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The sun was shining off Galveston Bay, the wind held the warmth of spring, and Rory was happy. But then Rory was always happy when she was headed for Pearl Island.
She grabbed the awning support as the pontoon tour boat hit another wave. The white shirt of her uniform fluttered against her chest as she brought the microphone to her mouth. “In a moment, folks, we’ll come to the most exciting part of your Galveston Bay boat tour, the haunted house on Pearl Island.”
Interest showed on the passengers’ faces as they glanced toward shore. In truth, a mere hundred yards separated Pearl Island from the main island of Galveston and a private causeway spanned even that small gap. But, in other ways, the island was a world unto itself, filled with intrigue, romance, and rumors of ghosts.
As the boat pounded through the waves toward the cove, Rory loosened her knees to keep her balance. A long corkscrew curl of golden-red hair whipped across her face. She released her hold on the awning to fight the waist-length mass and pitched sideways into the boat’s owner.
“Hang on there, darling,” Captain Bob said as she braced herself against his muscular shoulder. His shirt matched hers in style, with navy blue epaulets and gold buttons, but the rolled-up sleeves stretched taut around his massive biceps. “I know I’m irresistible, but not in front of the passengers, please.” He nodded toward the rows of cushioned seats that held a mishmash of tourists with the usual cameras, souvenir T-shirts, and sunburns.
“I’ll try to contain myself,” Rory teased back.
“Just don’t try too hard, beautiful.” His teeth flashed white against stubble-darkened cheeks as he tugged on the bill of his captain’s cap.
Outboard motor exhaust rolled over them as they swung into the protective cove and Captain Bob pulled back on the throttle. Shielded from the wind by the island, the boat settled into a gentle rocking motion as they began a slow circle.
Rory glanced toward the mansion. Pink granite walls rose above a stand of palm trees in majestic defiance to the acts of God and man and even time that had battered it for a hundred and fifty years. Along the edge of the steep, gabled roof—barely visible from such a distance—winged gargoyles snarled down at all who dared to approach.
Bringing the mike back to her mouth, Rory began the story that gave her goose bumps even though she’d told it a hundred times. “Of the historic sights in Galveston, this house has one of the more colorful pasts. It was built by the notorious Henri LeRoche, a ‘businessman’ from New Orleans who moved to Galveston in the mid-1800s—some say to escape prosecution for his questionable shipping activities. The house was a wedding present for his bride, Marguerite, an opera singer known as ‘the Pearl of New Orleans.’ ”
With the microphone in hand, Rory walked down the center of the aisle toward the bow. “Because of her scandalous past, Marguerite was never quite accepted by Galveston’s budding society. And the fairy-tale marriage she expected turned into a nightmare when Henri became brutally possessive. After years of being a virtual prisoner in her own house, Marguerite met and fell in love with one of Henri’s sea captains, the dashing young Jack Kingsley, who was a blockade runner during the Civil War.”
Rory turned to face her audience, enjoying her role as storyteller. “Henri found out she had a lover and went insane with jealousy. He locked Marguerite and their daughter upstairs, swearing she’d never leave the house alive.
“Afraid for her life, Marguerite sent a message to Captain Kingsley, begging him to rescue her.” Rory lowered her voice for dramatic effect. “On the night he came for her on the pretext of delivering a shipment of arms to Henri, he sailed his ship into this very cove. Marguerite and her daughter escaped from her room with the aid of a servant. But Henri stopped her on the grand staircase. The two fought, and she fell down the stairs to her death.
“Enraged with grief, Henri rushed to the balcony, there, off the third floor, and fired a cannon.” Rory shielded her eyes against the sun as she pictured the scene. In her mind, she conjured a stormy night filled with violence, passion, and death. She could see Henri LeRoche on the balcony, hurling curses at his rival as he lit the fuse.
“The cannonball struck the wooden vessel broadside, igniting the cargo of gunpowder. The Freedom sank quickly, taking Captain Kingsley and most of his crew down with her to a watery grave. Only a few were able to swim to shore and tell the story that has become a favorite Galveston legend.
“In fact”—Rory turned back to her audience—“we’re passing over the wreckage of the ship now. If you look straight down, you might be able to make out the main mast and crow’s nest.”
The pontoon boat rocked as the passengers bent over the rail.
“Where’s the ship, Mommy?” A little girl leaned way out to peer into the water. “I don’t see it.”
“Careful, sweetheart,” the mother said, holding the girl’s waist.
Rory made her way back down the aisle. “Another intriguing aspect of the tale is that Captain Kingsley’s grandfather sailed with Galveston’s most famous pirate, Jean Laffite. Some believe Jack Kingsley had Laffite’s legendary ‘missing treasure’ on the ship when it went down. As you can imagine, this has made it difficult for the owners of the island to keep scuba divers out of the cove, even though no one has ever found any evidence of a sunken treasure.”
“You said the house is haunted?” asked a burly man wearing a hot pink T-shirt and black dress socks.
Rory nodded. “Many believe the ghost of Marguerite remains in the house waiting for her lover, and that Captain Kingsley haunts these very waters, searching for a way for them to reunite.”
“Is the house occupied?” another man asked.
“No, it’s been empty for about fifty years. Although it is still owned by descendants of Henri LeRoche, through his nephew,” Rory explained with a slight edge to her voice, “not his daughter by Marguerite—the rightful heirs.”
“Careful, Rory, your jealousy is showing,” Captain Bob teased her, for he knew her family descended directly from Marguerite Bouchard’s daughter and had an ongoing grudge against the LeRoches.
“Not my jealousy,” she told him. “My sense of injustice.”
“Is that one of them there?” the young mother asked.
“Hmm?” Rory looked toward shore. As the pontoon moved past a line of palm trees, she saw a man standing on the overgrown lawn, just outside the chain-link fence that protected the house from vandals. He appeared to be hammering a sign into the ground. Surprised to see anyone on the island, she grabbed the binoculars from the wheel pulpit and held them to her eyes. The man had his back to her, but he was too blond and slender to be John LeRoche, the current owner of Pearl Island. Her gaze moved to the words on the sign, and the air left her lungs: Bank Foreclosure—Property for Sale.
“Oh, my God,” she breathed and felt the hair on her arms stand on end. “Bobby, pull closer to the pier.”
“What for?” he asked.
“Just pull closer, will ya?”
“You’re not going to get out or anything, are you?”
She lowered the binoculars as conviction swelled within her. “Yes, actually I believe I am.”
“No way, Rory. That’s private property. And we’re on a schedule.”
“Fine. I’ll swim.” She kicked off her deck shoes and prepared to strip down to the swimming suit she always wore beneath her tour guide uniform.
“You would, too, wouldn’t you?” He shook his head as she tugged the shirt from the waist of her shorts. “All right, all right, I’ll let you get out. But what are we supposed to tell them?” He nodded toward the tourists.
Putting her shoes back on, she raised the mike to her mouth. “If you folks will sit tight for just one minute, we’re going to pull up to the pier so you can get a good look at the house.”
Bobby snorted but eased the boat alongside the dock. Grabbing a mooring line, Rory jumped out and secured the boat before she took off at a jog. The pier gave way to sandy beach, then a rutted path that led up toward the house. As she approached from behind, the man continued to swing the hammer, each stroke moving the shoulders beneath a white dress shirt.
“Spineless wimps!” he cursed. “Get me to do their dirty work, will they?” Bam! The hammer came down on the stake, driving it into the sandy soil. “Cowards!” Bam, bam! “Make me look like a traitor. What do they care?” Bam, bam, bam!
“Excuse me,” she said from behind him.
With a start, the man whirled around, dropping the hammer on his foot as the wind sent the sign flying against his back. He yelped, ducking his head and clutching his shin.
“Oh, I’m sorry!” She rushed to push the sign off him. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine! Splendid! Argh!” he shouted as he toppled backward to land on his backside at her feet.
Rory struggled not to laugh as she stared down at the man. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, he had a boyishly handsome face. His blond hair was cut short on the sides, but long enough on top to fall across his forehead. He straightened his glasses as he stared at her long bare legs, then his gaze traveled upward past her blue shorts and white shirt to her face and the unruly hair that whipped about her on the wind. “Aurora? Aurora St. Claire? Is that you?”
“Do I know you?” she asked as she gathered her hair in one hand to get it out of her eyes. He did seem slightly familiar. Although no one but her teachers back in school and her Aunt Viv called her Aurora.
For a moment, he just gaped up at her, then he swallowed hard as if to clear his throat. “I’m Chance,” he said as he scrambled to his feet, dusting dirt from his trousers. “I went to school with your brother.”
“Chance?” She thought for a moment, then remembered. “Oh, yes! Short for ‘Chancellor,’ as in ‘Oliver Chancellor,’ right?” She blinked in amazement when he straightened, for he topped her own height of nearly six feet by several inches. “Wow, you grew.”
“Yeah, into my big clumsy feet,” he grumbled.
Not only had he grown taller, he’d filled out—well, a little bit. From what she remembered, he’d been a gangly kid none of the girls would even have noticed except that his family was one of the wealthiest in Galveston.
She was surprised he remembered her, though, since prominent families like the Chancellors didn’t exactly run in the same circles as the disreputable and outrageous descendants of Marguerite Bouchard, many of whom had inherited Marguerite’s passion for the stage.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“I saw you putting up the sign—Oh! The sign!” She turned and lifted it so she could read it. “Foreclosure! Is this for real?” She scanned the sign for details, but the words jumbled together in her excitement.
“Unfortunately, yes.” He took the sign from her and thrust it back into the soft ground that refused to hold it upright.
“The bank is foreclosing on a loan to John LeRoche?” she asked in disbelief.
“Do you think I’d drive all the way out here to put up a sign if we weren’t?” Bam! Bam!
“But when? How? Why?”
“The same reason we foreclose on anyone who doesn’t pay their loan back.”
“Oh, my god,” she whispered, trying to take it all in. The house that should have belonged to her family was actually for sale. “How much will it go for?”
“Depends on how much the bank is offered.” He shrugged.
“I want to buy it.”
“What?” He glanced at her. “Are you kidding?”
“No, I’m serious. In fact”—she took a breath to calm her racing heart—“I’ve never been more serious in my life.”
“Aurora.” He frowned. “I don’t mean to be nosy but, well, what I mean is... can you qualify for a home loan of this size?”
“Qualify?” She blinked at him. “I don’t know. But I have good credit.” Actually, she had no credit, but she figured no credit was better than bad credit.
He shook his head. “I’m afraid, for a mortgage loan this big, you’re going to need more than good credit. You’ll need proof of income, collateral, or a co-signer. Trust me on this, I grew up in banking.”
“That’s right!” She snapped her fingers. “Your father owns the bank.”
“My father used to own the bank. Now it belongs to an East Coast banking chain, like every other bank in this country.”
“Rory!” Captain Bob’s voice floated up from the pier, barely audible over the wind. “Hurry it up, will ya!”
“Hang on!” she shouted, then turned back to Chance. “What about a business loan? Could I qualify for one of those?”
“It depends. Do you have a business?”
“Well, no.” She squirmed. “Not yet.”
“How about a business plan?”
“Of course I have a plan.” She looked through the chain-link fence as images from a lifetime of daydreams superimposed themselves over the neglected structure. She saw the mansion fully restored, the storm shutters thrown open so the windows gleamed in the sunlight, people lounging in chairs on the veranda, colorful flowers spilling from the flower beds. Oh, yes, she had a plan. A plan so near to her heart, she’d never dared to speak of it aloud. “I plan to succeed,” she said at last. “That’s what I plan to do.”
He chuckled. “I’m afraid planning to ‘succeed’ isn’t a business plan. It’s a goal—and a good one—but if you want someone to loan you money, you need an in-depth, written plan with demographics, cost analysis, projected growth and income.”
Panic welled at the thought of putting her dream down on paper for other people to scrutinize, but she let the sight of the house give her courage. “If I get one of those, a business plan, your father’s bank will loan me the money?”
“I didn’t say that.” He gave her an odd smile, partly amused, partly intrigued.
“Rory!” Bobby shouted from the boat. “Move your tail! We have a schedule to keep here.”
“I’m coming!” She gave Chance a pleading look. “I gotta go. I’ll come see you tomorrow. At the bank.” She grabbed his hand and gave it a good businesslike handshake. “We’ll talk more then.” Her voice floated behind her as she jogged down the path. “Oh, I can’t wait to get home and tell Adrian and Allison. They’re just gonna flip!”
“But—” Chance held out a hand as she dashed to the pier on long tanned legs, the wind plastering the white shirt to her tall, curvy body. He felt as if a whirlwind had just knocked him over as he watched her climb into the boat beside the muscle-bound driver. With a cheerful smile, she waved at him while the boat pulled away from the dock.
Chance returned the wave numbly as he willed his pulse to slow. Aurora St. Claire. Heaven help him and all mortal men, but didn’t the woman have a clue what that body, that face, and all that flame-bright hair could do to a man!
He shook his head hoping to clear it. It didn’t work. There was no shaking off the effect of Aurora. Once she bowled a guy over, he was down for life. Chance should know. He’d been in lust with the girl since he was a boy. Only, he wasn’t a boy any longer. And God have mercy, she definitely wasn’t a mere girl.
