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Chapter One
Darcy stood shoulder to shoulder with her best friend Charlotte on the upper deck of a ferryboat. Cold wind whipped against their faces, catching them by surprise in mid-June. They huddled into their T-shirts as hilly Bayfield, Wisconsin shrank behind them. Tiny buildings dotted the streets and lamps illuminated the twilight. Darcy had never seen anything more beautiful or terrifying.

“So this is what a nervous breakdown looks like?” Charlotte pursed her lips and shook her head.

Darcy plastered a smile on her face, smoothed her perfectly highlighted hair back behind her ears, and ignored Char. A number of retorts tickled the tip of Darcy’s tongue, but she’d learned how to keep her thoughts to herself over the last few years. That training, courtesy of her job, came in handy even when dealing with her best friend. Darcy turned to look out across the deep, dark water toward the woods along the shores of Madeline Island. She refused to let anything spoil the day—not her doubts and worries or Charlotte’s opinion.

“Char,” Darcy began, turning back toward her. “Again. This is not a nervous breakdown.”

“Right, right. It’s a sabbatical,” she replied, offering a sly wink.

Darcy groaned. “No, it’s not. I am still working. This is potentially a promotion, if I prove myself.”

“Well, you’re going to have your work cut out for you from here,” Char said, shaking her head.

Denying the truth seemed futile. She had been relocated to the middle of nowhere. Maybe her boss wanted to teach her a lesson? No, she refused to believe that or even let herself consider it a possibility. Darcy squared her shoulders and took in a deep breath. She would not give in to her fears. It was her time to prove herself and soar; that was how she chose to view it.

“What’s crazier, taking a chance for your career or giving up on it entirely?” Darcy raised an eyebrow.

“I am not giving up,” Char crossed her arms over her chest.

“Sure,” Darcy replied, ruffling her best friend’s feathers in payback and enjoying every moment of Char’s discomfort.

“The scenery is gorgeous. But why here?” Char asked again for the thousandth time since they’d left Chicago.

“It’s close enough to Duluth, and the rent is cheap,” Darcy said with a shrug.

Char eyed her. “Do they even have the Internet?”

“Oh, ha-ha, very funny. Look it’s different than what we’re used to, but I think we could both benefit from it.”

When Char didn’t reply, Darcy added. “There’s only my name on the lease. You can always leave.”

The boat hit the dock at that moment and the women lurched forward. Darcy grabbed the stair railing in the nick of time and turned to brace Char. But her friend didn’t need her help. Darcy’s eyes widened as she watched a sinewy arm catch Char by the waist and pull her back and upright.

“Careful,” the man told her with a smile as he stood her on her feet.

Char turned to look at her savior and sank down the stairs again. Darcy rolled her eyes and yanked Char back upright.

“Thank you,” Darcy acknowledged for the both of them.

The man, who looked to be no more than thirty-five with dark blond hair and two-day-old stubble, nodded his head. He carefully padded down the stairs with ease, as if he’d navigated the old boat nearly every day of his life.

“Come on, damsel in distress,” Darcy said elbowing Char. “Let’s get back to the car before we cause a traffic jam.”

They held on to the railings on both sides as they descended the metal staircase. They got into the car and turned the engine over as the ferryboat attendant motioned for them to leave the boat. Their car joined the queue of slow-moving vehicles turning down the dock toward Main Street.

“Wow this is pretty cute,” Char replied with much more enthusiasm.

“Not bad for exile,” Darcy agreed.

“Aha! You admit it.”

Darcy chuckled. “I’ll admit nothing. Do you see him yet?”

“Who?” Char feigned innocence.

Darcy rolled her eyes but decided to play along. “Your tall, dark, and handsome stranger.”

“He wasn’t dark,” Char corrected.

Darcy bit her lip on a retort and let the topic drop.

After passing several restaurants, shops, and a church, Darcy turned left at the end of the street by the hotel and yacht club.

“Keep your eye out for Mondamin Trail,” she said as she slowed the car to a crawl.

“Do you even see the street signs?” Char asked after passing several dirt roads with no clear markings.

“Ah, yes, look there.” Darcy pointed up to a tree. “It’s carved on little wooden plaques.”

“Geez, at least we got here at dusk.”

Darcy agreed as she turned right on the narrowest two-lane road she’d ever come across.

The forested road curved in a serpentine fashion for a half mile before it straightened and cleared. A row of four town homes appeared with a golf course just behind. Darcy parked in front of the garage of the house on the end.

“This is it,” she told Char.

“Let’s check it out.”

Darcy locked the car the moment she exited.

“Is that necessary?” Charlotte asked.

Darcy ignored her, turning her face away.

“Come on, are you worried Smokey the Bear is going to steal your phone?”

“Hey, you can take the girl out of the city,” Darcy mumbled.

Char rolled her eyes.

