated. "I think I should take a
cab."

“Why?”

"Because it seems easier."

He turned back to face her. "Easier to find a
cab in this small town than to get in a car with me? You really
have been gone a long time, haven't you?"

"Being with you is complicated. Did I really
need to say that out loud?" she challenged, her eyes suddenly
coming alive.

"Life is complicated."

"I try to keep it as simple as I can."

"That's why you never came back."

"That's one reason."

"Don't you want to meet your niece?" He'd
always found Tessa's lack of interest in Megan irritating. It
wasn't as if Megan had ever done anything to hurt Tessa.

Tessa looked surprised. "Do you think Megan
wants to meet me? I'm sure she can't have heard much good about me
in your house."

"Alli doesn't talk about you at all."

"Of course she doesn't. What was I
thinking?"

"But you are family, Tessa, whether you want
to be or not."

"Not anymore, Sam."

"You and Alli have the same blood running
through your veins. I consider that family."

"I'm sure Alli wouldn't agree with you."

"Probably not. But then she doesn't agree
with me about most things these days."

"I thought you'd stick by her forever." Tessa
clapped a hand to her mouth. "Forget I said that."

"Alli doesn't want me to stick by her."

"I can't imagine that."

"No need to imagine. It's simple fact." He
turned toward his house, not sure she'd follow, not sure it
wouldn't be better if she didn't. He opened the kitchen door and
found Megan sitting at the table eating Cheerios soaked in milk.
She looked up, her mouth full of cereal, her hair tangled from
sleep. "Hi, Daddy. Where were you?"

"Next door."

"Did Grams come home?"

"No." He hated the sad look that crossed her
face. "But she will soon. You better eat so I can get you to school
on time."

Megan looked past him, her eyes widening. Sam
looked from his daughter to Tessa and wasn't sure who was more
surprised. He'd shown Megan pictures of Tessa, but he'd never fully
explained why Tessa wasn't part of their lives.

"You're Aunt Tessa," Megan said in delight.
"The one who was the fairy princess in the school play."

Tessa looked taken aback. "I, uh, yes, that
was me."

"I'm going to be a princess next Halloween,"
Megan continued. "Mommy thinks I should be a lion, or a Gypsy, but
I think a fairy princess would be better. Because they're so
pretty. You're beautiful," she added shyly.

To Sam's amazement, a flush of red swept
across Tessa's face. How many people must have told her she was
beautiful, with long blond hair sweeping past her shoulders, eyes
the color of the deep blue sea, and a mouth that could pout or kiss
or laugh with the best of them.

Looking at her now, in the light of the
kitchen, he was struck again by the sheer beauty of her. And what
he liked even better was that she could still blush.

"Thank you," Tessa said slowly. "You're
beautiful, too."

"Do you want some Cheerios?" Megan asked.

"No, thanks." Tessa took a step back toward
the door. "Maybe I should wait at Grams's house until you're ready
to go to the hospital, Sam."

"Don't leave," Megan protested. "You just got
here. I have so many questions. No one ever seems to know where you
are. Daddy says you're a model. And Grams showed me your picture on
the cover of a magazine. I want to be a model when I grow up."
Megan sent Sam a look that dared him to deny her that dream. "So
you have to stay."

Tessa glanced at Sam. "Do you think it's all
right for me to be here?"

"Why wouldn't it be?"

"You know why."

He did. But despite Alli's wish for the
contrary, Tessa and Megan were family. Sometimes family ended up in
the same room. And sometimes he liked to live a little
dangerously.

* * *

Alli stared down at her grandmother's face.
There was no tightness to her skin, no pucker to her lips, no
humor, joy, pain, or anger. Phoebe MacGuire's face was as smooth as
the face of a porcelain doll, the lines of age having vanished
overnight. She looked...

Alli was afraid to let the words out,
terrified that saying it out loud or even to herself would make it
come true. She desperately wanted to see something on her
grandmother's face, some emotion that would show she was still
alive, still caring about them, still fighting to go on. But aside
from the slight rise and fall of her grandmother's chest, there was
no movement. And Phoebe was pale, her skin almost as white as her
hair, translucent against the white sheet that covered her.

Alli wished for Phoebe to open her eyes, so
the light would shine out of them like the lighthouse beacon on the
rocky beach calling the sailors home, showing them the way to go,
guiding them to safety. She wanted to feel safe again. She wanted
all of them to be safe.

"Wake up, Grams," Alli said softly, stroking
her grandmother's hand. Alli could feel the pulse beating in her
grandmother's thin wrist, but she could also feel the fragility of
her bones, and it frightened her.

Had her grandmother always been this thin or
had she lost weight? And if Phoebe had lost weight, why hadn't Alli
noticed? She felt an immediate surge of guilt at the thought that
she hadn't been paying enough attention, so caught up in her own
problems was she. Was this her fault? Could she have done something
differently?

"You have to be all right," Alli said more
strongly. "I don't want you to die."

"I can't die yet, honey. I haven't finished
counting the stars. And don't you know, my darling girl, that you
will never be alone, because there is always love, and love lives
forever."

Alli could hear the familiar words as clearly
as if her grandmother had said them out loud. But the words had
come from memories of those dark nights when the fears took hold
and the only one who could soothe them away was her
grandmother.

"You have to wake up. You have to say the
words, Grams. Otherwise, I can't believe them. Please," Alli
begged.

The hospital room door opened and William
Beckett walked into the room. He was an imposing man, tall, with a
strong square face, sharp dark brown eyes, and thick brows that
matched the pepper-gray color of his hair. He wore an expression
that told everyone he usually got what he wanted. And he wanted
Phoebe.

Losing her more than fifty years ago to John
MacGuire, a man picked out for Phoebe by her parents, William had
returned from Chicago after John's death, determined to win Phoebe
back. He'd become a frequent visitor to Tucker's Landing, spending
weeks at a time in a rented cottage, all the while wooing Phoebe.
And while Phoebe seemed to care deeply for William, she had yet to
commit to any sort of future with him.

Alli had no idea what their relationship was,
but anyone could see that William, despite his austere demeanor,
was in agony. He had dark shadows under his eyes and wrinkles in
his usually crisp tan slacks.

"You're back?" he said gruffly. "I thought
you might sleep in this morning."

"I couldn't sleep at all. How about you?"

"There will be time to sleep later."

Alli looked over at her grandmother, then
back at William. "Do you think..."

"I hope," he answered quickly. "And I
pray."

It wasn't what she wanted to hear. "The
doctors?"

"Haven't come in yet this morning."

"I guess I'll wait, then."

"What about work?"

"I can't leave."

"Your grandmother owns a stake in that shop
of yours, doesn't she?"

William knew that the Alley Cat, a gift shop
specializing in hometown treasures, was more than a business for
Alli, it was a lifeline her grandmother had thrown her last year
when she'd started to flounder in a sea of self-doubt. And it had
been the lifeline that kept her going through her separation from
Sam. It wasn't just a gift shop, it was her life, her future, her
daughter's future. But Grams was more important.

"You can't do anything for your grandmother,
Allison," William said. "Except to continue on with your life."

"I wish I could do something, though."

"We all do. But it will be as it was meant to
be."

"I can't accept that. I was never very good
at accepting things I didn't like."

For a moment there was a glint of a smile in
his eyes. "So I've noticed. I actually understand the inability to
accept something that seems completely wrong." He glanced over at
Phoebe and smiled. "Your grandmother would tell you I've been
bullheaded for longer than you've been alive. Unfortunately, it
still hasn't gotten me what I want." His voice drifted away and he
moved toward the bed, sitting down in the chair next to Phoebe. He
picked up her hand and squeezed it. "But I'm not done trying," he
said softly. "So you better wake up, Phoebe, if for no other reason
than to tell me to go away."

"She wouldn't do that," Alli said, touched by
the despair in his voice.

"She hasn't yet, but I'm not sure she won't."
He shook his head. "But there will be time for that later. Now we
have to concentrate on getting your grandmother well. Giving her
whatever she needs." He focused his piercing dark eyes on her face.
"You will do that, won't you?"

"Yes."

"Even if that means accepting your sister's
presence here at the hospital?"

Alli stiffened. "I would do anything to make
Grams feel better, but Tessa turned her back on Grams years
ago."

"That isn't true and you know it. They've
seen each other many times over the years."

"On exotic vacations that only Tessa could
afford," Alli acknowledged bitterly. It was just one more area in
which she couldn't compete with her older sister. "But where was
Tessa when Grains sprained her ankle last year? And where was Tessa
when Grams turned seventy or during any of the last nine Christmas
holidays? I'm actually surprised she's coming now. Tessa swore
she'd never set foot in Tucker's Landing again."

"Never is a long time. I expect Tessa will do
what she needs to do, same as you will."

Alli just wished whatever Tessa needed to do
could be done in another country, miles away from here, from her,
from Sam. How could she deal with her sister on top of everything
else?

Alli paced restlessly around the cramped
hospital room, feeling angry and scared, more scared than she'd
ever been in her life. "I can't lose Grams." She paused, looking
into William's compassionate eyes. "I have to do something. I'm
going to call her doctor and tell him to get over here. She
needs... she needs something," Alli finished, feeling helpless
despite her brave words.

"Dr. Price was here until late last night,"
William reminded her. "He's a good man and he cares about your
grandmother. His credentials are excellent. I wouldn't entrust your
grandmother to just anyone. But if Dr. Price doesn't give us the
answers we require, I have no qualms about finding another
specialist, even if it means flying someone in from across the
country."

Alli felt better knowing that William was
prepared to do anything to save her grandmother. She just hoped
there was something that could be done. Tears pushed at Alli's eyes
as she stared down at her grandmother's beautiful but cold face. "I
feel like she's already gone. I can't reach her. I can't make her
wake up. And I want her to wake up."

"She's a strong woman, your grandmother,"
William said, his eyes fixed on Phoebe's face. "She does what she
has to do without complaining. And she doesn't give up. You must
have gotten that from her." He paused. "At least that's what she
always says."

"Grams said I was like her?" Alli asked in
amazement. "She never told me that. Everyone says Grams looked just
like Tessa when she was young."

William stood up and came around the bed. He
puts a hand on Alli's shoulder. "Phoebe was blond and beautiful
when she was young, same as Tessa. But she had fire in her heart,
too, same as you."

Alli smiled back at him. "Thank you."

"Now, why don't you go home or go to work?
I'll call you when Phoebe wakes up or if the doctor has any
news."

Alli hesitated. "If you're sure. I can pick
up Megan and take her to school, then come back."

"I'm sure. And Alli... whatever you may
think, I know your grandmother loves both you and Tessa. That's why
I called your sister. Because Phoebe needs all the support she can
get."

"I know. And I can handle seeing Tessa
again," Alli said, wishing she felt as confident as she
sounded.


Chapter Four

 


Alli's words came back to haunt her as she
stopped in the doorway, taking in the scene in Sam's living
room.

Tessa. She was here. Tessa of the
long, glorious blond hair and the bombshell body and the seductive
blue eyes. Her sister hadn't changed at all. If anything, she was
more beautiful than ever. And Alli was nowhere near ready to see
her.

Alli glanced at Sam. His jaw was set in
granite, his eyes dark and unreadable. She wondered what had gone
on between them before she'd arrived. Had they talked? Had they run
into each other's arms like long-lost lovers? An old intense
jealousy grabbed hold of her heart and squeezed.

"Mommy?" Megan asked in confusion.

The one word pulled her together like nothing
else could. "Megan," Alli said quickly, trying to catch her breath.
She'd known this moment was coming. She'd anticipated Tessa's
arrival. But not like this. She'd thought to meet Tessa at the
hospital, in cold, clinical surroundings, not here in the Tuckers'
old house, and most definitely not with Megan in attendance,
listening to every word.

Seeing the three of them together tore at
Alli's heart. They looked like a family -- the mother, the father,
the child. It struck her that this was the way it would have been,
maybe should have been.

Alli wondered if Sam was thinking the same
thing, the way he was looking at Tessa, the way Tessa was standing
with Megan's brush in her hand.

Megan's brush? Tessa was doing Megan's hair.
Oh, God!

Alli struggled to hang on. She didn't know
how she felt -- angry, sad, ashamed, embarrassed, left out? The
emotions flew through her so fast she couldn't keep track of them.
She knew she had to say something, but she was almost afraid to
open her mouth, completely uncertain of what words would come
out.

"Aunt Tessa is making a French braid," Megan
said uncertainly, picking up on the tension in the room.

"Maybe your mother should do it," Tessa
said.

"Mommy doesn't know how to do it very well."
Megan sent her mother an apologetic glance.

Alli's first inclination was to grab the
brush out of Tessa's hand and take Megan as far away from her
sister as she possibly could. Because Megan was hers! And Alli
couldn't take a chance on Tessa's stealing Megan's affection the
way she'd taken everyone else's.

Despite the childish emotions swamping her,
there was a part of Alli that remembered she was an adult, a
mother, and she couldn't lose control with Megan in the room.

"Alli, can I talk to you for a minute -- in
the kitchen?" Sam asked.

She looked at him in confusion and saw
something in his eyes she hadn't expected -- understanding. He knew
she was about to blow, and he was offering her a way out. For
Megan's sake, she had to take it. Mumbling something, she headed to
the kitchen. She sat down at the table and desperately counted to
ten.

"When did she arrive?" Alli asked
finally.

"A while ago," Sam said warily.

"I didn't expect her until later."

"She flew all night to get here as fast as
she could."

"But she didn't go to the hospital. She came
here instead. I wonder why."