The ringing of the phone clipped to his belt brought him slowly out of his haze. “Yes, Chance speaking.”
“Oliver, where are you?” His father’s deep voice pricked a hole in Chance’s euphoria. “I expected you back at the bank an hour ago.”
“I know, I’m sorry, sir.” He glanced uneasily at the sign, wondering if his father had seen the paperwork on the foreclosure yet. Since his father sounded more curious than angry, he guessed not. “Brian had an... um... errand he wanted me to do.”
“Since when does the vice president of operations run errands for the loan department?” his father asked.
Since the bank was taken over by a bunch of out-of-town wimps who don’t have the guts to get between you and the new owners back East, Chance thought bitterly. Although he couldn’t blame Brian Jeffries, the senior vice president of loans, for asking him to put up the For Sale sign. If anyone else did it, Chance’s father would fire the person on the spot for embarrassing the LeRoche family in so public a manner.
“Never mind,” his father sighed. “I was about to leave for the day and wanted to remind you about Paige’s welcome-home dinner tonight.”
“No need to remind me. I’m looking forward to it.” Chance smiled, thinking of Paige Baxter, the girl he intended to marry. Now that she had graduated from college and returned to the island, they could finally start dating in a more official manner. When summer was over, he’d ask her to marry him, they’d have a respectable engagement of six months or so, and marry next spring. He imagined his mother and Mrs. Baxter were already planning the wedding.
“We’ll expect you at the house by six-thirty, then?” his father said.
“Yes, sir. I’ll be there.” Hanging up, Chance felt his smile fade as the tension of the day settled back over his shoulders. He glanced at the cove and saw the tour boat had disappeared. Odd how the wind seemed calmer now. While Aurora had been there, the air had been charged with electricity as if lightning were about to strike.
He picked up his hammer and returned to pounding the sign into the ground. In the back of his mind he wondered if Aurora was serious about coming to see him at the bank. A smile tugged at his lips. Now wouldn’t that be a sight—Aurora St. Claire sweeping through the bank in a swirl of energy and light? He could almost see the portraits of the bank’s founders crashing to the marble floor of the lobby in her wake.
“Adrian! Alli!” Rory shouted as she burst into the small house in the historic district where she lived with her brother and sister. She’d run all the way from Pier Nineteen hoping to catch both of them at home.
Glancing at her watch, she saw it was five-thirty. Perfect. Her sister would be home from her job at the antiques shop and her brother had mentioned that morning that he’d be going in late today for his shift as assistant chef at Chez Laffite.
Sadie, her sister’s sable and white Sheltie, trotted in from the back of the house, swishing her sassy tail with glee.
“Hey, there, girl, where is everyone?” Rory asked as she obeyed Sadie’s demand for an ear scratch.
Sadie offered a happy bark that was no help at all. The front parlor was empty, except for the usual clutter. Old daguerreotypes vied for space on the walls with framed playbills, hand-tatted doilies graced the arms of their great-grandmother’s red velvet sofa, newspapers and novels sat in piles everywhere. The living room and front bedroom had once been the entire cottage, but more rooms had been added over the years.
With Sadie at her heels, Rory maneuvered past the piano stool through the dining room and bounded into the kitchen at the back of the house. “There you are!”
“Rory!” Allison turned from the counter with a start, a mixing bowl in hand. Soft black curls framed Allison’s delicate face and blue eyes. While Aurora had inherited their father’s height and their mother’s bright hair, Allison had the bones and coloring that spoke of their French lineage. “Must you always make a grand entrance? Can’t you simply arrive home quietly, like a normal person?”
“Of course not. I’m a Bouchard,” Rory said, claiming the maiden name of their famous ancestor. “Ooo, is that a chocolate cake you’re making?” She snitched a sample with her finger, barely escaping a swat from the handle of the wooden spoon.
“I hear Rory’s home.” Her brother entered the kitchen in her wake. He occupied the front bedroom since their aunt, “the Incomparable Vivian,” was starring in a long-running production of Hello, Dolly! on Broadway. The three of them had moved in with Aunt Viv after their parents died in a car wreck while touring with a theater troupe when Rory was a toddler.
“I trust you have dinner under control,” Adrian said as he came forward to sniff the steam rising from a pot on the stove. Wearing a white chef’s jacket, he looked wickedly handsome with his black ponytail and gold earring. Wrinkling his nose, he pinched a bay leaf from the bundles of herbs hanging overhead and tossed it into the pot.
“Go away, Adrian.” Allison bumped him aside with her hip as she continued to stir her cake batter. “That’s my leftover gumbo you’re messing with.”
“And I’ll say what I said on Saturday. It needs more filé.”
“It does not,” Allison protested.
“Guys!” Rory interrupted before they launched into a full-blown argument about cooking filled with French passion and offended egos. “You’ll never guess what I found out today.”
“What’s that?” Adrian said as he reached over Allison’s head toward the spice rack.
“I’m warning you, Adrian.” Allison clutched her wooden spoon like a sword. “Stay away from my gumbo. Unless you want to go back to doing all the cooking around here.”
“No, no, you’re doing a fine job,” he hastened to say, even as he added a pinch of spice to the pot.
“Would y’all listen?” Rory pleaded. “This is really big news. The old mansion on Pearl Island is for sale!”
Adrian and Allison both went still. In concert, they turned to face her.
“You’re joking, right?” her brother said.
“No, I’m serious. There was a For Sale sign posted and everything.”
“Well,” Allison said, “there’s obviously been some sort of mistake. We all know the LeRoche family would never sell the house, even though they moved out of it years ago. As long as Marguerite’s spirit is trapped inside, they’ll keep it. ‘The Pearl’ is their good-luck charm. Whether that’s true or not, whether there’s even a ghost or not, is beside the point. All that matters is that the LeRoches believe it.”
“Maybe it is true,” Adrian said. “I mean, you have to admit, they’ve certainly led charmed lives when it comes to making money.”
Allison shrugged. “Too bad their personal lives aren’t as successful.” While the LeRoche family no longer lived in Galveston year round, they maintained a beach house and were a favorite topic of gossip—not just locally but in newspapers and tabloids nationwide.
“I, for one, would pick happy over rich any day,” Allison said.
“Well, there is that,” Adrian agreed.
“Wait a second.” Rory waved a hand to get their attention. “I didn’t say John LeRoche was selling the house voluntarily. The First Bank of Galveston foreclosed on the property,” she said. Even though the bank had changed its name to Liberty Union National Bank when it changed owners, all the locals still called it by its original name. “John LeRoche has already lost Pearl Island.”
“The First Bank of Galveston foreclosed on John LeRoche?” Adrian’s laugh rumbled forth. “Yeah, right, sis. Now I know you’re pulling our leg. Nice try, though.”
“No, I’m telling y’all, it’s true. Don’t you see? This is our big chance.”
“Big chance for what?” Her brother gave the pot of rice an experimental jiggle.
Looking from her brother’s bored face to her sister’s worried one, she realized she’d gotten ahead of herself. “If y’all would come sit down for just a minute.” She took the mixing bowl away from Allison and put it on the chopping block that sat in the middle of the room beneath an assortment of hanging pots.
“Rory!” Allison protested, holding her hand under the spoon to catch any drips.
“Just for a minute.” She took the spoon and put it in the bowl. “This is important. Really.”
Her brother checked his watch to see how much time he had before he needed to leave for work. With a shrug, he joined them at the breakfast table. The open windows that overlooked the small backyard let in the salty smell of Galveston Bay.
Once they were seated, Rory took a deep breath and wondered where to begin. The dreams that crowded her mind had been there so long, she feared they’d come spilling out in a jumbled mess the second she started speaking.
“Okay.” She exhaled. “I have an idea. Actually, it’s something I’ve thought about forever, but I never mentioned it because it didn’t seem possible. Then I saw that sign today and I knew this was it—our big chance!”
“Our big chance for what, Rory?” Allison sighed.
Rory placed her hands palms-down on the table. “What would y’all think about opening a bed-and-breakfast?”
They both stared at her. Even Sadie cocked her head to the side.
“On Pearl Island?” her brother asked at last.
“Yes.” Rory sucked in air and felt as if she would float right off the ground. “What could be more perfect, since the place should rightfully have been ours anyway? But that’s beside the point. With its history and setting, people would come from all over to stay there. We could even offer scuba diving in the cove so guests could go down and see the old shipwreck. Adrian”—she reached out and took his hand—“you could be in charge of the cooking. And Allison”—she took her sister’s hand—“with your knowledge of antiques and flare for decorating, you could handle the remodeling. Maybe even open your own gift shop in the parlor.”
“But Rory,” Allison said, “who would run the inn?”
“I would.” Rory saw doubt enter their eyes and sat back. “All right, I’ll admit I’m not the most business-minded person, but we could hire a bookkeeper to help out with that and I’d handle the guests.” The skeptical looks grew deeper. “Come on, you have to admit you’d love to own your own business. Adrian, you wouldn’t have to put up with the head chef’s egomaniacal tantrums anymore. You could cook what you wanted, be the king of your own kitchen. And Alli, aren’t you tired of getting paid slave wages while making the owners of the Strand Emporium rich?”
Adrian and Allison looked at each other, then back at her. “There’s just one problem with your plan,” Adrian said. “We’d have to buy the place and restore it, which will likely cost a fortune, not to mention the other expenses involved in starting a business. I’m not sure we have that kind of money.”
“We have the money from Mom and Dad’s life insurance,” Rory pointed out.
“Which might cover the purchase price,” Adrian said, “if we manage to get the property at a steal, but it won’t come close to covering the rest.”
“Then we’ll take out a business loan,” Rory offered. “I already talked to Oliver Chancellor about it today.”
“Oliver Chancellor?” Allison’s eyes widened. “Of the banking Chancellors? You talked to a banker about this?”
“He was on Pearl Island, putting up the foreclosure sign,” Rory explained. “That’s how I found out about it.”
“And he agreed to give you a loan, just like that?” Adrian snapped his fingers.
“No, of course not,” she said. “But I bet he’ll help us apply for one.”
Adrian smirked. “Of course he will.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rory straightened.
He gestured toward her wild hair, tall body, and long legs exposed by her shorts. “Any male between puberty and senility generally agrees to give you anything.”
“It’s not like that.” Rory rolled her eyes. “Oliver Chancellor isn’t interested in me.” Good grief, she thought. They were so far apart socially, they might as well come from different planets.
Adrian gave her a pointed look. “You think just because he’s a scrawny geek he’s not interested in girls?”
“He’s not scrawny.” She frowned at her brother.
“But he is a geek,” Adrian pointed out.
“Well, yeah,” she admitted as she pictured Chance standing before her in his button-down dress shirt and wire-rimmed glasses. “I guess. But in a cute sort of way.”
“Oh, Rory,” Allison sighed. “Don’t do this to the poor guy. I remember him from school. He always seemed so nice.”
“Do what to him?” Rory asked.
“Break his heart,” Allison said. “Like you do all the boys.”
“I do not.” Rory snorted. Why did Adrian and Allison always accuse her of leading men around as if they were love-sick puppies? True, men in general tended to be nice to her, but that was because she was a friendly person, not because of how she looked. Sure, she was attractive—she’d have to be an idiot not to know that—but she didn’t come close to Allison’s fragile beauty. With a wave of her hand, she brushed the nonsense aside. “Do you think we could get back to the real subject here, which is the fact that Pearl Island is for sale? If we’re interested.”
Her brother shook his head. “Rory, I realize you are the original sunshine girl, but this idea is a bit far-fetched, even for you. No banker in his right mind is going to loan us the kind of money it would take to buy an entire island so we can open a bed-and-breakfast.”
“Well, it never hurts to ask,” Rory said.
“Rory.” Allison gave her fingers a squeeze. “It’s not that simple.”
“How do we know—if we don’t even try?”
Adrian cocked a brow at Allison. “She’s right, you know.”
“Adrian!” Allison scolded. “Don’t encourage her.”
“I’m just saying she’s right. We don’t know if we can or can’t do anything unless we look into it.”
“Then we’ll do it?” Rory brightened. “Together?”
“We didn’t say that.” Allison frowned at both of them.
“But you won’t get mad if I go down to the bank tomorrow and talk to Chance about it.”
“Do we have a choice?” Allison asked.
“Of course you do,” Rory insisted. “If you don’t want this dream, then what’s the use of me pursuing it? I don’t want to push you into anything. This is something we do together, for ourselves, or not at all. So, what do you say?”
Allison looked to their brother. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to look into it.”
“Are you kidding?” A devilish smile broke over Adrian’s face. “I’d kill to be in charge of my own kitchen. But Rory, I’m warning you not to get your hopes up. This is a one-in-a-million shot we’re talking about here.”
“I know,” she said. “But one in a million is better than nothing.”
He hesitated a moment before nodding. “All right.” Rising, he ruffled her hair. “You go for it, sis. In the meantime, I’m off to work.”
“Thanks, Adrian,” she called to him as he left the kitchen. Squeezing her sister’s hand, she added, “Something good is going to come of this. I can just feel it!”
Her sister looked less than convinced.