Darcy entered the code into the lockbox on the front door, retrieved two sets of keys, and let them both in.

“Wow, this is big,” Char appreciated as she stepped over the threshold.

The main floor consisted of a powder room and open dining room and kitchen that overlooked the family room half a flight of stairs below. The well-appointed room opened onto the golf course with a stunning view of the yacht club and lake through the trees lining the green.

“I get the master,” Darcy called out as she raced back to the main floor, then up the stairs to the second level.

Two bedrooms and a bathroom sat off the hall on the front of the house, while a large master bedroom above the family room had the same magnificent view. A small balcony set with a bistro table and two chairs beckoned for morning coffee. Char joined her five minutes later.

“This view is amazing,” Charlotte sighed.

Darcy nodded her agreement.

“Should we play rock-paper-scissors for this room?” Charlotte teased.

“Ha, not on your life. I’m paying the rent. I get the master.” Darcy giggled.

“Fine, I’ll take the room across the hall.”

Darcy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sorry; I know I’m putting you out.”

“It’s okay. I can handle it,” Char replied.

Before Darcy could offer a retort, the doorbell rang.

“Are you expecting someone?” Char asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I’ve been here for like ten minutes. Who would I be expecting?”

Char shook her head and followed behind.

Darcy opened the door to Char’s savior from the boat.

“Hi, I wanted to introduce myself. I’m John. I live next door.”

“Oh hi, wow, small world,” Darcy said, glad she hadn’t been the one to collapse.

“Please come in,” Darcy continued.

She didn’t often get a chance to tease Charlotte, the girl who never seemed to put a foot out of place. Torturing Charlotte with the good-looking man she’d quite literally fallen for was too good to pass up.

“Can I get you a glass of water—if I can find the glasses?” Darcy asked as John sat down at the table.

“Please don’t go to too much trouble. I know you just got off the ferry.”

Darcy opened cabinet after cabinet, finding nothing she needed. She continued with her search, using the guise to watch the pair at the dining table. Charlotte sat mute and John smiled. Darcy’s mouth dropped open in shock. She had never seen Charlotte at a loss for words.

“Sorry, I couldn’t find anything,” Darcy said, moving to join them.

“I’m Darcy. Darcy Rogus, by the way.” She extended her hand to his and shook it. “This is Charlotte. Do you live here full time?”

“No, no. I come up in the summer for a few months every year.”

“Nice,” Darcy nodded, unsure what to add.

Would it be rude to ask him if he worked? Or what he did that he could take off so much time annually?
Darcy thought.

“And you?” he asked. “Are you moving here full time?”

“Just for the summer. I’m working on a few projects for my company up here for the next few months. And Charlotte,” Darcy nudged her friend hard, “is enjoying her last summer before her final year of law school.”

“Wow, law school. Good for you,” he nodded his approval.

“Thanks,” she muttered.

Darcy stood, realizing she needed to give Char space. “I need to bring in a few things. In fact, I think I have a box with cups in it. If you don’t mind?”

“Of course not, but please let me help.”

“Oh no, no. I’ll be a minute tops. And Char always asks much better questions than I do.”

Darcy walked away, hoping that her leading statement might wake up her friend. It seemed to do the trick. She heard the lilt of Char’s voice as she opened the front door and stepped outside to retrieve her suitcases and cooler from the car.

Darcy breathed in deeply once she crossed over the threshold. The pine-soaked air filled her lungs and gave her a slight energy boost. It might be the middle of nowhere, as Charlotte had noted. But at least it was beautiful, and she could think of worse places to be. Darcy dragged the cooler to the front door and left it there before grabbing her luggage out of the car. She’d managed to pack her entire adult life in three suitcases. Simplifying and consolidating her life into the trunk of a car had been easy. Lugging her suitcases up the stairs would not be.

Darcy opened the front door and easily lifted the cooler onto the hardwood floor before struggling with her bags. John, of course, leaped up from the table to help.

“Oh thank you so much.”

“My pleasure,” John said with a grin. “Can I carry these up the stairs for you?”

“That’s okay. Just inside the door will work for me.”

“Are you sure?” John prodded.

Darcy nodded.

“I’m on my way out. Would you like to get a bite to eat or have a drink? The Beach Club has a full menu and a well-stocked bar.”

Charlotte looked at Darcy, her eyes wide and pleading.

“Sure. That sounds great,” Darcy replied.

The trio walked outside. Darcy locked up the house and made her way over to the car. John and Char remained on the stoop.

“Aren’t we going?” Darcy asked.

“Sure. I usually walk there. It’s a quick trip along the cart path,” John pointed back toward the golf course behind the house.

“Yeah,” Darcy agreed. “But I’d prefer to drive, at least until I’ve had a day to explore. Do you want to walk there and we’ll meet you? Or do you want a ride?”

“I’ll walk. You need to drive back toward the ferry dock and the restaurant will be on your left.”
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