Hearing the words fly out of her mouth, Alli
knew they sounded like an accusation, but she couldn't help it. Why
was Tessa here--brushing Megan's hair, chatting it up with Sam --
when Grams was in the hospital fighting for her life?

"She thought it was too early to go to the
hospital. She didn't realize they'd let family in at any time." Sam
took the seat across from her. "Alli, you knew she was coming. Why
are you so surprised she's here?"

"I thought I was ready. But it turns out I
wasn't. She's still beautiful, isn't she?" Sam didn't look away,
but he also didn't give anything away. "Isn't she?" Alli
persisted.

"If I say yes, will that make you happy? If I
say no, will it be the right answer? Come on, Alli. Tessa's looks
aren't the question, and you know it."

"So she just fits right back in, like she
never left."

"Maybe that's just the way it is with
family."

"Tessa is not family -- not anymore. She said
it herself when she left. She said she didn't want a sister. And
since I feel the same way, I guess we agree on one thing."

"Tessa was hurt. We hurt her," he said,
reaching out to cup her chin with his fingers. "You know we
did."

She hated that he was right, but he was. And
she could even admit it now, although it had taken her years to
come to grips with what she'd done. There had always been ways to
rationalize it. Tessa could have come home that Christmas. Sam
could have said no.

"If anyone has a right to be angry, it's
Tessa," Sam added. "I was her boyfriend. You were and are her
sister."

She shook his hand off her face. "Tessa made
mistakes, too, Sam. She broke your heart when she didn't come home
with you. Yet you blame her for nothing."

"That's not entirely true. And that doesn't
excuse what we did."

"I know that. But Tessa wasn't perfect, and I
hate that no one else can see that."

He uttered a short, bitter laugh. "No one
else can see it? Hell, Alli, you're the only one who ever thought
she was perfect. You couldn't see past Tessa's pretty face. You
were so consumed with jealousy, you never saw Tessa for who she
really was."

"Because everyone treated her like she was a
goddess visiting us from the top of the universe. And it doesn't
look like anything has changed. Before she only had Tucker's
Landing to rule, now she has practically the whole damn world at
her beck and call. Even Megan..." Alli stood up, too restless to
stay seated. "Even Megan has joined the ranks of the adoring."

"Megan is excited to meet her aunt. I don't
think it would matter if Tessa had warts and a long nose. Megan
would still want to meet her, because she's family."

"But she doesn't have warts and a long nose.
And Megan wants Tessa to do her hair. How could you let Tessa do
Megan's hair?" she asked, her voice catching in her throat.

"I--" He shrugged. "I don't know. I can't
make a French braid. And that's what Megan wanted."

His answer was so damn logical she wanted to
scream.

"You're making too much of this," he added
quietly. "You always make too much of things where Tessa is
concerned. You've been doing it since you were nine years old.
Can't you let anything slide?"

"It's not that easy. You don't know what she
does to me."

"I have a pretty good idea," Sam said dryly.
"I've refereed more battles between the two of you than I care to
remember. But what you have to remember is that Tessa is here
because of Phoebe. And that's all that's important."

"I know. I know." Alli pushed her hair out of
her eyes. "I just wish Grams was all right and Tessa was on the
other side of the world where she belongs."

Frustrated, she picked up the cereal bowl and
carried it to the sink. She set it down more forcefully than she
should have and it clashed with a glass, shattering it into several
pieces. It was suddenly all too much, her grandmother, Sam,
Tessa... Tears flooded Alli's eyes as she leaned against the
counter.

A moment later, she felt Sam's hands on her
shoulders, rubbing the tight muscles the way he'd done so many
times before. It was familiar and loving and painful.

Still, Alli couldn't help leaning back
against him. He felt so good, strong, safe. And she needed to feel
him with her, behind her, supporting her, even if it was only for a
minute.

"So, what now?" she asked with a sigh.

"I think I should take Tessa to the hospital,
and you can take Megan to school."

Again, the green-eyed monster raised its ugly
head. Of course he wanted to take Tessa, more time alone with his
long-lost love.

She jerked away from him. "Fine. That's
probably the way you want it."

"Yeah, I figure we can make out on the way to
the hospital." Sam caught her by the arm, and this time his grip
was not reassuring, it was angry. "What the hell kind of man do you
think I am anyway?"

"I don't know."

"Don't you? Haven't we lived together for the
past nine years? Haven't you folded my underwear and taken my
temperature and seen me go to work every day and come home every
night -- to you, to my daughter?"

His eyes blazed with a fury she didn't begin
to understand.

"I know what color your underwear is, Sam,
but I don't know what you think, how you feel about me or Tessa or
anyone for that matter. You don't talk to me."

"Maybe you don't listen. Maybe you don't want
to hear me, because it would upset all your fantasies and
illusions."

"I don't have any more fantasies. They died
from lack of interest. So let me go, Sam, because we both know
you've been trying to get away from me for most of your life."

Sam's hand fell from her arm. "Maybe you're
right," he said. "Maybe it's time we both let go. Because I don't
know what we're trying to hold on to."

Alli swallowed hard. She didn't really want
him to let her go. But it was too late to take back her words. And
it was better this way. Despite what Sam said, she knew his
feelings for Tessa were unresolved. Now that Tessa was back, maybe
it was time to resolve them.

"I'm out of here," Sam said, leaving her
alone in the kitchen.

When she finally got up her nerve to return
to the living room, she found Megan sitting all alone in the big
armchair with her backpack on and her hair done up in a beautiful
French braid.

"You look terrific," Alli said.

Megan's face blossomed into a smile as she
moved her head from side to side. "Do you like it?"

"Like it? I love it. Are you ready for summer
school?"

Megan nodded and got to her feet. "Are you
going to take me, Mommy? I like it when you take me to school."

"You do?" Alli said.

"Yes, because Daddy always listens to the
sports station and you listen to music."

It was the best compliment she'd gotten all
morning. "You can listen to whatever you want, sweetie."

"Aunt Tessa is nice," Megan said.

Alli felt her body go tense. She couldn't
come up with a response to save her life.

"How come you never talk about her? She's
really pretty." Megan paused. "But you're way prettier, Mommy."

Alli swept Megan up into her arms and gave
her a big hug. "I love you, baby."

"I love you, too, Mommy. But I'm not a baby
anymore."

Alli gave her a teary smile. "I know, but
you'll always be my baby."

* * *

Tessa tried to relax, but sitting next to Sam
in the front seat of his Ford Explorer felt awkward and
uncomfortable.

Sam had barely spoken to her, barely looked
at her since they'd left the house.

She suspected he and Alli had had an argument
in the kitchen, probably over her. No doubt Alli had not liked the
fact that she was here, or that Megan wanted her aunt to do her
hair. Well, big deal. Alli was acting like a child.

Tessa cleared her throat. Sam didn't even
glance at her. "Sam," she said pointedly.

"What?" He didn't sound at all happy to be
speaking to her.

"Do you still have the T-Bird?"

"Yeah."

"But you don't drive it?"

"Once in a while. It's not exactly a family
car."

And he was a family man. How strange to think
of him that way. "Are you and Alli really getting a divorce?" she
asked.

"It looks that way."

"Mind if I ask why?"

"Alli wasn't happy."

"Were you?"

He didn't say anything for a long moment.
"Maybe not every second of every day, but who is?"

"That's an evasive answer."

He shrugged. "What about you? Are you
happy?"

"Me? Of course I'm happy. My career is great.
I travel all over the world. I make a lot of money." She cleared
her throat, wondering why it didn't sound that good. She had a
fantastic life, everyone said so. "I have two apartments, one in
L.A. and one in New York," she added.

"Can't decide which city you like
better?"

"It's convenient to have a place on each
coast."

"Life in the fast lane," he murmured.

"There's a lot to see and do," she said,
feeling defensive. She couldn't tell if he was impressed or
critical of her lifestyle. "It's a big world out there."

"You don't get tired of the traveling?"

"No. Well, sometimes." She let out a breath,
feeling especially weary today. She turned her head to look at him
and was reassured by the familiarity of his profile. This was Sam.
Why was she pretending? "It's hard to stay ahead of the pack," she
said. "There are so many pretty young girls chasing me, I'm
beginning to feel hunted."

"I doubt anyone can catch you."

Then Sam sent her a smile that took her right
back to where they'd once been, when his every look could make her
palms sweat and her heart race. There were better looking men in
the world. She'd posed with many of them. But there was something
about Sam that stirred her. Even now, dressed in blue jeans and a
T-shirt, he was far too appealing.

"I appreciate the vote of confidence," she
said lightly.

"It sounds like you've got everything you
wanted."

Except you. Except a husband and
children. "Pretty much. So do you and Alli ever get out of this
town?"

"We went to Los Angeles for a car show a few
years back. That's about it."

"I remember when you wanted to hunt for
shipwrecks in the Caribbean."

"I wanted to be a professional race car
driver, too, but I grew up."

"I also remember a time when you swore you'd
never work for your father, but Grams tells me you've taken over
his business completely."

"I like it better than I thought I
would."

"Really? Or have you gotten good at making
the best of things?"

He shot her an annoyed look. "You know, there
was a time when you wanted to get married and have kids. What
happened to that?"

Her body tightened at his question. She knew
he was only getting a little back at her, but he had no idea how
much his words hurt. Of course she'd wanted to get married. She'd
wanted to marry him, have his children. She'd never found anyone
else with whom she wanted to spend the rest of her life.

"I can still have all that. I have plenty of
time. And I think it's smart to follow a plan, to make things
happen when they're meant to happen," she said pointedly.

"You got me," Sam said, putting a hand on his
heart. "We're almost at the hospital. Any other darts you want to
throw before we get there?"

She hated the fact that she'd said anything.
It had been her intention to stay calm, in control, to never let
him think she had spent one second of one day upset about what he
had done to her.

"I don't want to talk about it," she said
quickly.

"That makes two of us."

A few minutes later, Sam turned off the
highway and entered the hospital parking lot. He turned off the car
and pulled the key out of the ignition. "Ready?"

Tessa hesitated. "Sam..." She didn't know
what she wanted him to say, but something.

"You can do this," he replied, in answer to
her silent plea.

"Grams is the strong one, not me. I won't be
any use to her."

"She needs you, Tessa."

"I'm not good with sick people. I never know
what to say, what to do. I feel helpless."

"You'll be fine. Phoebe isn't expecting a tap
dance. In fact, the doctor said it might take time for her to
recover enough to speak or move."

"Oh, God! She's paralyzed. You didn't tell me
she was paralyzed." A dozen horrible thoughts ran through her mind.
Grams in a wheelchair. Grams unable to speak. It was too awful to
contemplate, but she couldn't stop her imagination from running
wild.

"Hang on a second," Sam said hastily. "They
don't know the full extent of her condition, Tessa. She could
recover completely. Don't jump off that cliff yet."

Tessa put a hand to her mouth, feeling
suddenly nauseous. "Come with me," she begged. "Grams always liked
you. I'll feel better if you're there."

He hesitated, then nodded. "I can only stay
for a few minutes. I have to get things settled at work."

"Thank you." Tessa opened the car door and
stepped onto the pavement. Sam joined her a second later. She
smiled at him and shook her head in amazement.

"What?" he asked curiously.

"You, me. I can't believe I'm here. After all
these years."

"I can't quite believe it either."

"Grams says Tucker's Landing is turning into
a tourist mecca," she said as they began to walk toward the
hospital.

"That's right."

"So your business is doing well?"

"Yes, in fact... I haven't told anyone this,
but I got an offer to sell out to a Japanese outfit."

"Really? Are you going to sell?"

"I don't know. It's an interesting offer, but
completely impractical. What I should do is buy myself another boat
and make it impossible for any outside operation to come in and
take over my business."

"But if you sell, you could do something else
with your life." She paused. "I know you had to go to work, Sam,
that it was the most logical move to make, but surely you've wanted
something more, something else over the years. I don't remember you
ever dreaming about growing up to be your father."

"I'm not my father." He shrugged. "I'm a
Tucker and I belong in Tucker's Landing. It's where my home is, my
business is, and most importantly, where my daughter is."

"Alli works at a gift shop, doesn't she?"
Tessa asked as they moved toward the hospital entrance.

"The Alley Cat. She doesn't just work it. She
owns it with your grandmother."

She shook her head. "Alli as a businesswoman;
that seems strange, too."

"She's actually very good at it."

Tessa raised an eyebrow. "Defending the woman
you're about to divorce?"

"The divorce doesn't have anything to do with
Alli's business capabilities. You might find it hard to believe,
but away from you, Alli actually acts like a grown-up most of the
time."

"You're right, I find it hard to
believe."


Chapter Five

 


"A few minutes around Tessa, and I go from
being a mature adult to acting like the nasty, jealous little
sister I used to be." Alli tossed her purse down on the front
counter of her store, thankful that the shop was still empty,
because she needed to talk to someone before she exploded.

Mary Ann Whitman was not only Alli's
assistant, but in the past year she had become a dear friend. At
thirty-five, the slightly pregnant, brown-haired Mary Ann was eight
years older than Alli. Where Alli was emotional, Mary Ann was cool
as a cucumber. Where Alli was spontaneous, Mary Ann had a day
planner that was detailed to the last minute. And when Alli took
chances, Mary Ann usually had a backup plan just in case things
didn't work out.

With such complementary strengths, they had
developed a strong friendship and a good working relationship. And
with daughters the same age, they also had the added advantage of
sharing baby-sitting.

"You have to stop reacting," Mary Ann said as
she finished straightening a display of shell jewelry. "Tessa knows
how to push your buttons, and I bet you're good at pushing
hers."