~ ~ ~
Chance welcomed the strong breeze as he stepped out onto his parents’ back deck. Worries over the LeRoche foreclosure had kept him on edge all evening, in spite of the good food and familiar company. He took a deep breath, willing his shoulders to relax.
An occasional light or sound of laughter came from the decks of neighboring houses along the golf course. Moonlight silvered the country club grounds, and in the distance the pulse of the gulf beat against miles of sandy beaches.
“Oh, I have missed this,” Paige sighed as she joined him at the rail. “There’s no place in the world that feels quite like Galveston. It’s as if the very air holds magic.”
A burst of night wind carried the scent of rain, and somewhere far out over the gulf, lightning flickered.
“Magic?” He leaned a hip against the rail to study her. She had the quiet, cultured sort of looks he found comfortable, with her pale blond hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. The diamond studs that sparkled at her ears complemented her silvery blue slip of a dress. Her dainty body had always made him feel masculine, even back in the days when he was a scrawny adolescent. Although now that he towered over her a full foot, he idly wondered how well they’d fit together in bed.
He pushed the image aside, feeling somewhat guilty for trying to picture the act of sex with Paige. For as long as he’d known her, Paige Baxter had possessed a pristine quality that discouraged base thoughts in her presence. He supposed, if they were going to be married, he needed to get over that.
The sliding glass door opened, and Chance turned as their parents joined them.
“Ellen, your dinner was superb as always,” Marcy Baxter said to his mother as the ladies made their way to the grouping of outdoor furniture amid the potted palms. The striped awning that shaded the deck during the day had been retracted so they could enjoy the stars. “I don’t suppose I could get the recipe for that praline flan?”
“I’m afraid even I can’t get it,” his mother laughed as she settled onto a cushioned settee. The long Oriental silk top she wore with wide-legged pants shimmered softly as she made herself comfortable. Even staring the age of sixty in the face, with threads of silver weaving through her brown hair, Ellen Chancellor was a handsome woman. “I made the dinner but Carmen made dessert and you know she never shares her recipes with anyone.”
“Well, you should make her give it to you,” Marcy said as she perched on a chair, tucking her short skirt about her legs. “She does work for you, after all.”
While Ellen accepted the advancing years with grace, her lifelong friend was fighting them every step of the way with dyed blond hair to hide the gray and the latest trends from Neiman Marcus.
“How about a cigar?” Chance’s father, Norman, asked Harry Baxter as the men headed for the outdoor bar beneath an overhang at the other end of the deck.
“I’d love one,” the land developer answered in his deep, booming voice. His short, powerful body provided a sharp contrast to Norman Chancellor’s tall, masculine grace.
“Harry,” Marcy warned her husband with a pointed look. “You know what the doctor said about your blood pressure.”
“Bah, one cigar every now and then isn’t going to kill me.” Harry selected a fat Cuban from the box Norman presented. Chance caught his father’s look of longing as Harry puffed the cigar to life. Since his heart attack two years ago, Norman had to settle for smoking by proxy.
“So”—Harry leaned back in the high-legged bar chair allowing his full stomach to relax—“what’s this rumor I hear about your bank foreclosing on Pearl Island?”
The tension snapped back into Chance’s shoulders.
“Hmm, what’s that?” Norm asked, distracted by a plume of aromatic smoke.
Chance closed his eyes as he waited for Harry to answer. He’d hoped he could tell his father about the foreclosure personally—and in private.
“One of the real estate agents I work with was out boating today,” Harry said. “Told me he saw a foreclosure sign in front of the house on Pearl Island.”
A heartbeat of silence followed in which Chance could almost hear the thoughts spinning through his father’s mind. The confidentiality of a bank customer was sacred to Norman Chancellor. He would never publicly humiliate anyone by putting up a foreclosure sign. But then, Norman Chancellor didn’t own the bank anymore. While the new owners had kept him on as bank president, they operated behind his back all too often, expecting Norman and his old-fashioned ways to be little more than window dressing to keep the Old Money accounts happy.
“Foreclosure? That’s nonsense.” Norm flashed a look in Chance’s direction, a look that demanded an explanation. Helpless, Chance gave his head an infinitesimal shake, letting his father know they’d talk about it later. Norm forced a laugh as he turned back to Harry. “The LeRoches have been depositors at the First Bank of Galveston since my ancestors founded the bank. I don’t care if it is the Liberty Union now, or if the LeRoches only vacation in Galveston these days, we still consider them locals. What’s the point of doing business with a local bank, if you aren’t extended a bit of leeway now and then?”
“Well, if anyone needs a bit of leeway right now, it would be John LeRoche,” Harry said. “From what I hear, his first wife took him to the cleaners, and that young model he’s taken up with is spending him out of house and home. Although,” Harry added with a booming laugh, “from the looks of her, maybe she’s worth it! Did you see the picture of her on the cover of that magazine? What’s the name of it?” he asked his wife.
“Glamour,” Marcy answered, her lips pursed with disapproval over John LeRoche’s behavior.
Seeing her expression, Norm cleared his throat. “If you want my opinion, few women are worth losing a fortune over, much less making a fool of yourself in public. As for the foreclosure, it’s bound to be a simple mistake.” He scrubbed his face with a long-fingered hand. “I’m telling you, Harry, sometimes I wonder about the folks I sold the bank to. It was the best decision from a business standpoint, just the way of the world in banking these days, but those East Coast Yankees don’t have a clue how we do business down here in the South. It’s as if the term ‘gentleman’s honor’ has no meaning to them.”
“I hear you there.” Harry puffed on the cigar.
“Chance,” his father said, “we’ll meet on this tomorrow. But first, find out who put up that damn sign and see that it’s taken down.”
“I’ll talk to Brian in loans about it,” Chance answered evasively, dreading the inevitable confrontation.
“Norman,” Chance’s mother scolded lightly. “Can’t you men talk about something other than work?”
“You’re right.” Norm nodded. “Sorry.”
“Miss Ellen?” Carmen, the housekeeper, appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. “I have coffee ready if you like.”
“Oh, yes, I’d love some. Marcy?” Ellen asked her friend. “You’ll have some coffee, won’t you?”
“Only if it’s decaf,” Marcy answered.
“Chance? Paige?” his mother called. “What can Carmen get for you?”
“Nothing, I’m fine,” Chance answered, suddenly eager to escape the entire evening. “Paige, do you want anything?”
“Actually”—she hesitated—“I think I’d prefer a walk.”
Her face tipped up to his, and he saw perfect understanding in her eyes. It was this knack she had for reading him that had drawn him to her from the first. For as long as he could remember, Paige had always been there, at her parents’ house just up the street, ready to listen to his problems. “Would you like to go with me?”
“Yes, I would.” He smiled and moved his arm so she could link her hands about his elbow.
“Paige, dear, don’t forget your sweater,” Marcy Baxter said. “It feels like that storm is moving in.”
“Yes, ma’am.” With a barely audible sigh, Paige ducked back inside and returned with a lightweight cardigan.
Chance took the sweater and draped it over Paige’s shoulders before they descended the wooden steps and headed for the golf-cart path. With the neighborhood located on the west end of the island, where the ground barely rose above sea level, all the houses were elevated. Garages and storage rooms filled in the ground level with the living areas above. The houses on the gulf side of the street backed up to the golf course. Houses on the bay side, like the Baxters’, were set on a series of canals with boat docks in back.
The moment they passed a row of oleanders that shielded them from their parents, Paige pulled the sweater from her shoulders and draped it over one arm. Overhead, the wind rustled the palm trees that lined the path.
“I take it all is not well at the bank?” Paige asked quietly.
“You might say that.” Chance snorted, wondering where to begin. So much had happened while Paige had been off at college. They’d kept loosely in touch, but only saw each other when she was home. And then she’d spent most of her time with her friends from McConnell High, the private school she’d attended.
Dating would have been easier if she’d gone straight to college after high school, but she’d waited four years. So, while he and most of her friends were at UT, she’d been in Galveston. Then when he’d returned home, she’d left, which had delayed any serious involvement.
That arrangement had suited them both. Though they’d never discussed it openly, they each knew that someday they’d marry. Chance had decided it would be best if they tested other waters while they were still young, rather than spend their entire lives together. Since Paige hadn’t objected, he assumed she felt the same.
They strolled easily together, with him shortening his long-legged stride. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.
About our marriage? he wondered, having lost the thread of the conversation. Then he remembered the bank and laughed at himself. “Actually, my mother’s right. I talk about work too much. I’d rather talk about you.”
“Oh, really?” Her voice held a touch of pique.
He glanced down at her, but could see little more than the top of her head. “You sound surprised.”
“Well, yes, I suppose I am.” She tilted her face up, revealing an expression that looked as accepting as it always did. “Since I’ve been home a week and you haven’t made any attempt to see me.”
Has she really been home a week? He mentally scrolled down his desk calendar and realized she had. “I was giving you time to get settled.”
“Chance.” She stopped, so he did the same. “I’m staying in the house where I grew up. How much time do you think I need to get settled?”
“Oh,” he said, chagrined. She shook her head at him, and they resumed walking. He tried to think of a conversational gambit, and wondered when talking to Paige had become a task. And an awkward one at that. “So, um, you’re going to live with your parents this summer?”
She heaved a sigh. “It’s a little hard to get an apartment when you don’t have a job. And Daddy would kill me if I touched my trust fund.”
He glanced at her in confusion. “But you have a degree in interior design. Don’t you plan to use it?”
“Did you honestly think my father would let me work? Good heavens, it took me four years simply to convince him I wanted to go to college and get a degree. Actually wanting to use that degree seems beyond his ability to comprehend.” She made a sound that came dangerously close to a snort. “To think, I was actually hoping to go to work for his architect and design team. But you know how he is. He expects me to be his pampered darling until I marry. And then he expects me to be my husband’s pampered darling till the day I die.”
“And what do you expect?”
She didn’t answer. As they passed from shadow into moonlight, he noticed emotions flickering across her brow. Before he could read them, they slipped back into shadow.
“Chance?” she asked as they stepped onto a footbridge. “Why haven’t you ever kissed me?”
“What are you talking about?” Chance stared at Paige, stunned. One moment they’d been having a rational conversation. Now he felt as if he’d been hit in the head with a two-by-four. “I’ve kissed you.” He thought for a moment, his mind racing. “The first time I kissed you was during the Connelys’ Christmas party when Nerdy Ned ran over and held mistletoe above our heads.”
Paige gave him a disgruntled look. “A kiss on the cheek doesn’t count.”
“Of course it counts. Everyone in the room was watching. I thought my face would catch on fire I was so embarrassed, but I knew if I didn’t do it all our friends would call me a coward. Trust me, Paige, anything that traumatic counts.”
She just leaned against the bridge rail and shook her head.
“Okay,” he persisted, “the first time I took you to a school dance. I distinctly remember kissing you on the lips when I drove you home. We were standing on your parents’ front porch, and I kept expecting your dad to open the door and point a shotgun at my chest.”
“He wouldn’t have done that!” Paige gaped. “Even if he and Mom were watching from the living room window. It still doesn’t count, though, because it was a polite, thank-you-for-the-date kiss. Not a real kiss.”
“And what exactly do you call a real kiss?”
She plucked at her sweater rather than look at him. “The year you were a senior and you took Carri Hempstead to your prom, the next day in the locker room before dance class, she called you Clark Kent.”
“Clark Kent?” Chance slumped back against the opposite rail, wondering if he’d slipped into the Twilight Zone.
“Hmmm.” Paige’s eyes twinkled as she looked at him through her lashes. “Carri said you might look mild mannered, but when you kiss, you turn into Superman.”
“She said that?”
“She said you could take a girl flying through stars with the way you kiss.”
“Really?” His chest expanded with pleasure as he remembered that night with Carri Hempstead in the back seat of his father’s Lincoln.
“So”—Paige crossed her arms—“how come you’ve never kissed me like that?”
Kiss Paige the way I kissed Carri? Images flooded his mind of his hands on Carri’s naked breasts, of her fingers tugging at his shirt. Lips locked, tongues entwined. The rush of cool air on his backside when he finally kicked free of his pants. And the glorious heat of Carri Hempstead’s eager body taking his virginity. At least one of them had had experience that night. And oh, the wicked things she’d taught him all through the following summer. The carnal feast had ended on friendly terms when he’d left for UT in Austin, and she headed for Texas A&M.
He tired to imagine doing those things with Paige and his mind drew a complete blank. Paige stood waiting, all but tapping a sandal on the wooden bridge.
He looked around, hoping for a graceful way out of this predicament. Only... why would he want out of it? Wasn’t this the moment he’d been waiting for? He should want to kiss Paige. But once he kissed her—kissed her the way a man kisses a woman he wants to take to bed—the courtship would officially begin. It would no longer be a thing in the future. They’d be headed straight down the path of dating, engagement, matrimony, mortgage, children, diapers, IRAs, retirement, and vacations spent on cruise ships.
It all loomed over his head, ready to crash down on him the minute his lips made contact with hers.
“Paige, you know how interested I’ve always been in you.”
She mumbled something that sounded like “You could have fooled me.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” She smiled sweetly.
