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CHAPTER 1

Paige Grant knew she wasn’t as wide as this window. But right now—with her butt on one side and her torso on the other—she was forced to recalculate.

She wriggled her hips one more time, stretching for the dusty wood floor she could
almost
touch with her fingertips, and then . . .

No.
She pulled back. That’s the last thing she needed: to get stuck and die out here on top of Lavender Island’s highest mountain. Alone. Squeezed into a window. Undiscovered for days. Fingertips reaching along the floor for something that looked remarkably, embarrassingly, like a piece of cheese.

She pushed her hips back across the sill and bobbed her foot to find the toehold she’d just had on a rickety old bucket. She bounced her foot several times, almost panicking, but finally landed on it with a whomp. Relieved, she slowly squirmed over the sill.

Dang.
Nothing like a tight window and a stuck butt to shatter a girl’s confidence.

She plopped back into the grass and brushed her hands together. She’d have to come up with plan B. Or C, really. Or maybe she was on D now. She’d already tried the front door, of course. She’d tried the back door to the kitchen. This was the living-room window—the lowest. Maybe she could try the kitchen window?

She stepped through the mud that had accumulated from recent May rains, her wellies making squishing noises as she rounded the tiny ranch house. Weeds and stalks of hardy annuals shot up through the ground to hug the weathered adobe walls, with clusters of green dappling the rest of the muddy, neglected yard.

She walked around to the dining-room window and wiped a circle of dirt from the panes to peer inside. All the furniture was gone—Gram’s couches, her Victorian chairs, her dining-room hutch, the blue delft porcelain pitcher she always had in the center of the dining table. All that remained was a dusty kitchen table and a few ladder-back chairs, one of which looked broken. The place had really been left to ruin. Paige had known that—her mother had told her—but seeing it in person made her shoulders slump.

She glanced to the north and instinctively ducked behind a tree. She had every right to be here, of course, but she still didn’t want anyone from the Mason family to see her. She took another look at the rented golf cart she’d driven up here—the only transportation allowed on the island—and found it to be adequately tucked behind some bushes. The Masons probably couldn’t see it from their adjoining property.

She didn’t have to worry about George Mason seeing her, of course. Paige had read about his recent death from a heart attack in the
Lavender Island Gazette
. And Grandpa Mason—at least that’s what the town called him—was long gone. One of the young sons, Noel, had flown off the island a year ago in one of the family’s famous red Cessnas and had never come back. But that still left Adam. The son Paige least wanted to see. His Cessna was tied right in front of the airport hangar on the far end of the property. Still here.

What did he look like now? She could still recall, in vivid detail, Adam’s looks of disdain throughout her awkward teen years. He was five years older and wouldn’t give her the time of day, despite her many attempts to put herself into his line of vision. She could remember every dismissive brush-off, every slight from him since the time she was ten. Of course, she hadn’t seen him since she was thirteen—the year her unrequited love was at its worst. The year he finally noticed her. And the year he laughed at her. She’d made a fool of herself and probably deserved it, but she still could never forgive him.

So
out of sight, out of mind
with Adam Mason was just the way she liked it.

Not that he’d been entirely out of mind, since she did ask about him from time to time. She’d heard he’d never married and didn’t even have a girlfriend. She’d heard he hardly ever came to town, and some islanders hadn’t seen him in years. All she could picture was some bent-over, flannel-garbed, wispy-haired, missing-toothed recluse, probably rotting away, becoming thin and wiry with age and isolation. Who lived on a mountaintop, on an island, away from people his whole life? A weird hermit, that’s who.

But despite her efforts to avoid him right now, she would eventually have to deal with him. She knew that. She just wanted to be better prepared.

Now that both his father and her grandmother were deceased, people were starting to come around and offer money for their side-by-side properties. Or, rather,
his
enormous property and Gram’s teeny-tiny corner that made up the final rectangle, like a small, uneven bite taken out of a sandwich. Despite the offers, Paige and her family had something else in mind. She just didn’t know how Adam was going to respond. Or . . . well, she could guess. And she was dreading it. But she needed to ask. Eventually. For now, she ducked farther behind the trees in case he had eyes and ears out on his property.

The kitchen window was higher than she remembered, and she had to go back and retrieve her bucket, position it carefully against a rock, then stand on top to peek inside.

Yes. This could work. Paige quickly got to work jimmying open one side. She freed it and got ready to hoist herself up on the sill, but then she stalled.

And came to her senses.

This was ridiculous. She wasn’t going to do this anymore. She’d go back down the mountain, verify which key was which, and behave like a normal human being. She was too old to be hoisting herself through windows—women approaching thirty didn’t do this, right?

A movement past her shoulder sent her slamming against the wall with a squeak-scream as a small, furry thing flew past her ear and landed on the sill. When she finally willed her eyes to open, she realized it was a kitten. An adorable little kitten, actually, that looked as if it would fit in a teacup. It glanced over at her from the sill, then playfully jumped inside. Paige peered in as it looked back at her from the dusty floor of the kitchen.

“Wait! No! Here, kitty . . .” She held her hand out, trying to coax the kitten back to her, but the little thing simply lifted its chin and looked the other way.

“Come here, sweetie.” Paige glanced back at her golf cart. Did she have some food she could lure a kitten with? She couldn’t just shut the window now and leave. She ran to the cart and shuffled through her backpack until she found some grapes and cheese. Did cats like cheese?

She returned to the window with the snacks. The kitten wasn’t immediately visible. Paige jumped up, leaned through the sill, and waved the cheese around.

“Here, kitty . . .”