"To be honest, Tessa barely said a word. It
was just her presence. God! She's so disgustingly beautiful. Megan
already adores her. And Sam, well, Sam is probably thrilled she's
back."

"What do you think?" Mary Ann asked,
motioning toward the display. "Kathleen really outdid herself with
these necklaces," she added, noting the fine detail work of one of
their local artisans.

"It looks great," Alli said without much
enthusiasm.

"How is Phoebe?" Mary Ann pushed her
constantly slipping glasses back up her nose and stared at Alli
with concerned brown eyes. "Was she any better this morning?"

"No. In fact, William just called me to say
that the doctor said it's a matter of time now to see how much
damage has been done. They've run several tests, but they'll have
to see what happens in the next few days before they can determine
the full extent of the stroke." Alli sat down on the stool behind
the counter. "I've never seen Grams so still."

"She's just getting her strength back."

"I hope so. William is staying with her."

"He's a good friend. Or it is more than
that?"

Alli tipped her head. "Maybe. Grams is cagey
when it comes to him. I do believe he has a thing for her, but I
have a hunch that Grams is still in love with my grandfather."

"What are you doing here anyway? I thought
you were spending the day at the hospital."

"Tessa and Sam are there now."

"And you don't want to keep an eye on them?"
Mary Ann raised a questioning eyebrow.

"I don't want to upset Grams. And I'm not
sure I can keep my mouth shut when Tessa is in the room."

"I'm sure Tessa has all kinds of men dancing
to her tune these days. She's a supermodel, for heaven's sake.
Sam's just a small-town guy to her now. You have nothing to worry
about."

"But she never married. Don't you think
that's odd?"

"Tessa is living the jet set life. And she's
not even thirty. There is plenty of time for her to settle
down."

"I know. You're right. Tessa is free as a
bird." Alli's mouth trembled. "And in a short while Sam will be
free, too."

"Oh, honey," Mary Ann said with a
compassionate shake of her head. "Why don't you call the whole
thing off?"

"I can't."

"Sure you can."

"No. Tessa is back now. It's fate. Sam has to
find out."

"Find out what?"

"Whether or not he still loves her."

Mary Ann looked at Alli with sharp, knowing
eyes. "Are you sure you want him to find out? Because you could
pull it in right now, take it all back, and I think Sam would go
along with you. He loves Megan."

"But does he love me?"

Mary Ann sighed. "Maybe it's just enough that
he likes you a lot. Come on, Alli. You're not a kid anymore. You
have a child, a job, a mortgage, bills to pay. That's the reality
of your life -- mine, too. Some days I'm not even sure I like my
husband anymore, much less love him. And as for sex, well, jeez,
the one good thing about pregnancy is that I can plead a headache
as often as I want."

"You don't mean that. You're madly in love
with Ron."

"I'm not 'mad' about anything or anyone.
Passion is for teenagers. Something for them to do with all their
energy. It doesn't last in any marriage."

"It's different for you. You know why Ron
married you, and it wasn't because you were pregnant. Sam did the
right thing by me. And I appreciate that. But we didn't marry for
love."

"Maybe you didn't start off right, but you
and Sam have made a life together. Why throw it all away?"

"Because this is the right thing for me to do
-- for Sam. When I saw that box of photographs and magazine covers,
I felt like I'd stumbled on Sam and Tessa having sex together. It
was awful." Alli shook her head, still feeling the pain of that
moment.

"So he kept some mementos. Big deal. It's his
past. You're his present, his future."

"They weren't from the past; the pictures
were of Tessa today. Sam has been following her career, keeping his
eye on her, probably counting the days until Megan turns eighteen,"
she said bitterly. "That's why he hasn't wanted to have any more
children. He knows once Megan is an adult he can walk away, having
done his duty. And you know what, he won't even be forty. He can
start over, have another family -- with Tessa."

"Whoa, slow down," Mary Ann said sharply.
"You are way out there."

"I can't help it. I forced Sam to be a
husband, a father, a provider. I thought I could make it work. I
pretended for a long time that he would fall in love with me by the
sheer force of my will, but I know now that Sam hasn't forgotten
Tessa, and I don't think he's given up on her either. She still has
his heart. And if she has his heart, she might as well have him.
Because I can't go on living like this. I want my husband to be in
love with me. I want to have more children."

"Then don't give up on your marriage." Mary
Ann walked up to the counter and looked Alli straight in the eye.
"You're not a quitter, Allison Tucker. Everyone in this town knows
you fight for what you want. Why don't you make Sam see that you
are still the best thing that ever happened to him?"

"Because I want Sam to fight for me this
time."

Mary Ann sent her a sad smile. "Sometimes you
have to be happy with what you have."

"I want more," Alli said simply. "I always
have."

"And somehow you usually find a way to get
it. For what it's worth, my money's on you."

"Even with Tessa in town?"

"Absolutely. It's much easier to fight a real
person than a memory."

"I disagree. No one can diminish the memory
of a first love. It's too strong. No matter what I do for Sam,
he'll always think that he lost out on the love of his life."

"But he didn't. He just doesn't know it
yet."

Alli smiled at Mary Ann. "You're a good
friend."

"And you're just going through a bad patch.
Every marriage hits rocks. How many times can you pick up smelly
socks and still want to suck on your husband's toes? We're talking
about real life here."

All put a hand to her head. "You're giving me
a headache. It's too early in the morning for toe sucking.”

"Well, think about it."

"Thanks, but I'd rather not."

Mary Ann laughed as the bell over the door
rang in a customer. "Saved by the bell."

"Can you keep an eye on things out here? I
want to do some computer work in the office, check out the Internet
and see what I can find out about strokes."

"No problem. Is Sam staying at the hospital
with Tessa?"

All sent her a dark look. "I have no idea.
Like I said, Sam is a mystery to me."

Mary Ann patted her on the shoulder. "You
always did like a good mystery, honey. Just keep turning those
pages, because I have a feeling this story isn't nearly done."

* * *

The late afternoon shadows danced off Sam's
office wall, reminding him of the way Alli's wedding ring used to
catch the light.

Shit! Why was she back in his mind again? He
rested his elbows on the desk, wondering if Alli still wore her
wedding ring. He couldn't remember seeing it on her hand this
morning. Had she taken it off? Why couldn't he remember? Why did he
care?

Slamming his hand down on the desk in
frustration, Sam got to his feet and walked over to the window
overlooking the harbor. By the Fourth of July there would be no
empty slips, no quiet mornings. While a part of him missed the
solitude of winter, the other part of him reveled in the chance to
make some summer money. The next three months would determine the
success of the rest of the year.

As Tucker's Landing and the towns to the
north and the south began to spread closer to each other, there
would be more long-term business as well, which was exactly why the
opportunity to sell his charter boat service had arisen. But how
could he leave behind what had become a part of him?

Saying it out loud to Tessa had only
confirmed what he had instinctively known -- that this was his life
now, and he needed to start living it. Not just managing it, not
just keeping his head above water, not just surviving, but taking
charge, making changes. He'd invested his time in his business but
not his heart.

Maybe that's what he'd done with his
marriage, too. Maybe it had been easier to live the life that had
happened to him instead of making it his own. But, hell, when had
he had time to think about any of it? He'd been too busy growing
up, being a father, running a business.

Well, it was time now. In fact, it was past
time.

The door opened behind him, and he didn't
have to turn around to know that Alli had entered the room. He
could smell her. He could feel her. Maybe it was because they
hadn't had sex in months. Maybe that was why he was so attuned to
her. He couldn't possibly miss her.

"Grams hasn't changed," she said.

He turned around and saw the shadows under
her eyes, the tight lines around her mouth, the worry in her
expression. Her hair drifted loose from its clip, and her black
pants and matching sweater only emphasized her aura of gloom.

"The doctors said it was normal for Phoebe's
body to shut down for a while," he reminded her. "She suffered a
trauma."

"It's been twenty-four hours since it
happened. I think that's long enough to sleep, especially for
Grams. She never sleeps. I talked to her, trying to get her
interested enough to open her eyes and look at me, but she
didn't."

Sam looked at the clock on the wall, suddenly
realizing it was after five. He'd meant to get back to the hospital
but he'd let work take over his mind, relieved to have something
constructive to focus on. "When did you see your grandmother?"

"About an hour ago. William was still there.
I don't think he's left her side all day." Alli cleared her throat.
"Apparently, he lent Tessa his car so she could go back to the
house and rest."

Sam nodded, wary of Tessa's entrance into the
conversation.

"I'd like to go back to the hospital tonight,
but I don't want to take Megan there again," Alli said. "She needs
to be at home, watching television, playing, being normal. I don't
want her worrying about Grams."

"I'll stay with her."

Alli hesitated. "At the house?"

"At our house," he said pointedly. "Of
course."

"I didn't know if it would be uncomfortable
for you to be there."

"It's uncomfortable for me to not be there,"
he said shortly.

"I told you I would leave and you could stay,
Sam."

"And I told you it was better for Megan to be
with her mother in her own house, her own bedroom. I still feel
that way."

"Well, thank you."

"Would you stop being so fucking polite?" he
shouted, fed up with their conversation.

"Polite? You're angry with me for being
polite?" she asked in amazement. "That's a switch. Didn't you call
me selfish, childish? Now I'm in trouble for acting like a polite
adult? I can't win, can I?"

For some reason he was relieved to see the
sparkle come back into her eyes, the color sweep across her cheeks.
She looked alive again. She looked like Alli.

"I'm the one who can't win," he said. "You
get pregnant, so I marry you. But that's not enough. I work like a
dog to make a life for us, but I don't spend enough time with you.
I take care of you and watch over you, but because I don't send you
love letters, I'm a bastard."

"I never asked for love letters. I asked for
love," she cried, stepping forward as she shook her finger in his
face. "Not once, Sam Tucker -- not once have you ever said I love
you."

Her wedding ring caught in the fading
sunlight and sent sparks dancing off the wall, blinding him with
memories. So she hadn't taken it off. He couldn't hear what she was
saying. He couldn't remember what he was going to say, because her
face was too close and her breath came in gasps that reminded him
of the way she breathed when they made love.

He felt himself lean forward and saw her do
the same. Suddenly her mouth was in reach, her lips were under his,
and she tasted like his best dream, his best meal, his best
kiss.

And she kissed him back. Her lips opened
under his and he slipped his tongue between the seam before she had
a chance to shut him out, before she remembered that she didn't
like him and he didn't love her. But this wasn't about thinking, it
was about feeling, wanting, taking... and he took, kissing her
again and again, his body hardening with each taste, his hands
seeking her soft curves.

She seemed to melt into him like a sail
catching a breeze, going along for the ride, for the simple thrill
of it all. It was so easy, so freeing... and then it was over.

Alli shoved him away hard, her hair flying
around her face, tangled from his fingers, her eyes glittering with
desire, with fear. "What the hell are we doing?"

It was a good question. A damned good
question. He wished he had an answer. The silence went on too long
as he wrestled with an explanation.

"Let's just forget that happened," she said
finally, crossing her arms in front of her chest, then uncrossing
them, as she shifted from one foot to the other. "What time will
you come to the house?"

"What time do you want me?"

"I don't want you," she burst out. She put a
shaky hand to her mouth. "I don't want you."

"I thought we were going to forget."

"You shouldn't have kissed me."

"You shouldn't have kissed me back," he
replied.

"Bad habit," she said tersely.

He nodded. Wasn't that the truth?

"Come by in an hour," she said more
decisively. "I'll feed Megan before you get there, and I'll be home
by ten."

"Do you want an apology, Alli?"

Her eyes met his. "That's the last thing I
want, Sam. Don't you know that yet?"


Chapter Six

 


“I wish I knew what to say to you." Tessa
scooted forward in the chair next to the hospital bed. She wanted
to take Phoebe's hand, but she was afraid to touch her, because
this pale, lifeless woman did not look anything like her vibrant
grandmother.

"I guess I should tell you how things are
going, if you can hear me. The nurse thinks you might like some
conversation." Tessa took a deep breath, then continued. "I saw Sam
and Alli today. I don't know what I was expecting. They look the
same, and yet they don't. Sam felt like my friend. Alli looked like
my sister." She paused. "But the truth is -- Sam isn't my friend,
and Alli isn't my sister. I don't want to feel anything for them.
It hurt so bad the last time we were all together. How can I go
through that again?"

Tessa settled back in the chair and crossed
her legs, wishing her grandmother could tell her everything would
work out. Then she realized how selfish that sounded. Grams was
fighting for her life, and Tessa was worrying about an old love
affair.

Maybe she really was as shallow as Alli had
said.

Disturbed by her thoughts, she got to her
feet and paced around the small room, which was sterile and
frightening. Tessa hated the smells of medicine and disinfectant,
the sounds of beeps and bells. She especially hated the nurses who
were laughing in the hall like everything was fine, when there were
people who couldn't laugh, who couldn't speak, who weren't
okay.

"I don't want you to be here, Grams," she
said, returning to the side of her grandmother's bed. "I want
things to be the way they were."

Her vision blurred with a sudden rush of
tears. She couldn't cry. Models didn't cry, not ever. It was bad
for the eyes, bad for the complexion. Crying made her human, and
she wasn't supposed to be human, she was supposed to be super,
extraordinary, out of this world. But right now she felt small and
helpless.

Reaching for a box of tissues, Tessa
deliberately blew her nose and wiped her eyes, just the way her
grandmother had done after they'd buried Tessa's parents and gotten
on with their lives.