“But going from being friends to being... something more is awkward.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.” He gestured outward with his long arms. “It just is. And it’s not something we need to rush.”
She looked stricken. “Do you really find the idea of kissing me that offensive?”
“No! Of course not. I just don’t want to rush you into anything. You’ve only been back a week. Surely you want to spend time with your friends before I start monopolizing you.”
“I see.” She hesitated, her brow dimpled. “I guess we aren’t as suited for each other as people think, if you find me so repulsive.” She turned and started walking back toward his parents’ house.
“Paige, wait!” He caught up with her and took hold of her arm. She refused to look at him and he wondered if she were crying. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m just feeling a bit pressured. Aren’t you? I mean, all our lives people have talked about what a perfect couple we’d make, and I’ve always agreed with that. I just didn’t want to act on it too fast. I wanted to give you time to grow up first.”
Her head whipped around and he saw moonlit tears shimmer in her eyes. “You think I need to grow up?”
“No!” He felt as if he’d just kicked a kitten. “But, well, don’t you find it daunting to have something that has always been off in the future suddenly... you know... here?”
“Actually, yes, I do.” She dabbed beneath her wet lashes. “I just thought maybe we should get this one thing out of the way. You make me nervous, Chance. All week I’ve been jumping every time the phone rings, wondering if it’s you, and if you’d want to see me. Want a date. A real date. Then, this evening I’ve barely been able to breathe, wondering if tonight would be the night you’d finally kiss me. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve tried to imagine what it would be like? I don’t care about what happens after. We don’t have to start dating right away. To be honest, I’d like a little time to myself rather than going straight from college to being tied down. I just want you to kiss me and get it over with so I can quit being sick to my stomach. Okay?”
“Okay,” he said softly, willing to do anything to stop her tears.
“Okay?” Her eyes widened.
“Okay.” He stepped forward, his heart pounding as he cupped her jaw. His thumb stroked her wet cheek. Steeling his nerves, he lowered his mouth to hers.
Her lips were soft and pleasant. But the scent of baby powder distracted him, made him remember how she’d looked as a little girl, so tiny and lost and looking to him to protect her. It was an image to inspire brotherly affection, not great passion. Brushing her lips a second time, he searched his mind for something more erotic, anything to get him through this moment. A mental image to turn him from Clark Kent into Superman.
The memory of Aurora St. Claire flashed to life. He saw her towering over him, the long bare legs leading to a body made for pleasure and all that glorious golden-red hair flying about her. With a groan he deepened the kiss, molding and tasting the lips beneath his as arousal rushed through him, tightening his groin.
The instant erection made him jerk back, breaking the kiss. Paige swayed toward him, off balance. He caught her shoulders to steady her, thankful his hips hadn’t been pressed against her. Still, he was mortified that he’d been so violently turned on with thoughts of another woman while kissing the woman he intended to marry.
Aurora was a fantasy in the flesh. Paige was his sensible reality. He needed to remember that.
He struggled to slow his breathing as she blinked up at him.
“How was that?” he asked at last.
A frown flickered briefly across her brow. “It was... nice.”
“Yes, nice,” he echoed, trying not to be disappointed. Maybe he could keep his mind on her while kissing if she’d wear perfume instead of baby powder. He wondered how rude it would be to mention it, and promptly rejected the idea. He’d just have to get used to the scent. At least she’d quit crying, he noticed with relief. “Should we head back to the house?”
“All right,” she agreed reluctantly. When they turned to walk along the path, he took her hand in his. Her bones felt small and fragile.
As they neared the house, his mind drifted back to Aurora. He couldn’t help but wonder how he would have felt if he’d just kissed her in the moonlight. Somehow he didn’t think “nice” would properly describe the experience.
~ ~ ~
The enthusiasm that had kept Rory up half the night faltered when she reached the Liberty Union National Bank. Stepping through the glass doors framed in polished brass, she tried not to gape at the opulent lobby. Mahogany paneling rose twenty feet to the coffered ceiling. To one side of the entrance, leather sofas bracketed Oriental rugs, and financial magazines lay in regimented order on antique coffee tables.
A low hum of voices drew her attention in the opposite direction, where tellers sat behind a long counter, waiting on customers. Two of the tellers she recognized as classmates from high school, girls who’d gone on to college and now worked at a job she couldn’t even fathom. The thought of all those numbers they dealt with so effortlessly made her stomach clench.
Between customers, they bent their heads together and laughed over some bit of gossip, then glanced toward an older woman with mocha skin and jet-black hair smoothed into a French twist. When the older woman looked up, the tellers instantly sobered, like schoolgirls spotting their teacher.
Rory noticed the older woman’s desk guarded a hallway lined with closed doors. Chance’s office would probably lie behind one of those doors. Never one to let intimidation hold her back for long, she took a deep breath and crossed the lobby. Her rubber-soled deck shoes squeaked on the marble floor, making her cringe. She’d worn her tour guide uniform since she planned to go straight to work afterward. Galveston was a casual community and she’d never felt out of place wearing shorts—until now.
“Excuse me,” she said in a subdued voice when she reached the desk. “I’m here to see Oliver Chancellor.”
The older woman looked up and took in Rory’s attire over the tops of reading glasses. “Is he expecting you?”
“Yes, of course, I’m Rory, I mean—” She took a breath and slowed down. “I’m Aurora St. Claire.”
The woman ran a finger down a list of names. “I don’t see you. What time was your appointment?”
Rory squirmed. “I didn’t exactly make an appointment. But I did tell him I’d be coming in today.”
“Regarding?” The woman arched a black brow.
“He’ll know,” Rory said, hoping he remembered.
“Hmm.” The woman’s lips compressed. “I’ll see if he’s available.”
“Thank you.” Rory offered a smile that seemed to go unnoticed.
As the woman picked up the phone and spoke in a hushed voice, Rory tucked her hair behind her ears and wondered if she should have pulled it back. People who worked at real jobs always seemed to have a secret set of standards she could never quite grasp. Looking about the lobby, at the framed portraits of men with dark suits and serious expressions, she suddenly felt like a bit of flotsam that had been tossed by a storm onto a manicured lawn.
“Aurora?”
She turned to see Chance striding toward her and her heart skipped a beat in surprise. He looked quite fashionable—and intimidating—in an olive-colored suit. Yet something in his welcoming smile made her nervous stomach relax.
“You came,” he said. “I wondered if you would.”
“Yes, of course. I said I would, and here I am.” She spread her arms to either side.
“So I see.” His gaze swept downward, toward her legs, then darted away. “Perhaps you’d, um—” He cleared his throat. “Care to step into my office.”
“Certainly.” Her enthusiasm returned and tangled with her nerves as she followed him down the hall. She caught her breath when she passed through the door, for the room was every bit as grand as the lobby, but on a smaller scale. “Wow,” she said. “What a great office.”
“Thanks,” he said from behind her. She turned and saw him smile as he pushed his wire-rimmed glasses higher on his nose. He really was cute, in a scholarly sort of way. Except for his mouth. His mouth wasn’t cute at all. It was well defined, full, and... sensual. The kind of mouth that put thoughts into a girl’s head.
Glancing about, she took in the massive desk, the wet bar set discreetly within the custom-built cabinets, and an oil painting of the beach at sunset. “You must love working here.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You know, the office, the bank, everything.” Her gesture took in the whole room. “God, it must have been wonderful to grow up knowing you had all this waiting for you. You know”—she laughed and waved her hand—“instead of being like me and wondering what the heck you would do with your life.” When he just frowned as if confused, she clasped her hands to keep them still.
“Can I get you anything?” He nodded toward the coffeepot on the bar.
“No, nothing. I’m fine.”
“Well, then, have a seat.” He gestured toward a pair of chairs that sat on either side of an end table and lamp that gave the room a homey feel. “I assume you’re here to talk about Pearl Island?”
“Yes!” Trying to contain her excitement, she took a seat in the closest chair and waited for Chance to sit in the other. “I, we, what I mean is, Adrian, Allison, and I talked about it and they agreed with my idea. Well, actually, they didn’t agree, but they didn’t object to me looking into it.”
“ ‘It’ being... ?” Chance prompted, smothering a smile.
“What?” She blinked at him. “Oh! Sorry,” she laughed. “I got ahead of myself.”
He watched, enthralled, as energy sparkled in her blue eyes. How could one person contain so much joy for life?
“We want to turn the house on Pearl Island into a bed-and-breakfast.”
With her face distracting him, the words took a second to sink in. But when they did, the enormity of such a project—the complications, cost, possible solutions, potential income—clicked through his mind. “I assume you’ve looked into the logistics behind something like this?”
“Not yet,” she admitted. “I mean, I’ve thought about it off and on over the years, but more as a dream, not something that could actually come true. Then, when I saw you putting up that sign, I just knew it was meant to be!” She gestured with her hands and hit the lamp on the table between them.
“Oh!” She gasped as they both grabbed the lamp. When it was settled, she folded her hands in her lap. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay.” He chuckled. “At least it wasn’t me knocking something over.”
His smile faded, though, as he absorbed her lack of business expertise and weighed it against her obvious passion. Passion, he knew, could make the difference between a new business succeeding or failing. But it was an uncertain element, and best left out of the equation.
“Aurora,” he said, leaning forward to brace his forearms on his thighs. “You do realize that what you’re proposing will be impossible to pull off without a great deal of financial backing and research.”
“Yes, of course.” Her expression showed the first signs of doubt. “But I figured you could help me out with the money part. As for the research...” She glanced away. “I’ll think of something.”
He cocked his head. “What do you mean, you’ll ‘think of something’?”
She shrugged. “It’s just that I’ve never been very good at that sort of thing. Researching, I mean. I guess I could get Adrian and Alli to help me some. Maybe.”
He watched her shoulders slump. “I don’t understand.”
“I’m not good at analytical stuff.” She leaned forward and a scent, like exotic flowers washed by the rain, drifted to him. Subtly, he breathed it in as she lowered her voice. “You know, reading up on things, filling out paperwork.” Her gaze met his and the anxiety he saw in her eyes confused him. “I’m not stupid or anything. I’m just... a bit slow... at certain things.”
“I see,” he said, even though he didn’t see at all. There didn’t seem to be a single thing “slow” about Aurora St. Claire. She’d always struck him as being very bright, from her quick wit to her shining personality. “Unfortunately, research is the first step in forming a business plan. You’ll need to do that before you even think of applying for a loan.”
“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped a bit more and her eyes beseeched him. “I don’t suppose you’d know someone who could help me.”
The longing he sensed reached right inside him and grabbed hold. Logically, he knew he should discourage her from this wild idea, but logic had nothing to do with the way he felt when he looked into her hopeful blue eyes. “I could probably help you some. Point you in the right direction, at least.”
“You could?” Her whole face brightened. “Oh, Chance, that would be great.” She laid a hand on his arm and the contact sent a streak of awareness through his system.
“I, um...” He struggled to think straight, but every breath filled him with her fragrance. “What I mean is, Ron and Betsy McMillan, who own the Laughing Mermaid Inn, do their banking here. Maybe I could give them a call and ask for advice on where you should start.”
“Do you really think they’d help?”
“I don’t see why not.” His gaze moved to her smile and he wondered if her lips tasted as good as she smelled. “Is there a number where I can reach you?”
“Oh, yes, of course.” Leaning back, she fumbled through the mesh bag she carried as a purse. “Do you have something I can write on?”
He rose and retrieved a notepad from his desk, then took a breath to clear his head. “Here.” He turned to hand it to her and found that she’d followed him. Taking the pad, she bent over his desk and began to write. He tried not to notice how the shorts rose up to show the backs of her thighs. God, she had great legs.
“Here you go.” She straightened and handed him the pad. “That’s the mobile number for the tour-boat office. We usually turn it off when we’re out on the water but you can leave a message and I’ll call you back.”
“Sure.” He frowned as he remembered the muscle-bound boat driver and wondered if they did more than work together. “Why don’t you take my card, so you’ll know how to reach me?”
Taking the card he offered, she ran her thumb over the gold print and cream linen paper. “Nice card,” she said quietly.
“Thanks. I’ll, um”—he swallowed hard as she caressed the raised type that spelled out his name—“be in touch with you as soon as I’ve talked to Ron and Betsy.”
When she glanced up, the space between them seemed to shrink. “I can’t thank you enough. You have no idea what this means to me.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, as heat hummed through his veins. “Although maybe you should wait until you’ve talked to the McMillans to thank me.” Needing some space to cool off, he moved to the door to show her out. “You may not like what they have to say. Starting a business is a huge undertaking.”
“I know. Whatever they say, though, I appreciate your help.”
He opened the door, bumping it against the back of his shoe.
She extended her hand. “And thanks for not laughing at me, even though I know you probably wanted to.” She wrinkled her nose, and he noticed she had freckles, a light dusting of them on the bridge of her nose.
“Not at all.” He took her hand, intending to shake it, but wound up standing there, simply holding it.
“Well,” she said, seeming perfectly comfortable with her hand in his, their bodies almost touching in the confines of the doorway.
“Yes.” He admired the lively blue color that danced in her eyes. “Well.”
“I guess I should be going.” She took a step back, bumped into the doorjamb, and laughed.