Her voice came out strained as her belly pressed against the frame. She wriggled farther toward the sink counter, which she could
aaaaalmost
reach.
Damn.
She pushed herself forward on her hips another inch and stretched toward the inside.
Aaaaalmost.

A few old tchotchkes—a cat soap dispenser and an old dish-drainer plug—skittered to the hardwood floor as she waved the cheese and threw her weight forward. She wouldn’t mind just toppling in at this point. She could break her fall. But her hips kept her from budging.

Damn.
Was she just eating too many paninis these days?

Another wriggle.

Another curse word.

Another wriggle.

A new curse word.

She took a deep breath and thought about backing out. But no. She was too far in now. And she had to find the tiny calico. She could do this. She tried another hard squirm.

Nothing.

Her heart rate picked up a little, and she let it get to panic rhythm as she wondered who would come looking for her if she really got stuck. Her sisters didn’t even know she was here. Her mom knew she’d come here, of course, to start their plan, but wouldn’t think to send out a search team if Paige didn’t respond for a week.

Paige forced herself to be calm. She tried her old trick of summoning favorite femme fatales from her most beloved movies: Katharine Hepburn. Lauren Bacall. Those were always the movies she checked out late at night at the Hollywood Film Library after her part-time shift was over. She couldn’t get enough of her favorite leading ladies. She wished she could be more like them—strong, tough, knowing what they wanted and taking it. Unfortunately, that level of bravado and sophistication was becoming more and more elusive to her. The actress who most paralleled her life these days seemed more along the lines of Lucille Ball.

After another three minutes of panicking and wondering what Lucy would do, a snap of twigs outside had her jerking forward. Then the voice she figured she most
didn’t
want to hear came low over her shoulder, a man’s deep tenor.

“You going in or out?” he growled, from what could only be eye level with her behind.

Somehow, without looking, Paige knew exactly who it would be. It was the bent-over, flannel-garbed, wispy-haired, missing-toothed recluse.

Staring right at her bottom.

Just her luck.


Adam Mason took his sunglasses off, pushed his hat back on his head, and peered carefully at the mighty-fine female bottom wriggling its way through Helen Grant’s old kitchen window.

This would definitely fall under the category of one of his more interesting patrols, but he wasn’t here to enjoy the scenery, as nice as it was today.

“You need help?” he called.

He didn’t imagine this was a serious break-in—the golf cart badly hidden behind the bushes pretty much gave that away. It was probably some photographer who wanted scenic shots of an abandoned building against the pine trees. That had certainly happened before. But you never knew. Squatters had happened before, too.

“I’m, uh . . . stuck,” said the intruder. “Who’s that?”

“Adam Mason,” he barked.

The body stopped moving.

“Adam
Mason
?” The voice seemed to have grown smaller. She almost sounded like she recognized his name. But he ignored that and focused on how he was going to get to the bottom of this. A rusty smile escaped at his own joke.

“Yes,” he said when he finally got the smile out of his voice. “Now back out of there.”

“I, um . . . don’t think I can.” Another wriggle.

He tried to look away. Sort of. Normally his patrol wasn’t this amusing. Or curvaceous. But he always took full responsibility for keeping Helen’s old property safe, so he’d have to focus here.

He cleared his throat and tried to keep his eyes on the ground. “Would you like to go the other way?”

“Yes. Can you grab my feet and hoist me through?”

He caught hold of the muddy rain boots and gave the intruder—and her shapely, jean-clad legs—a gentle shove. She toppled to the floor, all arms and legs and softly uttered curse words. While she was still picking herself up and dusting herself off, he fished out the key to the kitchen door and pushed his way in with the handle shake and shoulder shove the back door always required.

Inside, the intruder had scrambled to her feet and was facing him with a stance and expression that didn’t seem warranted—as if
he
were the one intruding. Her mouth dropped open, and she stared for what seemed like an eternity. Then, suddenly, in a flurry of movement, her hands flew to her hips, her brown eyes flashed, and her honey-colored hair swirled about her shoulders. Despite the mud and dust covering her, she was too well dressed to be one of the vagrants he’d had in here before. Plus, of course, the golf cart. But she didn’t have a camera around her neck, either. And now she was throwing him a glare that had just enough familiarity at the edges to force him to rack his brain. It was a look that made him want to protect his balls for some reason. Had this woman kicked him there once? It was a distinct possibility.

“Who are you?” he finally asked.

“Adam, it’s
Paige
.” She looked disgusted with him and turned toward the kitchen.

His hand shot out to keep her from moving. It was just instinct. But she looked shocked, and her disbelieving eyes met his.

“It’s
Paige
,” she repeated.

His mind backflipped into his past as the flash of her eyes struck a memory. But he couldn’t quite place her. He squinted and took her in again.

“Paige
Grant
,” she said with rising irritation.

He blinked.
Paige Grant? Damn.

He’d forgotten one of the Grant girls was named Paige. Was she the youngest one? There were two young ones he remembered who seemed like twins. He’d wondered when one of the Grant women would get here—assumed it would be the mother, Ginger. Now that his father had passed and offers were starting to come in for the fifty-acre mountaintop property, he figured the Grants would be getting offers, too, to complete the last five-acre corner. He’d always wondered whatever happened to his almost-stepmother, Ginger. Though most of the time he chose not to remember her at all—she hadn’t exactly been his favorite person.

The only Grant he ever saw anymore was the oldest daughter, Olivia, sometimes in town on Lavender Island. He remembered her always being pleasant, though quiet and almost too shy to talk to.

This must be the surly little sister who had always shot him glares through her goth eyeliner. She’d been about thirteen, as he recalled.
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