"I'm going to get through this and so are
you," Tessa said, resuming her seat. "I met Megan today. She's just
as beautiful and smart and funny as you said. And she might have
been the only one who was actually happy to see me arrive. Sam
looked shocked when he saw me, and wary. I don't remember him being
so careful with his words, so quiet. And Alli was angry, guilty
maybe. I don't know. So many years have passed. Sam says she has
grown up. Maybe she has. It doesn't matter. We might be sisters in
blood, but there isn't anything else there. Sometimes that's the
way it is with sisters."

Tessa let out a sigh. "I really wish this
hadn't happened to you, that we were sitting on a lounger on a
beach somewhere sipping those piña coladas that you like so much. I
wish I could hear you laughing and see you doing those crossword
puzzles that drive you crazy or digging in your garden. I've never
seen anyone who enjoyed being dirty as much as you do. I can't
remember when I last had dirt under my fingernails. I hate this,
Grams," she said with desperation. "I don't want you to be sick. I
need you to tell me everything will be okay, just like when I was a
kid. Please, Grams, can't you just tell me that? You remember how
it goes: 'I can't die yet, honey, because I haven't finished
counting the stars -- ' " Tessa's breath caught in her throat as
her grandmother's eyelids began to flicker.

Her heart pounded against her chest with
impossible hope. "Grams?"

Another flicker, then a blink, and Tessa was
staring into her grandmother's light blue eyes. There was no
recognition at first, but another blink seemed to bring Phoebe
closer to awareness.

"Oh, my God. You're awake. It's me, Grams --
it's Tessa."

Phoebe's mouth trembled but didn't open, and
a silent battle went on in her eyes that grew more panicked by the
second.

"Oh, no! You can't talk, can you?"

Phoebe didn't answer or couldn't answer,
Tessa wasn't sure which.

"I don't know what to do. I should call the
nurse or the doctor or William," Tessa said wildly, looking around
the room for something, someone...

The door opened as her prayers were heard,
and she looked toward it in relief. Even seeing Alli step into the
room didn't diminish her feeling of relief. "Thank God you're here!
She's awake. Grams is awake." Tessa jumped to her feet. "But she
can't talk. We should get someone."

"She's awake?" Alli echoed, coming around the
other side of the bed so that Grams lay between them.

"Isn't that what I just said?"

"I'll call the nurse." Alli pushed the call
button lying on the mattress next to Phoebe, then she picked up
Phoebe's hand and stroked it reassuringly. "Everything will be all
right, Grams."

Tessa watched as Phoebe's eyes focused on
All's face. It was plain to see that her grandmother could hear
Alli, that she was listening with every last ounce of her
energy.

All smiled down at her reassuringly. "Don't
worry. You're just half asleep, Grams. It takes a few minutes for
your muscles to catch up. You've been sleeping all day. It's about
time you woke up. Don't try to talk yet. You need to get your
energy back first. Okay?"

Tessa stared at her younger sister in
amazement. Who was this calm, supportive woman? She looked like
Alli, but she certainly wasn't acting like the impulsive wild
teenager she remembered. This woman in the black jeans and black
sweater seemed graceful, assured, in complete control.

But when Alli looked across the bed at her,
Tessa saw the fear in Alli's brown eyes and felt a shocking
sisterly connection that she'd thought had died a long time
ago.

"When did she wake up?" Alli asked.

"A few minutes ago. I was talking to her, and
she suddenly opened her eyes."

"I tried to get her to wake up hours ago."
Alli looked back at Phoebe with a more familiar and uncertain
smile. "I guess you heard Tessa's voice and had to wake up,
huh?"

Tessa heard the insecurity. It had always
been that way -- Alli putting her own ridiculous spin on a simple
word or an innocent gesture. Before she could say a word, a nurse
walked into the room. She headed straight toward the bed with a
smile.

"Mrs. MacGuire. It's good to see you
awake."

"She doesn't seem able to speak," Tessa
interrupted.

"I'll call Dr. Price and let him know that
your grandmother is awake." The nurse checked Phoebe's vital signs
and noted them on the chart. When she was done, she patted Phoebe's
hand. "You're doing great. Just rest and don't worry about
anything."

"Will Dr. Price check on her tonight?" Alli
asked the nurse.

"I'll leave him a message, but Dr. Rogers is
on call tonight. I'll have him stop by to check on your
grandmother. This is the first step, and sometimes there are baby
steps in the beginning." The nurse sent them both another
reassuring smile and walked out of the room.

"Baby steps. Be patient," Alli muttered.
"These nurses drive me crazy. And they barely stay long enough to
get one question answered, much less two."

"Do you think Grams knows what happened to
her?" Tessa asked in a hushed voice.

Alli's gaze returned to her grandmother. "You
had a stroke, Grams. You're in the hospital, but you're getting
better."

"Alli, do you think you should have told her
just like that?" Tessa protested.

"She can hear you as well as me, you know."
Alli turned back to Phoebe. "William will be back in a few minutes.
He has barely left your side since you got here. He'll be so happy
to see the roses in your cheeks."

Tessa's stomach clenched at another one of
her grandmother's favorite refrains: Go outside and run around,
put some roses in your cheeks. You don't need to wear blush to be
pretty, you just need to live life.

Tessa started shaking her head, feeling hot
and cold, caught in the past, trapped in the present. "This isn't
right. Grams shouldn't be here. She shouldn't be this sick."

All stared at her in amazement. "She'll get
better, Tessa."

"You don't know that."

"I do know that. I won't let it be any other
way." Alli looked down at Phoebe. "You know how stubborn I am.
We're going to work very hard to get you back on your feet as soon
as possible. We have too many things coming up for you to be sick.
There's the kite festival and the Fourth of July, and we have clam
chowder to make, and you promised Megan you'd show her how to
needlepoint this summer, remember?"

Tessa watched as Alli held Phoebe's gaze with
her quiet confident words. Maybe Sam was right and Alli did act
like an adult sometimes.

After a few moments, Phoebe's eyes grew
tired, and she drifted off to sleep once again. It was then that
Tessa realized she and Alli were truly alone, no one to act as a
buffer. How long had it been since there had been just the two of
them in a room? What on earth would they say?

Alli's eyes met hers and she saw the same
conflicting emotions.

"She'll probably sleep for a while," Alli
said. "You can go if you want. I'll stay with her."

"I can stay, too."

"You must be tired."

"No more tired than you."

Alli opened her mouth, then closed it,
looking down at Phoebe as if seeking some guidance. A minute later
her gaze returned to Tessa. "Sam and I are separated, did he tell
you that?"

"Yes," Tessa said shortly.

"I'm sure you weren't surprised."

"Actually, I was. I didn't think you'd ever
let him go. You worked so hard to get him in the first place."

Alli looked at her in amazement. "Me not let
him go? You're the one with the steel grip on him."

"I haven't seen Sam in years."

"And that only makes you more interesting,
more desirable. You're the one who got away, the one he should have
had if only he hadn't made that one stupid mistake."

Tessa felt her temper flare. It had been a
hellish forty-eight hours, and the last thing she needed was this
conversation. "For God's sake, Alli, you got Sam. You won. What
more do you want from me?"

"I don't want anything from you. I gave up
counting on your support years ago."

Tessa stared at her in disbelief. "Why are
you mad at me? I'm the one who should be angry, not you. Why don't
you just get over yourself?"

"That's right. I forgot. You're perfect, and
I haven't done anything right my whole life."

"You do cause an amazing amount of
trouble."

"I made some mistakes," Alli admitted. Her
voice remained low, controlled, but Tessa heard the pain and anger
there. "Sleeping with Sam was a big one," Alli added, shocking
Tessa with the unexpected honesty. "I saw my chance, and I took it.
I was young and stupid and reckless and I wanted him. At the time,
it didn't really appear that you cared one way or the other."

Tessa joined her at the foot of the bed, her
voice a sharp whisper. "I did care about Sam. I loved him."

"So did I," Alli said.

"Then why are you divorcing him?"

"Because he's still in love with you. Don't
you know that?" Alli said in a rush of words that burst from her
lips like a dam that had broken. "Oh, God, why did I say that?"

* * *

Alli walked away from Tessa to look out the
small window. She barely took in the dark, dirty alley below, the
trash bins, the laundry trucks. Her mind was repeating over and
over again the words that she had never meant to say out loud.

"You're wrong," Tessa said from behind
her.

Alli slowly turned around, meeting her
sister's gaze. "I'm not wrong."

"Sam doesn't love me. He couldn't. Why are
you saying this? What game are you playing now?" Tessa
challenged.

"I'm not playing a game."

"You always have something up your sleeve,
Alli. I've been tricked too many times to believe anything you
say."

"Then ask Sam. You trust him, don't you?"

"I did once," Tessa said pointedly.

Alli studied her sister's face, noting the
lines of strain etched across Tessa's forehead, the shadows under
her eyes, the remnants of berry lipstick on her lips. Tessa was
still beautiful, of course, but she looked tired. She looked
older.

Funny, but Tessa had never really aged in
Alli's mind. Not even occasional unexpected glimpses of her sister
on a magazine cover had prepared her for this woman, a woman who
almost seemed as human and as confused as the rest of them.

"I don't understand you," Tessa said with a
quizzical shake of her head. "But I didn't come here to get into
any of this. I came here for Grams. And I'm sure the last thing she
needs is to hear us arguing about Sam when she's the one who should
have our attention."

"She's had my attention the last nine years.
Where have you been?"

"You know where I've been. And I've treated
Grams to some of the most spectacular vacations of her life. So
don't act like I've neglected her, while you've been some sort of a
saint. Just because you were too scared to leave home--"

"Scared to leave home? Are you kidding?" Alli
asked, waving her hand in the air. "Leaving home would have been a
cakewalk. No. You want to talk about scared? How about having a
baby when you're eighteen years old? How about trying to take care
of a child when you barely know how to take care of yourself? How
about marrying a man who's in love with your sister and trying to
make a life with him? What have you done besides fluff your hair
and say cheese?"

"You know nothing about my life. And if you
were so scared to have a baby, maybe you should have used birth
control," Tessa snapped. "But that was part of the plan, wasn't it?
Seduce Sam and have his baby so he'd have to marry you. You
couldn't have gotten him any other way except by being flat on your
back."

"How dare you--"

"How dare you?"

"What on earth is going on in here?" William
demanded, stepping between them like a referee.

He looked from Alli to Tessa, then back at
Alli again. "Well?"

"I'm sorry," Alli mumbled, suddenly reminded
of where they were and what they were doing. She'd been so caught
up in their fight she hadn't even heard him enter the room. But
dammit, why did William have to look at her like it was all her
fault?

"I'm sorry, too," Tessa said quickly.

"I should hope so," William said reprovingly.
"Your grandmother doesn't need you squabbling like children. You're
her family, her support system. Don't make me wish I hadn't called
you both down here."

"I really am sorry," Alli said again, feeling
more guilty by the minute. "It won't happen again, I promise."

"Good." William walked over to the bed and
glanced down at Phoebe. After a moment, he leaned over and kissed
her on the forehead. "How's my sweet girl?" he whispered.

"Grams woke up for a few minutes," Tessa
said. "She couldn't speak though."

"We called the nurse in," Alli added. "She
said it was a good sign that Grams was awake, but that it might
take some time before she is fully recovered."

"Could she move her hands? She wasn't
paralyzed, was she?" he asked, standing up straight, his long
strides taking him quickly to Alli's side.

"I don't know," Alli said, wishing she had
the words to reassure him, but she had nothing.

William looked from Alli to Tessa, then back
to Phoebe. "She can't be paralyzed," he muttered. "She just can't
be." His voice grew rough with emotion. "Her mother had a stroke,
you know."

Alli vaguely remembered hearing something
about it, but her great-grandmother had died years ago, and she'd
never known her.

"Phoebe didn't want to end up like this,
trapped in her body," William said. "She used to say she'd rather
be shot in the head than have her spirit suffocated inch by inch,
second by second."

"Oh, God!" Tessa cried. "That's not going to
happen to Grams, is it?"

Tessa looked like she was about to throw up.
She also seemed to be seeking reassurance from Alli when just
minutes before they'd been at each other's throats. But despite
everything, Alli knew she had one thing in common with her sister,
a deep and abiding love for their grandmother.

"Of course that's not going to happen," Alli
said forcefully. "Grams will be back on her feet in a few days. You
can't give up on her, Tessa. She never gave up on us. No matter
what we did."

"She's really sick, Alli. This isn't just a
cold. And you heard what William said. Grams must be so
scared."

"Then we'll just have to reassure her. Grams
is strong. She'll make it. She has to make it." Alli looked over at
Phoebe and sent a silent prayer her way.

"Allison is right," William said, renewed
strength in his voice. "Thank you for reminding me. Sometimes the
fear takes hold, and it's difficult to make it disappear."

"You've known Grams a long time, haven't
you?" Tessa asked him.

"Since we were seventeen. I met her at a
party. I thought she was the prettiest girl in Philadelphia. She
was wearing one of those floaty dresses that swirled around her
legs when she danced. And she had this incredible laugh that made
everyone stop what they were doing so they could see what had made
her so happy." He smiled at the memory. "We became friends that
night, the best of friends. But a few months later her parents
arranged a marriage for her with the son of their new business
partner. His name was John MacGuire."

"Grandpa," Alli said softly. "But Grams never
said the marriage was arranged."

"Oh, but it was, to solidify a business
arrangement. John's parents had cash that Phoebe's parents
desperately needed. John's parents wanted their son to have a wife,
stability, a family. Phoebe's parents wanted the same thing for
their child."