“Careful!” He laughed also, and reached toward her head. “Don’t hurt yourself.”
“I’m fine.” A pink blush stained her cheeks. “Just clumsy.”
“That’s probably my fault. I didn’t realize it was contagious.”
“If it is, you’re in trouble.” She wrinkled her nose again, and he had the wild impulse to kiss those fascinating freckles. Or maybe her mouth. Definitely her mouth. Man, it was gorgeous, so ripe and full-lipped. The red color appeared natural, not from cosmetics. In fact, she wasn’t wearing any cosmetics. “I really do have to go.”
“Okay,” he said.
“I guess I’ll hear from you later?” She stepped safely into the hall this time. “As soon as I talk to the McMillans.”
“Okay, then.” She waved and took a few steps backward before she turned and headed across the lobby. His gaze followed her all the way to the door, mesmerized by the spring in her stride and those long, bare legs.
The moment she disappeared, though, doubt raised its head. He hoped his father wouldn’t take offense at his offering to help a descendant of Marguerite Bouchard buy Pearl Island. He knew his father wanted to give John first right to buy the place back, but so far the man had showed no interest in doing so. Rumor had it John LeRoche had fallen into some serious financial difficulties since he’d put the house up as collateral.
Those rumors were almost enough to make Chance wonder if Pearl Island really was a good-luck charm—that is, if he was the type to believe in magic and ghosts.
Rory left the bank and headed on foot for Pier Nineteen. Throughout the historic downtown district, tourists wandered in and out of antiques shops and art galleries, admiring the facades of nineteenth-century buildings. A horse-drawn carriage clopped by, and she smiled at the tour guide who sat sideways pointing out attractions to his passengers.
On Harborside Drive, the buildings changed to newer shops and restaurants built of weathered wood. Flowering baskets hung from replicas of old-fashioned street lamps along brick walkways. She breathed it all in, enjoying the sounds and scents of Galveston, a blend of fried seafood and salt water, the shriek of seagulls and the blast of a tugboat bringing in a barge. Somehow, today, it all seemed brighter, more vivid.
“Hey, there, gorgeous,” Captain Bob said when she stepped into the small metal building that served as the tour-boat office. “ ‘Bout time you got here.”
“Sorry I’m late,” she offered, still lost in dreams of the future, plans and possibilities. Slipping behind the counter, she tucked her bag away.
“Catching up on your beauty sleep?” He leaned on the opposite arm of the L-shaped counter, crunching on a peppermint with those flashing white teeth of his. “Not that you need it.”
“No, I just had an errand to run this morning.”
“Hey, you okay?”
“Hmm?” She looked up to see the smile had vanished. “Oh, sorry,” she laughed, understanding his concern. Normally, she matched him tease for tease, which was why they got along so well. She never took Bobby or anything he said seriously, while other women trailed after him with their tongues hanging out, making absolute fools of themselves. And heaven forbid he should flex his tanned muscles, or favor some female with one of his wicked grins. Then they melted into cooing puddles at his feet.
Rory, however, had never put much stock in physical appearance. She came from a long line of legendary beauties and her own brother was so good-looking, tourists frequently asked if he was a movie star. But the lesson Marguerite had passed down to her daughter, and all the Bouchard descendants, was that beauty wasn’t always a blessing. The true measure of a person was what lay beneath the surface. So while Rory found Bobby charming at times, she’d realized early on how irresponsible he could be about everything but his boat.
When it came to the Daydreamer, however, responsibility was his middle name. Moving to the doorway, she admired the pontoon boat tied to the concrete landing. The open area for passengers took up the forward half of the vessel with a cabin and small deck aft. Up top was an observation and sunning deck with a slide to the water. In addition to guided tours, Bobby chartered the boat for private parties.
On the dock, a steady stream of tourists passed by on their way to the nearby shops and restaurants. More than one stopped to look over the boat and pick up a pamphlet for prices and schedules.
“Was it hard to start your own business?” she asked.
“Not really.” He stepped past her and scooped up a brass lantern and a polishing cloth. Taking a seat, he set to work; the arms exposed by his rolled-up sleeves bulged and flexed with the task. “What with my old man being a shrimper down in Corpus Christi, I sort of grew up on the water. Never did care much for getting up before dawn, though, to go shrimping—especially after I’d been out partying half the night.” He winked.
“That sounds like you,” she chided as she leaned against the doorjamb where the sun slanted in to warm her legs.
He shrugged. “Mostly, I just love boats. I guess I’ve crewed about every kind of rig that floats until I saved up enough to buy one of my own.” Pride shone on his face as he looked at his vessel. “The Daydreamer may not be the fanciest boat in the harbor, but she’s all mine.”
Mine. Closing her eyes, Rory tipped her face toward the sun and let the dreams tumble through her mind. Overhead seagulls screeched and the breeze carried the scent of seafood from Chez Laffite.
A mobile phone rang and she heard Bobby rummage through the tools at his side, searching for it. “Captain Bob’s Big Bay Boat Tours,” he answered. A moment later, his voice changed, became strangely formal. “Aurora St. Claire? Yes, I believe she might be available.” Her heart skipped a beat at the sound of her full name. She opened her eyes and found Bobby staring at her with raised eyebrows. “Might I inquire who’s calling?”
“Bobby!” She jumped down from the doorway. “Give me that.”
“Oliver Chancellor?” Bobby turned to keep the phone out of her reach. “One moment, please.” He lowered the phone and managed to cover the mouthpiece before he spoke. “New boyfriend?”
“No, he’s not my boyfriend.” She glared at him.
“Too bad.” Bobby grinned. “He sounds rich.”
“Would you give me that phone!” She grabbed it out of his hands, then took a deep breath, composed herself, and brought the phone to her ear. “Chance, hi. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”
“I just finished talking to Betsy McMillan, and thought you’d want to hear what she had to say.” His voice sounded smooth and cultured, and deep enough to be sexy.
“Yes, of course!” She stepped back into the office, hoping for a small amount of privacy.
“Betsy’s eager to meet you,” Chance said. “Turns out, she and the other bed-and-breakfast owners have an association that meets once a month. She said they’d be happy to help you however they can.”
“Really?” Hope soared at his words.
“In fact, the McMillans are hosting the next meeting tomorrow. It’s going to be an afternoon tea, four o’clock in their courtyard garden. Betsy asked if you’d like to come.”
“An afternoon tea?” Rory placed a hand over her chest, excited at the opportunity to meet an innkeeper, but unnerved at the thought of meeting so many of them at once. And at a tea party. Did she even have anything appropriate to wear?
“Only one catch.” Chance sounded hesitant. “Betsy invited me to come, as well, and I wasn’t sure what to say. It’s late enough in the day I could easily get away from the bank, and she’s been inviting me to one thing and another at the inn for years. I’m afraid if I turn her down this time, she’ll never forgive me. I don’t want to offend one of my accounts, but I don’t want to barge in on your time with her, either.”
“Actually, I’d love for you to come. Really.” She all but pounced on the idea. The thought of Chance being with her somehow made it less intimidating.
“If you’re sure you don’t mind, I’ll call Betsy back and tell her to expect both of us around four.”
“Four o’clock?” She bit her lip, wondering how she’d talk Bobby into letting her off work early. Although midweek wasn’t that busy since the summer tourist season wouldn’t be in full swing for a couple of weeks.
“Is that okay?” he asked.
“Certainly.” She closed her eyes, deciding to deal with Bobby later.
“Should we meet there, or would you like for me to pick you up?”
She thought fast. If Chance picked her up, she wouldn’t run the risk of arriving first. Nor would she have to juggle with Adrian and Allison for who got what vehicle. Between the three of them, they only had a Jeep, their aunt’s luxury sedan—which was big and awkward for her to drive—and Adrian’s motorcycle. But then they all worked within walking distance of the cottage, so transportation was rarely a problem. “I’d rather you pick me up, if that’s okay.”
“I’ll be glad to drive. Do you still live in the old Bouchard Cottage?”
“Yes,” she answered, not a bit surprised he knew where she lived since the Bouchard Cottage was on the historic walking tour. Anyone who was up on the island’s history knew who lived there.
“I’ll see you shortly before four, then.”
She turned off the phone, feeling dazed. She had an appointment to meet an innkeeper. Several innkeepers. The first step toward making her dream a reality!
“Hot date?” Bobby asked from the doorway.
She turned, laughing. “Yes, in a manner of speaking, I have a very hot date.” And she could hardly wait.
On Wednesday, Chance left the bank and drove the few blocks to where Aurora’s family had lived since before the Great Storm of Nineteen Hundred. In Galveston, everything fell into two categories: pre-Storm and post-Storm.
On the gulf side—or beach side—of the island, where he lived, nothing had survived the wall of fury that had slammed into the Texas coast, killing more than six thousand people in Galveston alone. While the hurricane had failed to wipe “the New York of the Gulf” from existence, it had left a permanent mark that had literally reshaped the island.
After the storm, a massive concrete retaining wall, known as the seawall, had been built along the beach, seventeen feet high and stretching for miles. In the years following the wall’s completion, massive amounts of dirt had been pumped by pipeline to fill in behind the wall, physically raising the level of the island’s east end.
Just as noticeable and lasting a reminder, though, was the boundary that marked where the devastation had ended, a boundary where the pile of broken houses, pier pilings, carriages, and the bodies of the dead had become so great that even one of the worst hurricanes in recorded history could no longer push it inland. Everything on the gulf side of that barrier had been destroyed, while the downtown area and a small circle of neighborhoods around it had survived remarkably intact.
The St. Claires lived within that boundary among treasures from a more romantic age, beautiful Victorian, antebellum, and Greek Revival homes, from small cottages to lavish mansions. Some had been restored, but many had not. Older families lived in homes they’d inherited but could barely afford to maintain next to New Money couples who were renovating houses from the ground up. The gay community mingled with the straight; wealth lived among the middle class; and everywhere tropical flowers offered a colorful contrast to rugged Texas oaks.
That jumble of people and plant life was one of the things he liked best about Old Galveston. There were no geographic lines of distinction, no good neighborhoods or bad neighborhoods, no rich areas or poor areas, no white, Hispanic, or black sections. Everyone lived side by side.
Unfortunately, the invisible lines of social status weren’t nearly as vague. The Old Money families might live beside new wealth or old poverty, but they knew who was one of them and who wasn’t. In that respect, Galveston was famous for its snobbery.
Chance accepted this with a resigned sigh, a fact of life as old as Galveston itself, as he pulled to a stop before the one-story white house just east of downtown. He could already hear the whispers that would ripple all the way out to the west end of the island when word got out about whose dark blue BMW had been seen parked in front of the Bouchard Cottage.
As he got out of the car, he glanced at the plaque that stood on a pole just inside the white picket fence. There visitors could learn that the charming little cottage with the lovingly tended flower beds had been built in the late 1800s by Henri LeRoche for his daughter, Nicole Bouchard, an actress who had been the toast of New York, London, and Paris.
What the plaque didn’t say—but everyone who’d lived in Galveston for more than a generation knew—was that the cottage had not been built as a present from a loving father, but as a place for a brutal man to banish his only child when she shunned his name in favor of her mother’s maiden name. Or that Nicole had died in that house, a destitute divorcée.
When it came to the Bouchards, the old families of Galveston would always remember the scandalous deeds as if they’d happened yesterday. Shaking off the thought, he passed through the gate and headed up the brick path to the cool shade of the front porch. Deep green shutters added a touch of charm to the windows.
Through the screen door, he heard the sound of a baseball game battling with the buzz of a vacuum cleaner. The door rattled on its hinges when he knocked. A dog barked and a second later a Sheltie appeared on the other side of the screen with tongue lagging and tail wagging. There was a friendly gleam in the brown eyes, the certain knowledge that Chance had come to see her—or him. Actually, Chance decided, any creature that flirtatious had to be a her.
“Hang on!” a male voice called. As the vacuum cleaner went silent, Chance caught the sound of a bat cracking against a baseball. The excited announcer called the play over the pandemonium of the crowd.
“Go, go, go! Yes!” the man beyond the door shouted. The dog bounded out of sight, barking with glee. “Woo-hoo! Sadie, did you see that, girl?”
A second later, Adrian St. Claire appeared in the doorway, bending down to scratch the dog’s ears with one hand as he opened the screen with the other. “Hey, Chance, long time no see. Come on in.”
“Adrian.” Chance nodded in greeting as he stepped inside. He remembered Adrian St. Claire from high school, even though they had run in different circles. Adrian had been the most popular guy on campus, someone who excelled in every sport and never lacked for a date. He had been Chance’s first lesson in all the things money couldn’t buy. It pleased him to realize he no longer begrudged Adrian any of that.
The dog gave a demanding yip, and rose up on her back legs to plant her front paws against Chance’s thigh.
“Sadie, get down! You’ll have to excuse her.” Adrian smirked at the unrepentant dog. “The women in this house spoil her rotten.”
“That’s okay,” Chance chuckled. “Is Aurora ready?”
“Actually, she’s not even home yet, but she should be here any minute. Come on in and have a seat.” Adrian scooped a pile of newspapers off the sofa and tossed them on the floor. “Bagwell just hit a grand slam, bottom of the eighth. Astros seven, Cubs five, Caminiti’s up next.”