"But Grams loved Grandpa," Tessa said.

"She may have come to love him," William
conceded. "But I can never forget how she looked the night she told
me that she would have to marry to save her parents' business."

"I don't understand," Alli said in confusion.
"Why didn't Grams tell us any of this?"

"It happened a long time ago."

A confused silence fell between them.

"Did Grams know that you loved her, too?"
Alli asked.

"I was never in the running. I came from a
poor family. That party I mentioned earlier, when I saw your
grandmother for the first time, I was a waiter, not a guest."

"I can't believe that Grams would have
married for money," Tessa interjected.

"She didn't marry John for his money. She
married him because it was what her parents wanted her to do. It
was a different world then."

"You didn't answer my question," Alli said.
"Did Grams know that you loved her then?"

William tried to shrug off her question,
obviously uncomfortable at the turn of events. "She never asked. I
never said."

"But all these years..."

"I worked hard to make something of myself,
to be someone Phoebe would be proud to know. I married twice, tried
to find the happiness that she seemed to show me every time we
spoke or exchanged a letter. But I couldn't forget her. And ever
since John died, I've hoped that she might find her way back to
me."

"Maybe she will," Tessa said. "Maybe that
first love will win out."

Alli's stomach turned over at Tessa's words.
She didn't want to think about first loves outlasting all others.
Not that she didn't want Phoebe to be happy now, but Alli didn't
want to believe that Grams had spent the better part of her life
mooning over the absent William.

"I've always hoped that it would. But perhaps
I've left it too late," William said heavily, moving next to Phoebe
so he could stroke her forehead.

"I have to go," Tessa said abruptly. She
opened her purse and pulled out a pen and jotted down a number on
the pad beside the bed. "This is my cell phone. I'll keep it on.
Call me if you need me, and I'll come back." She paused, her hands
clenched tightly around her purse strap, as she stared at her
grandmother. "'Night, Grams. Sleep well."

Alli's eyes narrowed as Tessa practically ran
from the room. She wondered where her sister was going in such a
hurry. And the deep, sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach told
her she probably didn't want to know.


Chapter Seven

 


“What do you have for homework?" Sam asked as
Megan finished her glass of milk, leaving an uneven white ring
around her mouth. He leaned over and wiped her lips with his
napkin. "Well?"

"Daddy, it's summer school."

"I forgot. So you don't have homework?"

"Well, a little math, but we don't have to do
it if we don't want to."

"You don't?" he asked in disbelief, for Megan
was the queen of procrastination. "Why don't you get it and we'll
do it together?"

"First we should have some ice cream."

"How about we have ice cream after we do your
homework?"

"Before," Megan said stubbornly.

He recognized that fiery light. Sometimes
Megan looked just like her mother. God help him! "Homework," he
said calmly.

"Mommy doesn't make me do homework until
after dessert. I want Mommy."

"She's at the hospital, you know that."

"Mommy loves me more than you do," Megan
declared, her eyes challenging.

He stared at her in amazement. Was this just
a ploy for ice cream? Or did she really believe that he loved her
less?

"That's not true. I love you very much. You
know that."

"Then how come you don't live here anymore?"
she asked, her eyes watering. "I don't like that you're gone," she
said with a sob.

He pulled her out of her chair and onto his
lap, giving her a tight squeeze, wishing he had something to say
that would make her feel better. "I love you, Megan, more than
anyone in the whole wide world. Wherever I live, wherever you live,
that won't change. Not even when you grow up and you fall in love
with some other guy. I'll still love you the most. You have to
believe that."

She put her hands on his face, the way she
loved to do, making sure she had his complete attention. "Can I
have ice cream now?"

He laughed. "You're a bad little girl."

"Good girl," she said with a grin. "Good
girls get ice cream."

He wanted to give in. He really did. And the
little pout on her mouth was just too cute. "Compromise. I'll dish
up the ice cream. You bring your math sheet to the table, and we'll
do it at the same time."

"Okay," she said, sliding off his lap and
skipping from the room.

He was a complete pushover, he decided,
taking their dinner dishes to the kitchen sink. As he rinsed off
the plates, he noticed that the garbage disposal was slow. He'd
have to fix that.

His heart felt heavy as he realized he had no
business fixing the disposal or even worrying about it. He and his
wife were separated, on their way to a divorce. Three months ago
he'd been living in this house, enjoying the kitchen he'd remodeled
with his own hands, sleeping in the king-size bed they'd splurged
on two years ago, kissing his daughter good night and waking up
with Alli hogging all the covers.

He sucked in a breath and let it out slow. He
didn't miss Alli. He just missed his life. He couldn't miss her.
She was the one responsible for the god-awful mess that had become
their lives.

As he turned off the faucet, the doorbell
rang. He walked into the living room and opened the door, expecting
to see one of the neighbors on the step. But it wasn't a neighbor,
it was Tessa, and his heart turned over in his chest, making it
difficult to breathe.

"Hi," she said softly.

"What are you doing here?"

"Can I talk to you for a minute?"

He hesitated, knowing Alli would hate that
Tessa was in her house, but what choice did he have? "Sure, come
in."

She shook her head. "I don't think so. Can we
talk somewhere else?"

"I can't leave. Megan is inside, and she'll
probably be out here in a second."

"You're right. This was a mistake. I'm
sorry." Her hair tumbled across her shoulders as she shook her head
in indecision.

"What's wrong? Did you see Alli?"

"Yes."

She stared at him as if she'd never seen him
before. What on earth had Alli said to her.

"I have to ask you something," she began,
then stopped abruptly.

"What?"

"Do you still … Never mind. I shouldn't have
come."

"Tessa, wait." He grabbed her arm.

She looked at him through big, blue eyes, and
he could no more let her go than he could stop himself from
breathing. "What do you want to ask me?"

"Daddy?" Megan called out.

Tessa's arm jerked under his hand. "I can't
do this."

He hung on to her, unwilling to let her go.
"Wait. I'll be right there, honey," he called out to Megan, then
stepped onto the porch and pulled the door closed behind him. "Tell
me what's wrong."

She lifted her head, studying his face with
an expression of pure confusion. He'd never seen her look so --
lost. Then she pulled her arm out of his grip and said, "This is
the house you and Alli bought after Megan was born, isn't it? Grams
told me it was nice. Just what Alli always wanted, a white house
with green shutters and window boxes filled with flowers, and even
a front porch with a swing." She looked over at the white wicker
two-seater. "It's perfect."

"You didn't come here to talk about the
house."

"No, but right now it seems like a better
idea. I'm tired." She tucked her hair behind her ear. "Really
tired. And worried about Grams. She woke up, but she couldn't talk.
It scared me. And then Alli started saying all these confusing
things, and I never know what's real and what's in her head."

"What did she say?"

Tessa hesitated. "Did you miss me, Sam? I
mean, did you ever think about me after we broke up?"

"Of course I did. How could I not?"

"I tried not to think about you. I threw
myself into my life. I thought if I could run really fast, I'd get
far enough away that I wouldn't be able to look back. And it was
working pretty well, until now."

He knew exactly what she meant, for hadn't he
done the same thing, pouring himself into his new family? But time
had come to a crashing halt when Alli asked for a divorce. Now,
with Phoebe's stroke and Tessa's return, he no longer knew how he
was supposed to feel, what he was supposed to do.

The door creaked open behind him, and his
daughter's head peeked out.

"Daddy? Who's here?"

He stepped aside, putting his arm around
Megan's shoulders as he pulled her onto the porch. He was both
relieved and disappointed by the interruption. There were things he
and Tessa needed to say to each other. Then again, perhaps there
were things better left unsaid.

"Aunt Tessa," Megan said with delight.

"Hi, Megan."

"Did you come to have ice cream with us?"

"Tessa just came by to tell me about Grams,"
Sam interrupted. "Phoebe woke up for a little while. That's good
news."

"Then we should celebrate with ice cream,"
Megan replied.

Sam couldn't help but laugh. "My daughter has
a one-track mind."

His comment drew a reluctant smile from
Tessa. "Her mother's daughter?"

"Oh, yeah."

And they shared a connection that took him
back to a time and a place where they'd always known what the other
was going to say before it was said.

Megan jumped between them, grabbed Tessa's
hand, and pulled her into the house as Sam slowly followed. "Can I
get you some ice cream?" he asked Tessa as he walked into the
kitchen.

"No, thanks, I don't eat ice cream."

"Since when?"

"Since a long time ago. The camera adds
pounds. I can't afford any extra."

"But you're so thin," he said as he put two
scoops of ice cream in a bowl for Megan.

Tessa's face tightened at his blunt comment.
"A model can never be too thin."

"Right." He still thought she looked like a
good stiff wind might blow her away. But he knew that discussing
weight with a woman would only end in disaster. He gave Megan her
ice cream, then sat down in the chair across from Tessa, keeping
Megan between them. "How long are you staying in town?"

"As long as Grams needs me."

"You don't have any pressing business?"

"I do, but Grams is more important." She drew
an idle circle on top of the tablecloth with the tip of her rosy
pink fingernail.

Sam watched the graceful but nervous movement
for a long minute. "Phoebe must have been happy to see you when she
opened her eyes."

Tessa shrugged. "I don't know. I'm not sure I
even registered. I didn't know what to do when she couldn't talk. I
sort of panicked. Then Alli walked in and took over."

"You saw Mommy?" Megan asked, as she quickly
downed the ice cream.

“Yes.”

"Mommy said I could stay up until she got
home."

"She did not say that," Sam said sternly. "In
fact, you need to do your math problems. Why don't you get started
on them upstairs, and I'll be up in a minute to help you."

"Now?" Megan whined.

"Now." He smiled at Tessa as Megan
reluctantly left the kitchen. "She can think up more excuses to
stall than anyone I know."

"You're a good dad."

"Thank you. But it's not hard to be good for
fifteen minutes. You should have seen us a while ago. Megan told me
she didn't like me anymore and she wanted her mom."

"She didn't say that."

"She did. But we both knew she didn't mean
it." He paused for a moment. "Are you all right, Tessa?"

"I don't know. I think I've been awake too
long," she said with a weary smile.

"You should go home, get some sleep."

"I will. I don't really like being in Grams's
house alone, though. There are so many memories there, and when I
look in her room, I can see her, and I can hear her, and it scares
me that she might not be there again."

"Dad?" Megan's voice rang through the
house.

"I'll be right back," he said.

"I should go."

He put his hand over hers. "Don't go yet," he
said.

* * *

As Sam left the room, Tessa drew in a deep,
shaky breath, her emotions on edge. She hadn't cried in years, but
Lord, she felt like giving in, letting down. Sam's gentle touch on
her hand had reminded her of how she'd once counted on him for
everything.

She blinked rapidly and took a deep breath,
wishing she'd had the courage to ask him the question that had
driven her from the hospital to his house. But how could she ask
him straight out -- Do you still love me? How could she do that,
sitting here in his house, the house he'd bought with Alli, the
house in which he was raising his daughter.

However Sam felt about her now wasn't
important.

She had just gotten to her feet when Sam
returned. Was he relieved to see she was still there... or
disappointed. She couldn't quite tell. He was so guarded now.

"Is Megan all right?" she asked.

"She's fine. What did Alli say to you,
Tessa?"

"It's late. I don't want to get into that
now."

He stepped forward. "Are you sure? If you
have something to say..."

He was so close, tall, strong, real. It would
be easy to move into his arms, rest her head on his shoulder the
way she'd done a thousand times. This was Sam, her Sam. When she
looked into his eyes, she saw the boy she'd once loved more than
anyone on earth.

"What happened to us?" she murmured. "How did
we let it go so easily?"

His expression filled with guilt. She
wondered if he would ever look at her with any other emotion. "Oh,
Tessa," he muttered. "I'm sorry."

She didn't know if he was apologizing for the
past or apologizing for now, but it didn't matter, because somehow
her feet were moving and her arms were sliding around his neck and
her head was resting on his shoulder, the cotton fabric of his
T-shirt warm against her cheek.

He didn't say anything and for that she was
intensely grateful. It was enough to be with him, breathing in his
scent, feeling his body, so familiar, yet new, too. He wasn't a boy
any longer, but a man. And it was that thought that reminded her
what they were doing was wrong. They weren't friends anymore. And
they weren't supposed to be holding each other.

"Sam, I want--"

"Don't," he said sharply, stepping away so
abruptly her hands fell to her sides.

"Don't what?" she asked in surprise,
wondering why his mood had changed so drastically. And then she saw
it in his eyes, on his face, the wariness, the distancing. "What
did you think I was going to say -- going to do?"

"Nothing," he said quickly.

"It was definitely something. Did you -- did
you think I was going to kiss you?" she asked, taking a shot in the
dark. To her surprise, a dark color flooded his cheeks. "You did.
You actually did. That had to be the last thing on my mind," she
lied, because the idea hadn't been that far away.

"You should go home, Tessa."

She stared at him, annoyed that he seemed to
feel she was pursuing him, when he was the one who'd said he was
sorry and had been sending out all sorts of mixed messages. He
hadn't exactly run from her embrace.

"Maybe I don't want to go home yet," she
said, just to be contrary

"Go anyway."

Sam walked out of the kitchen, leaving her
alone in the middle of the room. "Sam," she called after him, but
he didn't return.

Resisting the sudden childish urge to stamp
her foot, Tessa took a deep breath and counted to ten. As she did
so, she took a good look around the room, and saw exactly what she
didn't want to see -- the signs of a family. There was evidence
everywhere, from the dish towels that said HOME, SWEET HOME to the
crayon drawings and photographs on the refrigerator, a stray belt
on the counter, and a stack of bills on a small desk in the corner
of the kitchen. Megan's shoes and socks had obviously been kicked
off in a hurry under the round oak table in the breakfast nook.

Sam was right. She didn't belong here. She
needed to get away and fast, before she started thinking about how
this life could have been hers, how that little girl upstairs could
have belonged to her and Sam, and the calendar on the wall could
have had their dates written on it, their life, their plans.

She hadn't wanted this life, Tessa reminded
herself. A small house in a small town had never been her dream. In
fact, she'd spent many a day dreaming of a future far away from
Tucker's Landing. But now that she'd come back, she realized how
much she'd missed having a home, a real home, not a luxury
apartment forty-two stories in the sky, but a house with creaks and
groans and rusted pipes and peeling wallpaper.

She could see Alli in every crumb on the
linoleum, every hastily scribbled recipe on a card falling out of a
cookbook, every plate, every glass. This was Alli's home, Alli's
life, and Sam was Alli's husband. At least he used to be.

"Tessa?" Sam was back in the doorway again,
keeping his distance, his hands solidly in his pockets to prevent
any accidental touch.

"I know, I'm going."

"It's just that I can't talk to you right
now, not with Megan upstairs. She's notorious for
eavesdropping."

"So was her mother. Alli and I used to
eavesdrop on our parents after Alli discovered we could hear what
they were saying in their bedroom if we stood by the heating vent
in the laundry room. We once found out what they were going to buy
us for Christmas."

Sam's eyes registered his surprise. "You
never told me that before."

"This house reminds me of my parents' house.
I wonder if Alli deliberately decorated it that way, or if she even
realized what she was doing." Tessa sighed. "I never wanted to talk
about them because they were gone, and once something is gone, it's
easier if you just forget you ever had it in the first place."

"Is that what you did with me -- forget?"

"I tried."

She walked past him, careful not to touch him
again, and she didn't pause until she reached the front door. "Tell
Megan I said good-bye."

He opened the front door for her, but still
she hesitated.

"Sam, if I had kissed you -- would you have
kissed me back?"

"Maybe it's better if we don't find out," he
said.


Chapter Eight

 


Ali returned home just before eleven. Every
light in the house was on, but there were no sounds of life
downstairs, so she went upstairs to Megan's room. Her daughter's
bed had been turned down, but it was empty. Moving across the hall,
she stopped outside her bedroom door, almost afraid to look
inside.

She hadn't changed anything since Sam left.
Some of his clothes still hung in the closet they'd shared. She'd
told herself to get a new bedspread, new curtains, start over, but
she hadn't found the time to do it. Now she wished she had.

For lying on his side of the king-sized bed
was Sam. Fast asleep, one arm flung over his eyes; he looked like
he'd looked every night for the past nine years when they'd shared
this very bed. And curled up next to him in her pink pajamas was
Megan.

Alli thought her heart might just break. For
this scene, this moment, was all she had ever really wanted.

Taking a deep breath, she walked into the
room and flipped off the television. Megan and Sam slept on, Sam
making an occasional deep-throated snore that was so painfully
familiar.

Her side of the bed was empty, waiting, the
sheets still cool and crisp.

They'd slept this way, the three of them,
many a night when Megan had a nightmare or a stomach ache or just
wanted to be close to her parents.

But Alli couldn't leave them like this, not
tonight.

Megan needed to be in her own bed, and Sam in
his bed, at his house, far away from her own treacherous longings.
Leaning over, Alli touched Megan on the shoulder. "Bedtime,
honey."

Megan blinked sleepily, not really waking up,
but alert enough so that Alli could get her up off the bed and walk
her into her bedroom. " 'Night, Mommy," Megan murmured as Alli
tucked the covers under her chin. "I love you."

"I love you, too," Alli replied, planting a
kiss on Megan's forehead as the little girl drifted off to sleep
once again.

Oh, to be so easily able to sink into
oblivion. Alli would give just about anything for a few hours of
peace away from all of her problems, but she doubted she'd be able
to sleep even when she got to bed. There was too much going through
her mind.

Returning to her bedroom, Alli stopped by
Sam's side of the bed and stared down at him. He simply could not
stay here.

"Sam, wake up. You have to leave," she
said.

He grunted, then rolled over on his side,
facing away from her.

"It's late, and I'm tired, and you can't
sleep here." She slipped off her shoes and contemplated her
options. She knew from past experience that Sam could sleep through
anything. With renewed purpose, she put her hand on his arm. It was
a mistake. She could feel the power of his muscles and for a moment
briefly considered moving her fingers under the edge of his T-shirt
so she could really touch him. Lord! What was she thinking?

"Okay, this is it, wake up, Sam!" She raised
her voice loud enough to be heard but not so loud that she'd wake
Megan. It wasn't enough. His breathing didn't even change.

"You just won the lottery," she tried. "A new
boat," she continued. "You just won a new sport-fishing boat.
You'll love it. But you have to wake up, so you can go get it."

Sam slept on.

She leaned over, planting her mouth right
next to his ear, determined to let loose a scream that would surely
wake him. But as she opened her lips, she was caught by the sexy
curl of hair that graced his earlobe. She could remember kissing
that earlobe, sliding her tongue along the edge.

Her breath came in a ragged gasp, and she
felt a sensuous warmth draw heat to her cheeks and her hands and
her breasts and her thighs .

She fought against the instinct to kiss him.
It wasn't right. It was wrong, absolutely wrong. She couldn't do
it!

But even if she did put her lips against his
ear, he wasn't going to wake up. Nothing could wake him up. She
knew that. It was safe.

One little lick, she told herself, one tiny
kiss for old time's sake...

Her tongue touched his ear in pure rebellion
against her common sense. She kissed his earlobe, then moved over
to his jaw, his strong, sexy jaw, bristling with the rough edge of
a dawning beard. She trailed her lips along his jawbone, which
ended so close to the curve of his lips.

She couldn't resist. She put her mouth
against his in a soft, breathy kiss that couldn't possibly wake him
up.

She let her tongue play along the line of his
lips and when he opened his mouth ever so slightly, she had to
fight to stop herself from slipping inside, from tasting him
completely. He smelled so good. He tasted even better.

And then suddenly his mouth wasn't still
beneath hers, it was hot and seeking, taking her own mouth with a
hard surety that couldn't be compromised. Sam's arm came around
her, and she was tumbled on her back on the bed next to him. Sam
pressed his body against hers, every long, hard inch of him
touching every short, soft inch of her body.

His mouth came down again and again and
again, until she was trembling from the onslaught.

When his hand came up under her sweater, his
fingertips brushing her breast, she gave a soft cry. She tried to
tell herself to stop, but his fingers brushed her nipple, and his
hard groin fit perfectly between her thighs, and her body started
melting into liquid fire.

She wanted to make love with him, to bare her
body, and then bare his. She slipped her hands up under his shirt
and stroked the packed muscles in his back as he moved against her,
as the sweet friction built between them like the start of a long,
hot fire.

"Sam," she whispered. "Help me. I shouldn't.
We shouldn't."

"Don't wake me up," he murmured, his mouth
touching off more sensations in the sensitive curve of her neck.
"Make love to me."

It was then she realized his eyes were still
closed. "Sam?"

He didn't reply.

Was he awake? Or was he dreaming? And who --
who was he dreaming about? A sudden terrible thought bolted into
her mind.

"Beautiful," he said softly.

Her entire body stiffened. Beautiful was
Tessa. He had to be thinking of Tessa. Oh, God! She pushed on his
shoulders, trying to get him off her.

"Stop," she cried.

Sam finally opened his eyes, blinking quickly
against the bright light in the bedroom. "What?"

"Get off of me."

"What the hell is wrong with you?"

She pushed him back so she could sit up, so
she could catch her breath, so she wouldn't feel so dominated, not
by him but by her own traitorous body.

"You were dreaming," she accused him.

He eyed her warily. "Was I? I thought you
kissed me."

"You didn't know it was me. You were
asleep."

"Who else would it be?"

"You know who else," she said, pulling her
sweater back down, her breath still coming in breathless gasps.

Sam put a hand to his head and rubbed his
temple. "I wasn't dreaming of Tessa. I wasn't dreaming of anything.
You kissed me, and I kissed you back." He paused, sending her a
thoughtful look. "Why did you kiss me?"

"I--" She swallowed hard. "I didn't mean
to."

He pushed a piece of hair off her face in a
tender gesture that almost undid her. "Why do you always have to
fight -- even if it's only yourself? Can't you give in once in a
while?" He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, leaving his
mouth a whisper away from hers as he murmured, "We were always
pretty good at this."

"It will only make things worse," she
muttered.

"Can they get worse?"

"I can't do this." She rolled away from him
until she found her feet on the opposite side of the bed. "You have
to go home, Sam."

"I am home."

Alli felt the threat of tears behind her
eyes. She wanted this to be his home. But he had to give her more
than his body, he had to be able to give her his heart and his
soul, and there were too many things unresolved between them.

Alli shifted from one foot to the next,
filled with a restlessness she didn't know how to quench. Actually,
she did know how to quench it, she just couldn't do it. Making love
with Sam wouldn't solve anything. It would only make it that much
more difficult to say good-bye.

"Come here," he said softly, holding out his
hand to her.

"I can't."

"Sure you can."

"It's been a long, difficult day, Sam."

"That's why you need to come here. I'm not
going to jump you."

After a moment in which she fought helplessly
against her need for this man, she sat back down on the bed. He
reached out his hand and pulled her across the mattress until she
was cuddled up next to him, her head on his shoulder, his arm
around her waist.

"This is better," he said.

It was better. It was heaven. And even though
she knew she should get up, she just couldn't make her body
move.

"Phoebe will make it," Sam said. "She's too
strong to die." He stroked the top of Alli's head, a gentle, loving
touch that made her eyes water.

"I hope you're right," she said. "I started
to miss her today, and then I felt guilty for even thinking that
way. I shouldn't have any negative thoughts, only positive ones. I
can't let the unthinkable take over my mind, because then--"

"It might happen," he finished. "But this
battle can only be fought by your grandmother."

"I know. But William told me that Grams
worried about having a stroke, ending up like her mother, trapped
in her body. I don't want that to happen to her. And she must be
scared. When she looked at me, I could see the fear in her eyes,
and I didn't know how to reassure her." Alli lifted her head to
look at him. "She was always the one to reassure me, to take care
of me. How can I take care of her?"

"You'll find a way. You always do. Your
grandmother's strength runs through you, Alli." He smiled at her.
"I remember when you were in labor with Megan. I've never seen
anyone sweat so much."

"Gee, thanks."

He laughed. "And every time a contraction
hit, you grabbed my hand and squeezed it so tight I thought you
were going to break my fingers. But you never gave in to the pain,
never cried, never stopped pushing even when you were exhausted.
You were amazing."

She looked at him in surprise. "You never
told me that before."

"Didn't I?"

"No."

"It was all those sleepless nights in the
beginning. I didn't know if we were coming or going half the
time."

"That's true." She thought back to those
early days with both affection and sadness for the dream of family
she'd had then, a dream that had ended three months ago.

"Don't," he said, tweaking her chin with his
finger. "Don't go there now." He put her head back down on his
chest. "Just relax and let everything else slide. In fact, I've got
a joke for you."

She groaned. "Not another knock-knock joke,
please."

"This is a good one. Knock-knock."

"Who's there?" she asked with a sigh.

"Boo!"

"Boo who?"

"Don't cry, it's only a joke."

"And a really bad one," she said with a smile
that he couldn't see.

"Megan laughed for five minutes."

She raised her head again to see him
smiling.

She grinned back at him. "Thanks for trying
to make me feel better."

"Did it work?"

"You've always been able to make me laugh,
especially when I'm trying to be mad at you."

"Maybe you should stop trying," he said more
somberly.

"We can't make this go away with knock-knock
jokes."

"You take everything so seriously, Alli."

"Someone has to."

She rolled over onto her back next to him and
stared at the ceiling. "You have to go home."

He turned on his side to face her. "Are you
sure you want to be alone tonight?"

"I'm not sure at all. But –"

"There's always a but."

"It will confuse Megan. She'll think we're
getting back together."

"I'll leave before she wakes up."

She looked at him. "You will?"

"Yes." He put his arm across her waist and
curled up to her, resting his head on the pillow next to hers.
"Sleep, Alli."

She closed her eyes and felt the comfort of
his body and his words seep into her soul. "Sam, I said something I
shouldn't have," she whispered.

"Tell me tomorrow," he said.

She hesitated, but he tightened his hold on
her, and she felt so warm and secure that she couldn't bear to let
go of him, and she knew he would leave if she told him what she'd
said to Tessa.

* * *

True to his promise, Sam was gone by the time
Alli awoke the next morning. After taking Megan to summer school,
she made her way to the shop, where she pretended to work. But in
truth she spent most of her time worrying about Phoebe and thinking
about Sam. Restless and too distracted to be of much use, she
slipped out of the store just before noon and sat down on a bench
outside.

The pier was alive with summer tourists, and
the smells of fresh fish, baked bread, and chocolate chip cookies
mixed in with the breezy salt air made Alli take a deep breath of
appreciation. She loved the wharf, the sea, the town. Unlike Tessa,
she had never wanted to leave. Tucker's Landing had been her safe
place after her parents died, a warm blanket she wrapped herself in
whenever the outside world got too close.