Instantly sidetracked by the game, Chance took a seat and turned his attention to a TV that had been fitted into an antique armoire. Adrian remained standing, his arms folded over the handle of a vacuum cleaner as they watched.
“Shit!” Adrian said a second later when Caminiti struck out and the station cut to commercial. “Hey, you want a beer or something?” he asked as he unplugged the vacuum and wound the cord around the handle.
“No, I better not,” Chance said. “Betsy McMillan may not appreciate me showing up at her tea party with beer on my breath.”
“You’re probably right—but it’s my night off, and I plan to enjoy it.” Adrian disappeared toward the back of the house with the dog trotting after him.
Chance took a moment to glance around the room. The furniture was a hodgepodge of antiques, as if the decor had evolved over many years, rather than being professionally coordinated to re-create a certain era. But what really captured his attention were the sheer number of framed photos covering the walls. Some were candid shots, but most appeared to have been taken to promote live stage productions. There were also numerous playbills and framed props.
Along the mantel, though, were family photos of the St. Claires. He spotted a picture of Aurora as she had looked when he’d first started noticing her. Smiling, alive, beautiful. The first time she’d come to watch Adrian play football, Chance and his friends had spent most of the game trying to figure out who the knockout was sitting with Adrian’s aunt. Probably some actress, they’d decided, and way out of their league. They’d been stunned after the game to learn she was Adrian’s baby sister and out of their league because she was too young!
That hadn’t stopped Chance from watching her as she grew up, and indulging in a few fantasies along the way.
Adrian reappeared with a load of laundry and a beer. “Is the game back on?”
Chance gave a guilty start. “Not yet,” he answered as Sadie jumped onto the cushion beside him and made herself comfortable with her head in his lap. After a moment of surprise, he gave her the petting she obviously expected.
“Let me know if she’s bugging you,” Adrian said as he dumped the laundry onto the marble-top coffee table and took a seat in a Queen Anne chair. Chance’s eyes widened when he realized the pile of clothing consisted entirely of women’s undergarments: a bright sherbet-colored mound of satin, silk, and lace. As if it were an everyday occurrence, Adrian set his beer on a coaster and started folding and sorting. “Rory says you’re going to help us apply for a loan.”
Chance snapped his gaze away from the pile of panties and bras. “Actually, I just offered to point her in the right direction for writing a business plan.”
“Better you than me,” Adrian said, then turned his attention to the TV as the game came back on.
“Does that mean you’re against her idea of starting a bed-and-breakfast?” Chance asked, trying not to stare at the bits of silk and lace that had tumbled dangerously close to his left knee. Did Aurora wear that lemon-yellow bra? The image that came to mind had him shifting his weight to hide the slight bulge growing beneath his zipper.
“Not at all. I just hate doing paperwork.” Adrian picked up the bra, folded the cups together, and placed it on a stack of floral-print panties. “So what do you think the odds are that we can get the loan?”
“I... um, wouldn’t know without reviewing the financial statements of all principal parties.”
“Well, if Rory manages to pull this off, at least it will solve one problem.”
“Problem?”
“Where the three of us will move when Aunt Viv retires from the stage and wants her house back.” He gestured about the room with a frilly-edged scrap of peach satin. “It was crowded enough around here when the three of us were kids. I can’t imagine four adults living in this cramped place.”
“Yes, I seem to remember your aunt is in theater. Broadway, or something. Right?”
“She’s starring in Hello, Dolly!”
Chance glanced around, looking at everything but the lingerie on the coffee table. His gaze fell on a framed playbill from a high school production of Guys and Dolls.
“Hey, I remember that. Didn’t you play a lead role or something?”
“Sky Masterson,” Adrian confirmed, then gestured toward the TV with a bra covered in bright butterflies. “Oh, man! That was a strike, you moron. Get some glasses.” Snorting in disgust, he returned to folding laundry.
Chance studied him, curious. “Everyone always assumed you’d take up acting professionally. Why didn’t you?”
“I had two younger sisters to raise,” Adrian answered. “Besides, I saw enough of the acting life when my parents were alive—always on the road, sleeping in cheap hotels, eating cold sandwiches backstage. Not exactly glamorous, or the best way to raise kids.” He shook his head. “After our parents died and we came to live here, I promised Alli and Rory they’d never have to sleep on hotel floors or eat bologna again.”
The sound of a bat crack drew their attention to the TV as a Cubs player charged past first base and headed for second. “Get the ball! Get the ball!” they both shouted, nearly coming to their feet. “Throw it, throw it, throw it!”
“Yes! He’s out!” Adrian punched the air and the dog joined the celebration with supportive barks. “Good play, eh, Sadie girl?”
The screen door banged and Aurora bounded in. “I am so sorry I’m late,” she panted, out of breath as Sadie jumped up to greet her. Her skin glowed and her hair tumbled about her in its usual mass of curls. “Our last tour ran long, and then Bobby had a million things he wanted me to do before I could leave. And he knew I wanted out of there early.”
“No problem.” Chance came to his feet, checking his watch. “We still have time, and the Laughing Mermaid is just a few blocks away.”
“Great, I’ll be ready in five minutes.” She started to turn, but her gaze fell on the coffee table. “Adrian! What are you doing?”
“Folding laundry.” He looked at the garments, obviously seeing nothing wrong.
“You’re folding underwear!” She rushed forward, scooping up piles of panties and bras, clutching them to her chest until the stack reached her chin.
“Whaaat?” Adrian said. “I’ve been folding your underpants since you were in diapers.”
“Not in front of company!” Her cheeks turned bright pink. “Oh, and you’re getting them all mixed up again. We’ve told you and told you, the solids are mine, the flowers and butterflies are Alli’s.”
“Hey! She who complains gets to do double laundry duty.”
“You’re right. Sorry. Just don’t do it in front of people, okay?”
Adrian settled back with his beer. “You think Chance here has never seen women’s panties before?”
“Adrian!” she growled, then sighed in defeat and turned to Chance. “Give me five minutes to change.”
“Certainly.” Chance offered a stilted smile, even more disconcerted seeing the underwear brush the underside of Aurora’s chin than he’d been with it lying on the table. “Take your time.”
“Thanks.” With the dog bounding after her, she disappeared toward the kitchen.
“ ‘Take your time’?” Adrian raised an eyebrow, looking at Chance as if he were an idiot. “You’re already running late, and you tell a woman to take her time changing clothes?”
More uncomfortable by the minute, Chance shrugged and resumed his seat.
“You don’t have sisters, do you?” Adrian asked.
“Actually, no.”
“I didn’t think so.” Chuckling, Adrian took another draw off his beer and turned back to the game. “Make yourself at home, man, you could be here a while.”
“How late are we running?” Rory asked as Chance opened the passenger door to his BMW.
He glanced at his watch. “Only a few minutes. It’ll be okay.”
She smoothed the matte-jersey fabric of her dress as he came around the hood and climbed into the driver’s seat. Alli had taken her shopping the night before and helped her select the outfit. It was a simple sapphire-blue tank dress that draped to mid-calf. She’d belted it with a tropical-print scarf and fixed her hair in a single, thick braid that hung to her waist. Her sister had assured her the outfit was perfect: not too casual, not too dressy. But as Chance drove the few blocks to the Laughing Mermaid Inn, she wondered if she should have worn heels instead of sandals, and her arms suddenly seemed far too bare with the air conditioner blowing on them.
“How many people do you think will be there?” she asked, trying to sound calm even though the butterflies in her stomach were taking up all her air.
“I’m not sure,” he answered easily. “With all the B and Bs in Galveston, I imagine their association has quite a few members.” He looked so relaxed, driving one-handed in his white dress shirt and gray slacks. What would it be like to always know what to wear, what to say, how to act?
Chewing her thumbnail, she watched the houses slip by. They crossed Broadway, the main thoroughfare that connected the island by a causeway to the mainland, then turned down a street where every house on the block had been lovingly restored. The “painted ladies” stood shoulder to shoulder showing off their bright faces and fancy, Victorian trim.
Chance pulled to a stop before a three-story house painted buttercup-yellow with Kelly-green accents. A picket fence enclosed a tiny yard bursting with flowers. White wicker chairs waited patiently for guests on the veranda. On the rail of the second-story balcony, a fat orange tabby napped in the sun.
“Oooh.” Rory sighed at the sheer beauty of it, while Chance came around to open her door. “Isn’t it perfect?” she said as she climbed from the car.
He glanced toward the house. “The McMillans did a good job. The inn was really run-down when they bought it. You ready to go inside?”
Standing on the sidewalk, Rory held a hand to her stomach. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
Chance gave her an odd look. “Are you feeling okay?”
“I’m fine. Just nervous.”
“Why?” He rocked back as if dumbfounded.
“No reason,” she laughed. “I’m always nervous when it comes to meeting people.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
“I wish I were.” She pressed her hand harder to her stomach to still the little electrical currents jumping around inside.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “You’ve always seemed so... outgoing, and easy around people.”
“Outgoing, yes. Easy around people, no. The doctors call it ‘social anxiety.’ ” She rolled her eyes, trying to make light of it, even as bands of tension tightened around her chest. “Kind of a fancy name for getting the jitters, eh?”
She thought about telling him the attacks of anxiety were just a side symptom of another problem, but he was already looking at her as if she were weird. He didn’t need to know why the thought of appearing stupid in front of people nearly paralyzed her.
“You know,” he said, “if you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to.”
“No, no,” she hastened to say. “I want to. Really. And I’ll be fine once I get past the first few minutes. Besides, I’ve never believed in letting a little fear keep me cowering in the corner.” He continued to frown at her, and she forced herself to take her hand off her stomach and place it on his arm. “I’m fine, really. And I want to do this.”
“All right.” He nodded and turned toward the gate.
“Just do me one favor.” Her fingers tightened on his arm. “Stick close to me for a little while, okay?”
Though he didn’t say a word, he covered her hand with his and gave a little squeeze. Together they went through the gate and up the steps to the veranda. The front door opened an instant after they rang the bell.
“Chance, hi there! Come on in!” The woman, dressed in shorts, T-shirt, and hand-quilted vest, barely came up to their shoulders. She had a kitchen towel over her shoulder, a cookie sheet in one hand, and a youthful face that called the gray hair on her head a liar. “This must be your friend Aurora.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Chance said as they stepped into an oak-paneled foyer. “Aurora, I’d like you to meet Betsy McMillan. She and her husband, Ron, own the Laughing Mermaid.”
“I’m so pleased to meet you.” Rory forced a smile past her anxiety. “Thank you for letting me come today.”
“We’re happy to have you,” Betsy said. “Come on out back and meet everyone.” They headed down a long hallway. “Just let me put these cookies on a tray,” Betsy said as they entered the kitchen. “Chance, can you grab that other plate?”
“Certainly.” He lifted a plate of finger sandwiches from the counter and they headed out a back door into a courtyard garden.
“Hey, everybody,” Betsy called. “I want y’all to meet Aurora St. Claire. She’s thinking about opening a bed-and-breakfast and thought we could give her some advice.”
“Don’t do it!” called a gentleman who was pouring tea from a porcelain pot at one of the umbrella tables.
“Oh, Ron, hush!” Betsy waved a hand at the man while everyone else chuckled. “That’s my husband,” she told Rory. “So just ignore him. Now, let’s see, introductions.”
Before Rory had a chance to take in the whole scene, the woman was ushering her around the tables, reciting everyone’s names, where they were originally from, the name of their inn, and how long they’d been in business. The barrage of information nearly overwhelmed her. Most of the couples were older and had turned to inn-keeping after retiring from other careers. Surprisingly, none were originally from Galveston—until they reached the last table.
“And this is Daphne Calhoun.” Betsy introduced a heavyset woman with an expansive bustline, carrot-colored hair, and orange lipstick that bled into the creases about her mouth. From a gold chain hung a pendant with the letters BOI, standing for “Born On Island.”
“St. Claire...” the woman mused in the gravelly voice of a smoker. “Aren’t you one of Vivian Young’s nieces?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Rory answered, feeling a fresh flutter of nerves. “I’m the youngest.”
“I thought so!” The woman laughed and motioned for Rory to join her and the young man seated at that table. “Come sit here. Tell me how that gorgeous brother of yours is doing. He’s the spittin’ image of your father. Not that I knew your father personally, but I surely did love watching him on stage the summer he and your mother did Romeo and Juliet at the Grand Opera House. I’m surprised the women in the audience didn’t flood the building with drool.”
“Gorgeous brother?” The young man beside Daphne came to attention. “Where?”
“Calm down, Steven,” Daphne said as Rory and Chance took their seats in the shade of the umbrella. “Her brother’s straight. Besides, you’re attached.”
“Well, a guy can still look, can’t he?” Steven complained.
“As long as David doesn’t catch you.” Daphne smiled like a satisfied cat.
“True.” Steven glanced at a man with a stocky build and military crew-cut who was talking to Betsy’s husband across the courtyard. Turning back to Rory, he held his hand out for a handshake. “Hi, I’m Steven. David and I run a gay-friendly inn.”
“As if she couldn’t figure that one out on her own.” Daphne rolled her eyes.