Only now, the outside world and Tessa were
intruding on her safe place. Alli looked down the road toward Sam's
boat dock. She could see his morning fishing boat transferring
piles of fresh salmon to the truck for Petrie's restaurant, waiting
to haul the salmon a few blocks down the road, where it would be
seasoned and broiled for dinner that night.

It had been her idea to use the mid-size of
their three boats for commercial fishing purposes. They used the
large fifty-footer for deep-sea charters and whale watching and the
smaller boat for friends and family looking for some sportfishing a
few miles offshore.

Alli wondered if Sam had taken the morning
charter out or left it to one of the other captains. Lately, he'd
been more office bound than he liked, taking care of paperwork and
bookings. She knew he felt more comfortable on the water. For Sam
it was all about what he could touch, what he could feel. Which
brought up a disturbing memory of his touch the night before.

It would have been so easy to make love to
him. So wonderful. One kiss and she'd been blown away. It had
always been like that, for her anyway.

"Alli?" Mary Ann poked her head out of shop.
"I thought you were getting us a sandwich."

"I was."

"But?"

She hesitated, then blurted out, "I slept
with Sam last night."

"You did what?" Mary Ann stepped out of the
shop and pulled the door closed behind her. "Cassie can handle the
customers. You need to talk to me about what you were thinking --
if you were thinking."

"I wasn't," Alli admitted, pushing her short
skirt down over her bare legs. There was a cool breeze coming off
the water, sending goose bumps along her skin. She had the
strangest feeling that a storm was brewing even though there were
only a few puffy white clouds dotting the sky.

"So, what happened?" Mary Ann wanted to
know.

"Sam stayed with Megan so I could spend the
evening at the hospital. When I got home, Sam was asleep in my bed.
I meant to just wake him up."

"But instead, you..."

"Kissed him."

"Oh, Alli!"

"I know, I know. I was weak."

"For a woman who is trying to divorce her
husband, you're certainly using some strange tactics. But the real
question is -- did he kiss you back?"

"Yes, but it was probably just instinct."

"So what happened next?"

"I told him to stop, and he did. I thought we
were headed for another fight, but then he backed off, and instead
he talked to me about Grams and was really comforting. He told me a
stupid knock-knock joke."

"Oh, please, those are terrible."

"I know, but it made me smile. Then we just
went to sleep. It was nice."

Mary Ann shook her head in amazement. "Nice.
You slept with Sam, and it was nice."

"It was. He can be a good guy at times."

"You don't have to tell me that."

"But I couldn't make love to him, because
Tessa is still between us."

"Oh, my God, you've got Tessa on the brain.
So where is your sister today, anyway?"

"I have no idea." Although even as she denied
knowing Tessa's whereabouts, Alli was struck by the sight of a
slender figure dressed in a figure-hugging sleeveless blue sundress
walking down the road toward Sam's boat dock.

"Hey, isn't that her?" Mary Ann asked,
following Alli's gaze.

"And it looks like she's on her way to visit
Sam."

"Or not," Mary Ann said as the figure paused
along the rail to look out at the harbor and the boats.

"I told her Sam was still in love with her,"
Alli said.

"Why on earth would you do that?"

"It seemed like a good idea at the time."

"Do you ever hear a little voice in your head
telling you to stop and think?"

Alli made a face at Mary Ann. "Obviously, I
don't listen to it."

"Maybe you should talk to Tessa."

"And say what?"

"I don't know. She's your sister."

Alli's eyes narrowed as a man in black jeans
stopped a few feet away from Tessa and raised a camera to his eye.
It wasn't just a drugstore automatic either; the camera looked to
be expensive, with a zoom lens. Tessa stared out at the water,
seemingly oblivious to his presence.

"I wonder what that guy is doing," Alli
murmured.

"Probably trying to snap a photo of your
sister. I imagine she ends up in the tabloids quite frequently.
Maybe you should warn her."

Alli hesitated. It wasn't any of her
business, and no doubt Tessa was used to photographers trying to
record her every action on film.

"Go on, do something nice," Mary Ann urged.
"It will probably shock the hell out of her."

"True."

"That alone should be worth it."

"All right." Alli got up and walked down the
road. She was a few feet away from the photographer when she heard
Sam call Tessa's name and saw Tessa turn and run down the street
toward him. She didn't stop until she was in his arms, giving him a
long, very friendly hug.

"Holy shit!" the man with the camera said
loudly, lowering the lens from his face as he stared at Tessa and
Sam.

Alli glanced over in surprise, wondering why
the man seemed so annoyed. She started to tell him to mind his own
business, but when he turned his head, she was caught off guard by
his face. He was shockingly handsome, with light green eyes that
lit up his black hair and dark olive skin. His face was beautifully
strong, and very appealing. If he hadn't been holding a camera,
Alli thought he probably could have made some money standing in
front of it.

His gaze narrowed when he saw her. "Who are
you?"

"I was going to ask you the same question.
Why are you taking Tessa's picture? Are you planning to sell it to
some cheap supermarket paper?"

"I'd rather die than have one of my
photographs in a rag sheet." He walked over and held out his right
hand. "I'm Jimmy Duggan."

She ignored his hand. "You still haven't
answered my question."

He gave her a thoughtful look. "You look
familiar. In fact..." He rubbed his chin. "You look like
Tessa."

She was surprised by his words. "I'm her
sister, but I look nothing like her."

"I didn't know she had a sister," he mused,
his gaze swinging from her to Tessa, who had stepped out of Sam's
arms but was still in deep conversation with him. "Who's the
guy?"

"More importantly, who are you?" she
countered.

"I told you."

"Your name, not why you're following my
sister."

"I'm a photographer. I work with Tessa."

"I don't think Tessa is here to work."

"You're really her sister? Although I'm not
surprised. There is something in your bone structure, your
expression. Have you modeled?"

"Oh, please, don't try to butter me up. I
know what I look like. I have a mirror, and when I used to ask who
is the fairest of them all, there was only one answer, and it was
Tessa."

"Well, she is beautiful," Jimmy agreed
matter-of-factly. "So who's the guy?"

"Sam Tucker."

"And he is..."

"He's my husband."


Chapter Nine

 


Jimmy was taken aback by her reply. "Your
husband?"

"Yes."

"And he's close to Tessa?"

"He used to be."

"Looks like he still is," Jimmy commented.
"Hey, Tessa, babe, sweetheart." He waved as Tessa turned and saw
them.

"Jimmy? Jimmy, is that you?" Tessa cried,
rushing over to meet them. "Oh, my God, what are you doing
here?"

"Trying to keep an appointment with you."

"How did you find me?"

"Your assistant gave me the address. And when
you didn't call me back, I figured I'd have a better chance of
talking to you if I came here."

"I've been so busy."

"With your... grandmother?" Jimmy asked,
casting Sam a speculative look as stood behind Tessa.

Tessa cleared her throat. "Among other
people. I see you met my sister. And this is Sam Tucker -- an old
friend."

"And your brother-in-law," Jimmy said.

"Right," Tessa said, clearing her throat.
"How long have you been standing here?"

"Long enough, I'd say," Jimmy replied. "For a
woman who claimed to have no family, you seem to be acquiring
relatives by the minute."

"Yes, well, it's a long story."

"I bet it's a good one. I think I'll stick
around to hear it."

"Really? You can stay for a few hours?"

"I can stay for a few days. We still have
that assignment to complete -- a day in the life of a
supermodel."

"We can't do that here. This isn't my
life."

"Oh, I don't know. You're breathing, you're
alive, and this is a day in your life."

"Not one I'd like to have recorded. Why don't
we get some lunch and talk about it?" Tessa suggested. "There's a
great little clam chowder place at the end of the pier."

"Sounds good."

Tessa looked at Sam. "I'll see you
later?"

"Sure," Sam replied, digging his hands into
his pockets.

"Good."

Alli watched as Tessa slipped her hand
through Jimmy's arm and they walked down the road together, two
strikingly attractive people. It was like watching the Red Sea
part, she thought. The crowd seemed to naturally move aside for
them, some taking a second look after they'd passed. When she
glanced back at Sam, she was surprised to find him looking at her,
a storm brewing in his eyes.

"What?" she asked.

"Were you following Tessa?"

"No. I was standing in front of the store,
and I saw that guy taking Tessa's photograph. I didn't know who he
was, so I thought I'd warn her, but you got to her first," Alli
said, her lips tightening as she remembered their passionate
embrace. "That was quite a hug."

"Well, believe it or not, the reason I was
walking up this way was to see you."

"Really?" she asked skeptically. "You didn't
seem in a rush to get to me."

"I wanted an update on Phoebe's condition,"
he replied, changing the subject.

"She's better. They're going to do a CT scan
this afternoon. When I was there this morning Grams mouthed a few
short words -- my name, William's, stuff like that. You couldn't
really call it talking. She seems able to move her right arm and
leg just fine, but the left side is more sluggish. It's hard to see
her like that."

Sam held out his hand to her and, after a
momentary hesitation, she took it.

"She's going to make it," he said, wrapping
his fingers around hers.

She looked into his eyes and saw a kindness
that reminded her of the boy she'd first fallen in love with.
"You're being very supportive about Grams. I appreciate it."

"I care about her, too. Listen, I have a
whale watching trip in an hour with a newlywed couple. Why don't
you come with me?"

"Come with you?" she asked in surprise.

"They'll want to be on their own. You can
keep me company. Fishermen I can deal with. Young lovers are
another story."

"I'm working," she said, even though she was
tempted to say yes.

"You can't spare an hour or two? Mary Ann can
mind the store."

"You never wanted me to come on your tours.
Why now?"

"I told you, I'd like the company."

"My company?"

"Do you want me to take it back?"

"No, but there's Grams, and..." She waved her
hand in the air, trying to give voice to the million reasons why
she shouldn't go with him.

His smile faded. "Say no if you don't want to
go. Say yes if you do. You don't have to make an excuse either
way."

Oh, God. He was killing her with his eyes,
with his question. She was supposed to be breaking away from Sam,
but he so rarely invited her out on the boat, preferring to keep
that world his and his alone, that she didn't want to say no.

"Look, we're leaving in an hour," he said.
"If you want to come, I'll see you on board." He started to leave,
then paused. "You never used to think this much, Alli. You used to
be so spontaneous. What happened to you?"

He left before she could answer.

* * *

"I like the new you," Jimmy said as he sat
down across the table from Tessa with a heaping portion of clam
chowder in a bread bowl. He eyed Tessa's own smaller cup of chowder
accompanied by a green salad with approval. "You're actually
eating. I'm impressed."

"I shouldn't be," she said, then closed her
eyes in delight as the first spoonful of clam chowder slid down her
throat. "But this is so incredibly good. Tomorrow I will eat only
lettuce, I swear."

He laughed, reaching across the table to wipe
a drop of chowder off her chin with his napkin. "You could use a
pound or two."

"No, I couldn't, and you know how hard I have
to work to keep them off. Still... maybe just a few more bites,"
she said guiltily. "It must be the sea air."

"It's certainly all around us," Jimmy
replied.

Tessa followed his gaze to the railing just a
few feet away from them, to the harbor and the ocean beyond, the
sails blowing in the breeze, the sound of sea lions mingling with
the chatter of tourists. She shook her head, thinking how
incongruous it all was, having lunch with Jimmy at a beat-up picnic
table, dented with the carvings of a thousand teenagers who had sat
at this point and looked out at the sea.

"What?" Jimmy asked.

"I was just thinking that four-star
restaurants are more our style."

"But you've never enjoyed a meal more. Must
be my company, huh?"

She laughed. "Must be. I still can't believe
you're here."

"How's your grandmother?"

"A little better, I hope. I stopped in this
morning. She said a few words to me, but the stroke has robbed her
of her personality, her spirit. She seems to be struggling to just
stay awake." Tessa pushed her bowl of chowder away, suddenly losing
her appetite. "I shouldn't be happy while she's in there, not for
one second. It's not right."

Jimmy pushed the bowl back to her. "Not
eating won't make your grandmother better. Tell me about her. What
kind of woman is she? Is she like you?"

Tessa smiled again. "In looks maybe, but not
in personality or in height. She barely comes up to my chin, but
she's indomitable. She has a heart so big it crosses continents.
When life knocks her down on her back, she gets right up again. She
never feels sorry for herself, and she never asks, why me? She
says, why not me? I've tried to be like her, but I just don't think
I have it in me to be so brave, so courageous. It doesn't take much
in the way of guts to strut down a runway."

"I don't know about that. I'd be terrified at
the thought."

"You could do it. You're good-looking
enough."

"Yeah, right. I'd trip and land in some
matron's lap."

"More like a busty brunette."

"I've given them up for Lent," he said with a
laugh.

"It isn't Lent."

"You know, you look tired," Jimmy said
abruptly. "Let me take your picture now with those gray shadows
under your eyes."

"Don't you dare. My career will be over. And
I was serious before -- you are not shooting a day in the life of a
supermodel here. You'll have to wait until I can get down to L.A.
Promise me."

"So who was that guy?" Jimmy asked.

Tessa didn't like the way he avoided making a
promise. "I told you, he's my brother-in-law."

"You looked awfully cozy for in-laws."

Was there a chill in the air or had Jimmy's
eyes suddenly gone cold? No. She was getting as imaginative as
Alli. "Sam was my best friend growing up," she explained. "We've
known each other for years."

"Where has he been?"

"Here. Sam and Alli live here with their
daughter."

"They have a kid?"

"Megan. She's eight years old."

Jimmy studied her the way he did when he was
searching for an angle to shoot. She laughed self-consciously.
"Stop that. Stop taking my picture in your mind."

"I took a few photos earlier, you know, even
got the one where you ran into Sam's arms like a long-lost--"

"Stop."

"Tessa, the camera doesn't lie."

"Okay, he was my boyfriend when we were
kids."

"But he married your sister. How did that
happen?"

"It's a long story."

"Is that why you don't talk about her? Or
about him? Is that why most of the free world thinks you're an
orphan?"

"Maybe." Tessa took another spoonful of soup,
but found it as unsatisfying as their conversation. "I don't want
to talk about this now, okay? I've got more important things on my
mind than the past."

Jimmy slowly nodded. "Whatever you say."

She sent him a suspicious look, his agreement
coming too quickly. She'd known Jimmy for five years and he never
gave up easily. But he was very good at biding his time.

"How did you get here anyway?" she asked.

"I rented a motorcycle at the airport."

"A motorcycle?"

"I needed some air."

"You've come to the right place for air. When
is your flight back to L.A.?"

"I don't have one."

"You must have other jobs to do."

"They can wait."

"Jimmy, you're not going to talk me into a
photo shoot while I'm in this place. This isn't my home. This isn't
my life anymore, and I don't really want anyone to know about
it."

"Why not? Why all the secrets, Tessa? Why not
tell the world you have a grandmother and a sister and a niece? Why
not tell them you grew up in a small town by the sea, that you
still like a good cup of clam chowder no matter how many calories
are in it?"

"No one wants to know that about me. They
want to see my fancy apartment, and my new emerald-green Jaguar,
and hear about my trip to Europe and my last date with the latest
celebrity of the moment. And I thought we weren't going to talk
about this."

"Maybe you sell your fans short. Maybe you
sell yourself short. You're more than your photograph."

"Sometimes my photograph feels more real than
me."

His green eyes seemed to bore right into her
soul, and she knew she'd revealed far too much. So she tried for
the practiced smile, the artificial laugh, the uncaring toss of her
hair that would draw attention to her beauty and away from her
soul.

"You've been a good friend, Jimmy, the best
photographer I've ever had, but this isn't your business. I'm not
trying to hurt your feelings, but--"

"You want me to butt out."

"Yes, I do. I'm sorry, but this is
personal."

"The least you can do is show me around your
hometown."

She sat back in her chair, not sure she
wanted to give him even that much encouragement to linger. "There's
not much to see."

"I don't know about that. It's been pretty
interesting so far."

She saw his charming smile and knew she
couldn't say no to his adorable face. Jimmy had a way of making her
do things she never wanted to do, like wearing a bikini on an Aspen
ski slope or riding a horse bareback down a Texas dirt road. She
supposed this was an easy request compared to some of them. "You
are nothing but trouble. You know that, don't you?"

He leaned forward, so close she could see the
gleam in his green eyes, and she felt an unexpected tingle go down
her spine.

"Sometimes a woman needs a little trouble in
her life," he said.

She laughed. "Does that line really work on
women?"

He grinned back at her. "You'd be
surprised."

"I think I'd be more surprised if you ever
stopped flirting."

"I keep hoping, that's all," he said
lightly.

"Hoping? For what?"

He shrugged, a Mona Lisa smile on his lips
that made her surprisingly uncomfortable. This was Jimmy, she told
herself. A fun guy, a charmer, a man not to be taken seriously.

"You're not making any sense," she told
him.

"Good, I'd hate to ruin my rep. Come on. Show
me your old stomping grounds, where you went to school, what roads
you took on your driver's test, where you parked to make out with
all the boys."

She punched him in the arm. "Some things are
private."

"Hey, if you can't tell your photographer,
who can you tell? I know all your other secrets, babe, the freckles
you hide behind powder, the way your hairline veers on the right
side, that tiny little blemish under your left eyebrow." He leaned
forward and cupped her face with his hands. "You can't hide from
me, Tessa. Sooner or later, you're going to crack."

"Not even if you threaten to break my
fingernails," she said, trying to lighten a mood that had suddenly
gone serious. "Don't forget I know a few secrets about you, too,
Jimmy boy. So, if you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours."

"How about your front?"

"Stop," she said, getting to her feet.
"Enough. You're making me laugh. And I'm not supposed to be
laughing right now. I'm supposed to be serious and concerned and
worried."

"Not for the next hour. Give yourself a
break, Tessa. The worry will be waiting when you get back."

"That's what I'm afraid of."


Chapter Ten

 


"Relax, nothing will happen in the next few
hours, except that you're going to think about something besides
your grandmother and Tessa," Sam said to Alli as he steered the
boat out of the harbor.

Alli wrapped her heavy sweater around her as
the ocean breeze caught at her hair. She'd exchanged her skirt for
a pair of jeans she kept in the back of the shop, and her sandals
for white canvas tennis shoes.

"I feel so decadent," she confessed. "I
should be working at the shop, or at the very least I should be at
the hospital."

"You are working -- for me," Sam said with a
grin.

He'd looked downright pleased to see her
arrive, and when he'd introduced her to the newlyweds, he'd called
her his wife. Not his ex-wife, but his wife. For some reason, the
distinction seemed important. "And you know Phoebe would want you
to take a break," he added.

"I suppose." Alli rested her arms on the rail
and glanced over at the young couple who were sitting on the bench
seat in the stern of the boat, watching the white water kick up
behind them as they gathered speed and left the harbor behind for
the wide-open Pacific Ocean.

"They're cute," she said to Sam.

"Young love."

"Young? They're our age."

"Really? I feel older than they look."

"So do I," she admitted. She stared out at
the horizon for a long moment. "Sometimes I wonder what it would be
like to be twenty-seven and single, no child, no husband, no
mortgage, no business to run, just myself to take care of."

"You'd probably be bored."

"Maybe."

"What's the point in looking back anyway? You
can't change what happened," Sam said.

"I can't help it," she said wistfully. "Don't
you ever wonder what it would have been like if we'd never gotten
together that Christmas? What if you hadn't come to the party? Or
if I'd left before you arrived? Things could have turned out so
differently."

"But I did come to the party, and you were
still there. I don't have time to wonder about what might have
been, and frankly I don't see the point. We've got enough to do
just dealing with the present." He stared out at the water,
standing tall and straight, his hands firmly on the wheel in front
of him.

She supposed that was one of the big
differences between them: Sam didn't want to analyze any of it, and
she wanted to pick it apart down to the last detail. "I guess the
good thing about having a child young is that we'll still be young
when Megan grows up."

"That's a long ways off."

"Not really, only ten years till she's
eighteen. The last nine have gone pretty fast. And since we don't
have any more children..."

"Don't start, Alli."

"I know you don't want any more children, but
I do."

"You just said you wondered what it would be
like to have no children. Make up your mind."

"I meant that hypothetically. I wouldn't
trade Megan in for anything in the world."

"Neither would I." He sent her a brief look.
"And I don't think you'd be happy with no one to take care of, to
boss around, to get into fights with. You're not a loner, Alli, you
never were. I was always tripping over you growing up. You were in
the middle of things, stirring up trouble wherever you went."

"It was the only way I could get your
attention," she admitted.

He laughed. "I think you had everyone's
attention when you dyed your hair green."

"It wasn't supposed to be green, it was
supposed to be blond," she replied.

He laughed. "What happened? Did you forget to
read the directions? Oh, that's right, you don't believe in reading
directions. Leap first, look later. That was always your
style."

His tone was too gentle for her to take
offense. "I was in a hurry."

"You were always in a hurry." He sent her a
knowing look that reminded her of how many years they had known
each other.

"You didn't exactly get through childhood
unscathed," she said.

"Let's change the subject."

"Remember that party you had when your
parents went out of town?"

"The one you talked me into having?" he asked
pointedly.

"And somebody broke the picture frame that
Tessa had given you to hold your prom photo?" she continued,
ignoring the fact that she had been the one to encourage the party.
"You thought Tessa was going to kill you for sure."

"So you went all the way to Portland with me
to find an exact copy," he said quietly, turning to face her. "I'd
forgotten about that. Why did you help me?"

"I didn't want you to get into trouble."

"Really?" he asked skeptically.

"Okay, I got to ride in the Thunderbird and
spend time with you. But it was still a nice thing to do, even if
my motives were a bit selfish."

"You were a pal."

She sighed. "And I wanted to be so much
more."

"Well, it turned out that way."

For a few moments all was quiet between them.
Alli leaned against the rail and watched him sail. Here on the
water, Sam was completely at ease, master of his destiny, strong,
powerful, a part of nature as much as the wind and the sea. It was
how she always thought of him, the mist off the ocean dampening his
hair, his cheeks burning from the midday sun, his eyes dancing with
a joy that only being on the water could give him.

"You love this, don't you?" she asked, even
though it wasn't really a question.

"More than I ever thought I would."

"So this part of your life turned out
okay?"

He smiled at her. "Yeah."

"I'm glad." She looked out at the miles of
water stretching before them. "Do you think we'll see any whales
today?"

"I hope so or the Starks will be
disappointed."

Alli turned her head to see the newlywed
couple exchange a deep, passionate kiss. "I'm not sure they will
come up for air long enough to see a whale."

"You might be right about that. By the way,
we should talk about our kite. The festival is only a few days
away. Have you thought about the design?"

"Megan wants to do a picture of our family
for the design. She even drew three stick figures. Yours has great
hair. Mine just looks fat."

"You always think you look fat."

"I have a mirror."

"You don't look in the mirror. Most of your
impressions are stuck in your head from a hundred years ago. Maybe
once you looked fat, so forever you're fat. That's the way it is
with you. You never change your mind."

"That's not true," she automatically denied,
although she had the vague impression that he might be somewhat
right.

"Sure it is. Twelve people could say you were
skinny and one person could say you were fat, and who would you
believe -- the one person who said you were fat."

She thought about that for a moment,
wondering when Sam had gotten so good at analyzing her.
"Maybe."

"Not maybe; it's true."

"It was different for me, Sam. Growing up,
you and Tessa had each other for support. I didn't have
anyone."

"You had friends."

"I didn't have a relationship like the one
you and Tessa had. What was it about her that made you want to be
with her every second of the day?"

He thought about her question for a moment.
"Tessa was an incredible storyteller," he said finally. "We'd sit
for hours in the treehouse and Tessa would talk about climbing the
Pyramids and shooting the rapids and coming face-to-face with wild
tigers in the jungles of Africa."

"Like any of that would actually come true,"
Alli said scornfully.

"It didn't matter. The story was enough."

"Did you really want to do all those things
-- shoot rapids, hunt tigers?"

"At thirteen, yeah. But there was one thing
Tessa wasn't good at..."

"You mean there was one thing? I'm in shock.
Catch me if I faint."

"Tessa never figured out how we were actually
going to get to the African jungle, especially since at the time we
didn't even have a driver's license." He laughed at some memory
that was not hers, and it hurt. But Alli couldn't let him see that,
because then he'd stop talking, and she needed him to talk, she
needed to understand why he loved Tessa so much.

"You could still do it, Sam. You and Tessa
could travel around the world, see all those things that you never
got to see."

"And what about you? What about Megan?" His
eyes grew more serious as he looked at her. "Wouldn't you miss me?
We've been together for nine years. And they weren't all bad. Is it
really so easy to send me away, Alli?"

His words created a lump in her throat that
she had trouble swallowing. "Of course we would miss you, Sam,
but..." She didn't know what he was asking really. Did he want her
to ask him to stay, to walk away from Tessa?

She'd already forced that decision on him
once before, and she couldn't do it again, especially now, since
he'd reminded her of the past, of all the hours he and Tessa had
spent in the treehouse with the flashlight and the telescope.

Alli had seen their first kiss. She'd heard
their first fight. She'd watched them fall in love. And she'd
broken them up. It was time to do the right thing, set Sam
free.

"Alli?"

"What?"

"Look at the seagulls."

She watched a group of gulls dance off the
water in search of food only to soar high into the sky as the boat
drew closer to them.

"Beautiful," she murmured. "Absolutely free.
I'd forgotten how fun this is, to sail into the wind, feel the mist
on your face, breathe in the fresh air. It's invigorating."

"It's spectacular," Sam said. "Out here,
everything is so simple. Why do we have to complicate things?"

"Because we're human, and we need more than
the seagulls to be happy." She paused. "You know what you said
about Tessa teaching you how to dream? Well, since I spent most of
my time standing on the ground beneath that damn treehouse, I
always had to look up to see anything, and when I looked up, I saw
you." Her eyes grew watery. "You were my dream, Sam. I wanted so
badly to be yours."

"Come here." He held out his hand to her.

Alli hesitated, then walked over and let him
slide his arm around her waist as he encouraged her to put her
hands on the wheel.

"You can drive," he said.

"Since when?" she asked, feeling the power of
the boat under her fingers.

"Since now. Besides, there's nothing around
for you to crash into."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence."

He rested his chin on her head, his hands
firm on her waist as she steered the boat. "Sometimes you need to
forget everything, Alli -- where you've been, where you're going,
what you want, what you think you want. Sometimes you just have to
be in the moment, or the moment passes you by."

"I think that's how we made Megan," she said
dryly.

"And since then you've been trying to take it
all back. But you can't. I came to accept the fact that you were
never going away, Alli."

"Hey," she protested, but his teasing laugh
prevented any further protest.

"And you need to accept the fact that we
can't change the past. Just stop and feel the sun on your face and
the breeze in your hair and let everything else go. Be as free as
those seagulls."

She turned her head, his face so close to
hers. "Is that why you spend so much time out here, so you can feel
free, so you can forget everything?"
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