“Hey, don’t knock it till ya try it, sweetheart.” Steven blew the older woman a kiss.
“Like I’d give up men.” She snorted.
“My sentiments exactly.” Steven sighed dramatically.
Rory laughed, and felt her stomach begin to relax. “Well,” she said, “I can see I landed at the right table.”
“Oh?” Daphne arched an orange brow. “You’re gay?”
“No.” Rory shook her head. “But I’m always more comfortable with the rebels in the crowd.” She glanced sideways at Chance and found him studying her with thoughtful eyes. She was glad to see he wasn’t nervous around Steven, as some straight men would be. Well, at least not too nervous.
“Hey, I like you!” Steven plopped his elbow on the table and dropped his chin in his hand. “What kind of advice can Daphne and I give you?”
“Anything!” Rory said. “I’m pretty much starting from scratch.”
“So You Want to Be an Innkeeper,” Daphne said, nibbling on a pastry.
“Oh, yes, more than anything,” Rory said.
“No, dear.” The older woman patted Rory’s arm. “That wasn’t a question. It’s the title of a book. After you read that, if you’re still crazy enough to want to run a bed-and-breakfast, I say go for it. It’s not an easy way to make a living, but it’s a great way to live.”
For the next hour, Daphne and Steven bombarded her with advice on restoration, hotel codes, and names of suppliers. Chance noticed she looked dazed, but the nervousness had faded. In its place he saw a building excitement that refused to crumble beneath the numerous horror stories.
As the food and the tea finally dwindled, the guests began to disperse. Many of the innkeepers stopped by and invited Aurora to come visit their B and Bs and said they hoped to see her at their next meeting.
“Oh, yes, definitely,” Aurora promised.
“And next time, bring your brother.” Daphne winked as she made her departure.
“I suppose we should be going, too,” Aurora told Chance, although she looked reluctant to leave.
“Hang on,” Betsy said as she broke away from the few remaining guests. “I thought maybe you’d like a quick tour of the inn.”
“I’d love that.” Aurora glanced at Chance, her eyes asking if he minded.
“I’m in no hurry,” he said, and realized he wasn’t. He would gladly spend the rest of the day watching Aurora. Her enthusiasm was so contagious, he felt lighter and more relaxed around her than he’d felt in a long time.
“Well, then, come on.” Betsy led the way back inside. “I had a saleswoman check out of the Rose Room this morning. If you don’t mind, I’ll grab some linens so I can get the room ready for the newlyweds that are checking in this Saturday while we visit.”
“I don’t mind at all,” Aurora said. “In fact, I’ll help.”
“You don’t have to do that.” Betsy waved the offer aside as she stepped into a laundry room off the kitchen and retrieved a stack of linens.
“No, really,” Aurora insisted. “It’ll give me a taste of what I’m getting myself into.”
“It will that.” Betsy laughed and handed Aurora a stack of towels.
Chance followed the two women up the oak stairway, smiling as he watched Aurora. She was so immersed in the moment, he thought a hurricane could hit the island and she wouldn’t even notice. At the top of the stairs, Betsy pointed out a small sitting room, explaining that she set out coffee and tea each morning so the guests wouldn’t have to come downstairs for their first cup.
“Not that we mind if they come down in their bathrobes,” Betsy said as they turned down a narrow hallway. “We’re very informal here.”
A motion detector at the end of the hall turned the lights on automatically. Aurora glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Chance as if to say, “Did you see that? Isn’t it neat?”
Her smile sent unexpected warmth rushing through him. As she continued down the hall, his gaze followed the length of her braid to her swaying hips. How could a woman have such a natural, unpretentious way about her, yet fill a man’s head with visions of stripping her naked and kissing every luscious curve of her body?
“Here we are,” Betsy announced as she opened a door at the end of the hall. Each door sported a wreath of silk flowers and a small, hand-painted sign with the name of the room. “This is the Rose Room. Not our largest, but it’s one of my favorites.”
“Ooh,” Aurora sighed as she stepped inside.
Chance stopped in the doorway at the sight of the bed. Antique headboard. Mattress waist high. Rumpled floral sheets and a pile of pillows trimmed in lace. And there in the middle of it, his mind saw Aurora, the long, nude length of her lying crosswise, her face smiling, eyes laughing, and her hand reaching toward him in invitation.
Arousal swept through him with staggering speed.
“Chance, isn’t it wonderful?”
“What?” He snapped his gaze away from the bed. Aurora stood before a bay window where sunlight poured through the sheer white curtains. She turned in a slow circle with the towels clutched to her breast.
Something unfamiliar stirred inside him, something that had nothing to do with desire. She saw her dream so clearly, wanted it so much. He wondered if he had ever felt that way about anything. Or was he like Paige, calmly accepting the role into which he’d been born? To the point of subconsciously choosing his friends based on social status and his job based on family tradition? Had he ever once questioned if his life were what he wanted, rather than simply what was expected?
The room, the bed, Aurora herself, suddenly held a world of temptation. Standing in the doorway, he felt shaken—as if he’d stepped too close to the edge of a cliff. He mentally scrambled back by turning his head away. Still, he could smell the scent of fresh linens, hear the rustle of fabric as Aurora helped Betsy change the bed. All the while, the women kept up a steady stream of conversation.
The ringing of his phone came as a welcome distraction and he unclipped it from his belt. His relief died, though, when his father’s voice came through, controlled, chilled, and angry. “Oliver, do you mind if I ask where you are right now?”
The question jarred him, since his father didn’t normally pry into his private affairs. “Is there a reason you’d like to know?”
“I take that to mean the rumor I just heard is true. In that case, do you mind if I ask if you’ve lost your mind?”
Resentment flared at this evidence that the Galveston Grapevine was in fine working order. Didn’t people have anything better to do with their time than talk about each other? Feeling Aurora’s questioning gaze, he lowered his voice. “Could I call you back? I’m, uh, losing my signal.”
“I take that to mean you’re with the St. Claire girl,” his father guessed. “Very well, I’ll be waiting for your call... and an explanation.”
An explanation? Since when did his father expect an accounting of how he spent his personal time? Although this wasn’t personal. It had to do with the bank and the LeRoche foreclosure, which made it his father’s business.
After disconnecting, he turned back to the room to find Aurora watching him, her expression puzzled. He offered both women a smile. “If y’all will excuse me, I’ll step out in the courtyard. I think I can get a better signal there.”
“Certainly.” Betsy smiled and waved him away.
Rory watched him go, wondering if something was wrong. She’d felt the shift in his mood like a change in the air. Although whatever had upset him was likely none of her business. She and Chance were merely acquaintances. Yet her thoughts lingered on him as she helped Betsy get the room ready for the newlyweds.
When they finished, she headed downstairs to look for Chance. She stepped out the back door, but the courtyard appeared empty.
“Chance?” she called, half wondering if he’d left her stranded.
“Over here.”
Relieved, she followed the sound of his voice around a rose trellis to a secluded area she hadn’t noticed before. Tall shrubs shielded a hot tub from the main house and the neighbors, creating a private alcove. She found Chance sitting on the edge of a cedar deck that surrounded the tub.
“Hey, is anything wrong?” she asked.
“No, I was just thinking.”
“Oh?” She stepped closer, unable to read his expression, but unhappiness hung about him like a dark cloud. “About what?”
“About your plan to buy Pearl Island.” He rose and stood before her with his hands thrust deep in his trouser pockets. “So”—he cocked his head to the side—“now that you’ve heard what to expect and had a taste of cleaning rooms, is your heart still set on opening a B and B?”
“Absolutely!” A smile blossomed from deep inside her. “I know it won’t be easy, and you probably think I’m crazy, but I really want to do this.”
“I see.” He studied her a moment. “Aurora, I have to be honest with you. Your chances of succeeding are not good.”
“I know.” She fidgeted with the scarf about her waist.
“However.” He took a deep breath and met her gaze directly. “I want to help you.”
“What?” She stared back, not quite sure what he was offering, but sensing it was something big.
“I want to help you write your business plan. Not just point you in the right direction, but help you with the actual plan. It’s going to take a great deal of work, but I know the kinds of things the bank will be looking for. If there is a way for you to have your dream, I want to help you succeed.”
“Oh, my God,” she breathed, pressing her hands to her cheeks. “Are you serious?”
“We’ll need to meet pretty regularly, go over hotel codes, get some bids on the renovations, come up with projected costs for furnishings and fixtures. We’ll also need to look into promotional options and operating expenses.”
She stared at him, afraid she’d do something silly like cry.
“That is”—he hesitated—“if you want my help.”
“If I want your help? Are you kidding!” She flung herself against him and hugged his neck. “You’re wonderful! Thank you!” With her arms still around him, she pulled back to smile up at him. His expression caught her off guard and made her heart skip a beat. At this close range, he didn’t look scholarly, or cute. He just looked very male.
A flare of heat in his eyes made her aware of her body pressed full-length against his. It didn’t feel like the thin body of a geek. It felt lean and hard.
She started to step away, but his arms went about her. “Aurora,” he groaned an instant before his mouth descended. He stole her breath as his lips brushed hers, stole her thoughts as his hands spread over her back. A second brush had her pulse humming. He didn’t take as some men would, just lightly teased, shaping her lips with his until they tingled.
The tingles spread outward, turning to tremors. She moaned and strained into him, needing more. Finally, his mouth settled more firmly and she tasted wet, hot desire. His tongue nudged her lips, and when she opened her mouth, he carried her away on a wave of sensations.
He kissed her again and again, making her greedy, ravenous. Never in her life had desire swelled within her so beautifully, or with such stunning force. She wanted to crawl right out of her skin and into his.
Her arms tightened around his neck and she returned his kiss with rising abandon. Their heads tilted for better angles as she pressed her body more snugly against his. Breast to chest. Hip to hip. His arousal rose strong and hard against her soft belly, and she moaned with a sweet rush of need.
The sound seemed to jar him.
His lips and hands stopped moving.
She opened her eyes and found him staring at her, their mouths still touching. For one heartbeat, neither of them moved. Then he sprang away.
“Aurora, I—I don’t know what happened—I mean...” He ran his hands through his hair to straighten it. “When I offered to help you, I didn’t mean to imply—What I mean to say is, it would be strictly business.”
“Yes, of course. I knew that,” she responded quickly, too rattled to know what else to say.
“It’s not that I’m not attracted to you, I mean, obviously I am.” He pushed his glasses into place. “It’s just that I’m almost engaged to someone else. Well, sort of. Never mind, it’s difficult to explain.”
“You’re engaged?” The air left her lungs.
“Not officially,” he rushed on. “It’s just always been understood that Paige and I would get married. Eventually.”
Paige? He was “almost engaged” to someone named Paige? Did he kiss his “sort-of fiancée” the way he’d just kissed her?
“I see,” she said, staggered by an unexpected stab of jealousy. She managed a casual wave of her hand. “This doesn’t have to be a big deal. I was just carried away, you know, by the moment.”
“Same here.” He sighed in relief.
“Okay, then.” She forced a smile. “It didn’t mean anything. Just one of those caught-in-the-moment kind of things.”
“Yes. Absolutely. We’ll pretend it didn’t happen.”
She nodded. “If you’d rather not help me, now, I understand.”
“No! I want to help you. This doesn’t have to affect that. I mean, I can forget it, if you can.”
She held her hands palms-up, smiling as if nothing in the world were wrong. As if her heart weren’t pounding and her insides weren’t quivering. “It’s already forgotten.”
“Good. Hey, look”—he glanced at his watch—“it’s getting late. I should probably take you home.”
She nodded, knowing if she had to hold her smile a second longer, her face would crack. “I’ll go find my purse.”
The minute she rounded the rose trellis, she pressed a hand to her chest and fought to catch her breath. Holy cow! Forget that kiss ever happened? She didn’t think she could do that if she lived to be a hundred! Good grief, who would have thought Oliver Chancellor would be such a hot kisser
The five minutes it took to drive Aurora home were some of the most uncomfortable of Chance’s life. While she sat twisting the ends of the scarf tied about her waist, he fought the urge to explain. But explain what? That the course of his life was set and she wasn’t part of the plan? Yes, he was incredibly attracted to her, but the attraction was impractical. They were totally unsuited for each other.
Aurora was spontaneous, the type of person to follow her heart wherever it led.
He had been trained from birth to follow the rules. Those rules might chafe at times, but he respected structure. People who lived outside the rules lived in chaos. As much as he desired Aurora as a woman, he did not desire the chaos that would come with her.
So why did he feel so compelled to aid her in her mad scheme?
He couldn’t begin to understand the need inside him to see her succeed, but neither could he imagine leaving her to flounder on her own. If he didn’t help her, he feared she’d fail. She didn’t understand the rules—and passion alone would not turn her dream into reality. He should try to talk her out it, but as he pulled to a stop before the Bouchard Cottage, he realized he’d sooner cut out his tongue.
He turned off the engine and quiet descended.
“Thank you,” she said, not looking at him. “For introducing me to Betsy, and for your offer to help, if... if you’re sure you still want to do it.”
“I said I did, didn’t I?” The words came out with more irritation than he intended. He wasn’t irritated with her, but with the situation, and with himself for making things uncomfortable between them. How could he have lost control and kissed her like that? His hands tightened on the leather-covered steering wheel as he remembered the feel of her in his arms, the way her body fit so perfectly to his.
And her taste... like a drink of some sweet nectar that was instantly addictive.
He’d been right when he’d thought that “nice” wouldn’t adequately describe the experience. He wasn’t sure a word existed that would describe the heat that had rolled through him, robbing him of all rational thought.
Aurora St. Claire kissed the way she lived, all passion and no restraint.
He cleared his throat. “If we’re going to do a business plan, we should get started right away. Before someone else makes an offer on the house.”
“Do you think that could happen?” Fear flashed in her eyes.
“It’s possible, but not probable. The place needs too much renovating. Even if it didn’t, I know how hard it is to sell old mansions like that from my family’s experience,” he said, referring to the stately old house that had been in his family until recent years. “When my grandparents died, we ended up donating Chancellor House to the state just to get out from under the property taxes, insurance, and upkeep.”
“I thought your family did it as a gesture of generosity.”
He shrugged. “That and the tax write-off.”
“Oh.” She nodded, but her brow wrinkled with worry. He imagined bending forward and kissing her right there above the nose, where the red-blond brows were trying to meet. Then lower, on the light smattering of freckles on the bridge of her nose. Then her lips...
“What do we do first?” she asked.
He imagined several things he’d like to do, but forced his mind back to business. “Our first step is for you to have a look at the inside. Are the three of you available this weekend?”
“Weekends are hard for us to get off work. Is there any way we could see it during the week?”
“Sure. Just tell me when, and I’ll call the real estate agent who listed the property for the bank.”
“Tomorrow or Friday would be fine.”
“You got it.” He started to reach for his door handle, so he could walk her to the front porch.
“No, don’t bother,” she said. “I can see myself in, and I’ve already taken up too much of your time.”
“No you haven’t. It was my pleasure,” he said. Although she was right; walking her to the door would seem too much like a date. “Well, then, I’ll call you tomorrow, as soon as I have an appointment set up with the agent.”
“Thanks again for everything.”
With that, she let herself out of the car and headed up the front walk. He waited until the screen door banged close behind her. He had the strongest urge to follow her inside, but had no idea why or what he’d say if he did. Besides, he’d told his father he’d come by so they could finish their discussion in person, rather than arguing over the phone.
Resigned, he started his car and headed for his parents’ house. As soon as he left the east end of the island, the land opened up to fields of tall grass and scrub brush. New developments had sprung up over the years, built around inlets for boat access, while horses and cattle still grazed in other areas. To his left, the white-capped waves of the gulf tumbled and crashed to the long stretch of beach.
Turning into his parents’ neighborhood, he parked in their circular drive. He found his father upstairs in the game room, playing a solitary game of pool. Even with the sun still high, shadows filled the dark-paneled room.
A stained-glass pool lamp lit the green felt of the tabletop and haloed his father’s white hair.
“Grab a stick,” his father said without glancing up from the cue ball. “We’ll play a game as soon as I finish running the table.”
“Take your time.”
Balls cracked and scattered as his father made his shot. The three ball bounced off the side, an inch from the pocket. “Goddammit!” Norm swore with more force than was warranted. Straightening, he shook his head at Chance. “I can’t believe you’d be stupid enough to go on a date in broad daylight now that Paige is home.”
“It wasn’t a date. I had a business meeting with Aurora St. Claire about a loan application,” Chance replied evenly.
“Business meeting, my foot.” His father snorted. “I’m not a fool, Oliver, and I’m not so old I don’t remember what a pretty face can do to a man.”
“And I’m not so young that I’m ruled by my body,” Chance shot back before guilt made him blush, since he had been ruled by his body that afternoon. But that was an exception that wouldn’t happen again. Quieter, he said, “I’d appreciate a little credit, and privacy, in that department.”
His father studied him a moment, then nodded. “Point taken.” He leaned forward to line up his next shot. “I’m just concerned about how this will look to the Baxters, now that you and Paige are ‘an item,’ whatever that means.” He straightened with a contemplative frown. “Why do women come up with things like that? Why can’t they simply say you kissed the girl the other night? Why do they have to invent phrases like ‘an item’? I swear, sometimes I think they talk in code just so we can’t understand a thing they’re saying.”
Chance blinked, surprised that his father knew about the kiss. “What is it with this town?” he demanded in disgust. “Can’t a man do anything without the whole island knowing?”
“Not that I’m aware of,” Norm said philosophically. “The rest of the country has Barbara Walters. We have Marcy Baxter.”
“I can’t believe Paige told her mother I kissed her.”
“I would imagine Marcy asked. Oh, by the way, the official report is that you’re a good kisser. Not fireworks on the Fourth of July great, but good.” His father grinned. “Your mother thinks I should talk to you about that. Give you a few pointers.”
“I can’t believe this.”
“I’d get used to it if I were you. Marcy Baxter’s a sweet woman, but she’ll be a challenge as a mother-in-law.”
“Do you think we could wait until I propose to Paige before we start referring to Marcy as my mother-in-law?”
“Just don’t drag your feet too long, son, or they’ll plan the wedding without you.”
With a curse, Chance crossed to the wet bar and retrieved a Coke from the refrigerator. He set it down and braced his hands on the counter. “Dad, I didn’t come here to talk about my relationship with Paige. I need to talk to you about the LeRoche foreclosure.”
A heartbeat of silence followed. “I already told you, I’m not going to take Brian’s decision lying down.”
Chance turned to face his father. “John LeRoche was six months behind on his payments. How lenient do you expect the bank inspectors to be?”
“As lenient as it takes. If John LeRoche had no intention, or means, to pay off his loan, that would be one thing. But that’s not the case. He’s just hit a temporary rough spot. The First Bank of Galveston did not build its reputation as the neighborhood bank people could trust by foreclosing at the first sign of trouble. And on those occasions when we were forced to take action, we certainly never did it in so public a manner!”
“We’re not the First Bank of Galveston anymore. And we’re not talking about foreclosing on widows and orphans. We’re talking about a man whose financial problems are caused by his irresponsible lifestyle!”
Norm braced his hands on the table, bringing his upper body into the glare of the lamp. “We’re talking about the fact that the new owners are using John LeRoche as an example. They are sending a blatant message to the people of this community—not about what will happen if they don’t pay their loans on time, but that I’m no longer in charge. That’s what this is about! It’s their way of publicly slapping me in the face, and you know it!”
His father’s harsh breathing filled the silence that followed. “You’re right,” Chance said calmly, worrying more about his father’s weak heart than the bank. This much emotion couldn’t be good. “Which is why I’m asking you to let it go. Fighting them on this is only drawing more attention to it. If you let it go, people will forget about it.”
His father continued to stare at him.
“Will you at least think about it?” Chance asked.
An eternity passed before Norm pushed himself upright. “Dammit!” He looked away, then back. “You’re right. When did you get so smart?”
Chance relaxed. “I get it from you.” He thought of telling his father about the St. Claires’ plans to buy Pearl Island, thought about broaching the subject of retirement again, but decided to let it rest for now. One small victory a day was enough. These last two years, since his father’s heart attack and the subsequent selling of the bank, had taken their toll on both of them. He wanted the dad of his youth back, the man who knew everything and would live forever. He didn’t want this role reversal, or this growing stubborn streak in his father.
Gesturing toward the pool table, he fell back into familiar territory. “So, if you’re finished warming up, how about a real game—if you’re up to the challenge?”
“Oh, so the kid thinks he can take on the champ, does he?” His father’s eyes lit with glee as he chalked the end of his cue stick, once again the confident leader of men. “Very well, son. Prepare for your humiliation.”
Thursday afternoon, Rory could hardly contain her excitement as she sat beside her brother in the back seat of the real estate agent’s Explorer. The only thing that kept her from babbling away was Chance’s presence.
He sat in the front seat with his elbow propped on the window ledge, his fist resting against his mouth. He hadn’t spoken a word since they’d started for Pearl Island. Was he thinking about yesterday and the kiss they’d shared in the garden?
Her stomach fluttered at the memory of his lips on hers, his hands running over her back, their bodies moving together. Heat flared deep in her belly. She shifted in her seat and forced her mind back to the conversation.
“Someone told me you can’t have a gift shop in a bed-and-breakfast,” Allison said. “Does anyone know if there really is a restriction against it?”
“There is one within the city limits,” the real estate agent answered. The woman, who had the remarkable name of Summer Love, dressed and acted as if she were in her mid-twenties, but Rory suspected she was well over fifty.
“The restriction is intended to keep neighborhoods from losing their residential feel,” Summer said. “Pearl Island is out of the city limits, though, so a lot of the restrictions won’t affect you.”
“Oh, good.” Allison, who sat on Adrian’s other side, leaned forward to smile at Rory. “The more I think about it, the more I like the idea.”
Chance finally turned toward them with a concerned look. “You’re thinking of starting a B and B and a gift shop?”
“Maybe,” Rory answered vaguely. His obvious disapproval made her feel dumb.
Chance sighed. “I’d strongly advise against spreading yourself too thin.”
She nodded as Adrian and Alli gave him looks of irritation. None of them mentioned they’d also talked about a catering service and a tearoom. The last few days had been filled with talk and dreams, concerns and excitement. Maybe Chance was right about not doing everything at once, but she could see it all so clearly in her mind.
Summer turned off the main road onto a private drive. A short distance later, she stopped before an imposing wrought-iron gate flanked by a tangle of brush. From atop the red stone columns, gargoyles snarled down at them. Not the least intimidated, Summer lowered her window and punched a series of numbers into a keypad mounted on a post. The gate creaked and clanged as it opened.
The minute they drove through the gate and onto the narrow bridge, Rory spotted the house up ahead and caught her breath. She’d never approached it from land like this, had always seen it from the front that faced the cove. But the sight of it had the same powerful effect it always did, as if someone—or perhaps the house itself—were watching and waiting, and drawing her near.
“When I did my preview of the property, I noticed the bridge is in remarkably good shape,” Summer said as she drove. She had one hand on the steering wheel as she glanced back at her passengers with the air-conditioning blowing her long fall of silver hair. “So I don’t think you’ll need to do any repair work there.”
“Too bad the LeRoches didn’t keep up the rest of the property.” Adrian ducked his head to look out the front window.
Reaching the other side of the bridge, they followed the oyster-shell drive through a stand of oak trees that allowed only glimpses of the house. Then suddenly, they came through on the other side, and there it was: three stories of pink granite with a high-pitched, gabled roof, multiple chimneys reaching toward the sky, and a spire over the front turret. Rory stared, transfixed, as Summer pulled to a stop before the chain-link fence.
“Well, here we are,” Summer announced, turning off the engine. “What do y’all think?”
The enormity of the moment hit Rory. After a lifetime of imagining the inside of the house, imagining what life had been like within those walls for Marguerite and her daughter, she was finally going to see it. She sat staring at the wide stone steps that led to the veranda. Even in the bright light of mid-day, she felt as if dark shadows and darker secrets waited beyond that imposing door.
Finally, Chance turned to the real estate agent. “I think we should have a look inside.”
“You got it.” Summer climbed from the Explorer and Chance followed suit, leaving the three of them alone while Summer took care of the padlock and chain at the gate.
Rory glanced sideways and saw her emotions mirrored on Adrian’s and Allison’s faces. “You feel it, too, don’t you?”
They both nodded and then the three of them laughed, each relieved they weren’t the only one who felt the house’s presence as if it were a living creature.
“Well.” Adrian took a deep breath. “Let’s go check it out.”
Together, they climbed out and headed through the open gate. Summer led the way up the steps and they waited in the cool shade as she opened the lock box and retrieved the key. A shiver of anticipation raced down Rory’s spine.
“We haven’t had a chance to get a cleaning crew over here, yet,” Summer said. “So I’m afraid the place is covered with about ten years of cobwebs and dust.”
“I’m surprised it’s not fifty years’ worth,” Adrian said, since that was how many years had passed since anyone had lived on Pearl Island.
“I was trying not to scare you off.” Summer struggled to fit the key in the ornate lock. The lock gave and the door swung open on rusty hinges that screamed in outrage. “Here we go.” Summer motioned for the three of them to precede her.
The temperature dropped several degrees within the thick stone walls, and the scent of dust and age filled Rory’s nostrils. She blinked against the utter darkness.
“Hang on, I’ll get the lights,” Summer said. Rory heard her feeling her way through the dark. “The plumbing and electricity were put in back in the twenties, so the wiring is old, but it does work.”
A few dim, worn-out bulbs came on overhead, the only ones working in an elaborate chandelier. The weak light revealed a central hall, as wide as a room, with dark wood covering the walls, floor, and ceiling. A massive fireplace filled the space between two doors to the right. At the far end, a stairway swept upward past three tall, stained-glass windows that had been boarded up. To their left, more doors opened into dark mysteries of rooms beyond.
“Wow,” Rory whispered, and the sound echoed.
“It’s exactly how I pictured it.” Allison walked to the center of the room where she turned in a slow circle and laughed. “Well, except I pictured it much cleaner and a little brighter.”
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