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Prologue

The first time I hit him in the head with a shovel, he was surprised,
shocked, stunned.
As he turned toward me, his eyes were wide and confused. I almost
felt sorry for him. But not quite. Not so sorry that I wouldn’t kill him.
Because I had to. He had to die. And he knew why. He knew exactly
what he’d done.
I swung the shovel again, connecting with the side of his head.
Crying out in shock and pain, he stumbled to one knee.
“I can’t let you live,” I told him. “Not after what you did …”
I whacked him again, a resounding thwack that put him face down
on the floor and shut him up. Sprawled on the carpet, he didn’t move.
Was he dead? Or, just unconscious? Maybe he was just pretending to
be dead?
Just in case, I decided to hit him again. The crunch of bone and the
spray of blood and brain matter comforted me.
I was convinced that he wouldn’t get up because I knew he
couldn’t.
The son of a bitch was dead.

Chapter One

What the he! was that bitch doing here?
Noelle Bean lost her train of thought as she stared at Helen Farber.
Moments ago, glancing from left to right, she’d been trying to gauge
the interest of her audience when she’d seen the bitchy, bitter old hag.
Her sour face twisted in a smug scowl, Helen sat in the center of the
two hundred students crowded into the tiered seating of the small
lecture hall.
Clearing her throat, Noelle glanced down at her notes to regain her
focus. She had to finish the lecture. As an adjunct professor at the
University of St. Killian’s School of Pharmacy, she wasn’t supposed to
trail oﬀ mid-sentence and spaz out. She wasn’t known for going oﬀ on
tangents like most of the stodgy, musty old professors who populated
the classrooms and lecture halls throughout the Colonial buildings
sprawled across the five-acre campus.
Many students looked to Noelle as a mentor, even though at thirty
years old she was more like a dorm R.A., and a few had told her she
was an inspiration. She was a dedicated, accomplished pharmacist at
Palmchat Pharmacy, the premier pharmacy chain of the Palmchat
Islands, bringing dedication, knowledge, and practical skills to the
classroom.

4

RACHEL WOODS & ANGEL VANE

What would her students think if she fell apart because of that
crazy bitch Helen Farber?
Noelle raised her gaze to the students eager for her to continue.
Quickly, she scanned the sea of faces staring down at her in rapt attention, fingers poised over smart tablets and laptops as they continued
to wait.
Taking a small breath, Noelle spotted six or seven students clustered in three rows on the right side of the hall. Thankful for familiar
faces, she focused on the doctoral students, each in their final year of
the pharmacy college—Tina Chen-Soo, Sarah Linde, Matt Delany,
Kevin Cook, Jimmy Quible and Eamon Taylor. The six had recently
completed the Palmchat Pharmacy Company’s Internship Program.
Highly prestigious and extremely competitive, the program was
designed to give fourth-year doctoral students an on-the-job retail
pharmacy experience.
Noelle had been chosen as the Intern Mentor of the current
cohort, a coveted position within the company. Not only was she
tasked with supervision and guidance, but at the end of the program,
she’d selected the intern who would be hired by the company as an
assistant pharmacist.
During the two-month program, Noelle had cultivated and developed a camaraderie with the students. She was pleased the companionship hadn’t ended when Eamon Taylor was given the job. Noelle had
worried the remaining cohort would be standoﬃsh toward her because
of her decision, but they understood that only one of them could get
the position.
Her confidence returning, Noelle began at the point where she’d
trailed oﬀ and regained her composure quickly as she segued into her
next talking point.
After the class ended, several of the students approached her to ask
a few follow-up questions related to the lecture she’d given. Noelle was
happy to provide additional insight and oﬀer suggestions for further
independent research on the topic.
As the students left the lecture hall, Noelle turned to the lectern
and began gathering her note cards.
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the bitch who ruined my life,” said
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Helen, her voice slightly slurred and laced with spite.
Bristling at the familiar brassy tone, Noelle braced herself for the
verbal attack and turned.
Helen Farber rose unsteadily from her seat and made her way down
the steps and toward the lecture stage. Dressed in an orange Chanel
suit which had seen much better days, Helen looked well beyond her
forty years. Stage-like make-up couldn’t hide the lines around her
bleary eyes and pinched mouth.
“Good afternoon, Helen,” said Noelle, deciding to stay calm and be
cordial. “How are you?”
“How am I? Did you really just ask me, how am I?” Helen
scoﬀed, her nasty smirk turning to an angry scowl. “Bitch, how do
you think I am? I am working in a dead end job where I’m underutilized and overqualified. My life is destroyed, and it’s your
damn fault.”
“Your life is not destroyed,” Noelle said. “You can turn things
around if you just get some help.”
“I don’t need your disingenuous motivational platitudes,” Helen
said, the furor between her painted eyebrows deepening. “You think I
want advice from the bitch who stole my job.”
“I didn’t steal your job,” Noelle said.
“You got me fired because you—”
“You got yourself fired,” Noelle said, fighting to remain calm. “You
weren’t thinking about our customers, or—”
“I was going through a diﬃcult time, okay?” Helen said, defensive,
taking another step toward Noelle. “I thought you understood that
because I thought we were friends, but instead you ratted on me.”
Noelle stepped back. “I had to make sure that our customers
weren’t put in danger by your actions.”
“You don’t give a damn about our customers,” said Helen. “You try
to pretend that you’re so kind and compassionate and caring, but I
know the truth about you.”
Noelle went rigid, panicked by Helen’s claim.
“You’re a con artist,” Helen said, sneering. “People don’t know who
you really are, but—“
“People don’t know the truth about you, either,” said Noelle. “If
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they did, there is no way they would trust you to work around all these
chemical substances.”
“You back-stabbing bitch!” Helen said. “You may have it all
together right now but one day your whole world is going to fall apart
right before your eyes, and there won’t be anything you can do to
stop it.”
“Are you drunk?” Noelle asked. “Or high?”
Helen gave a derisive snort and then said, “Here’s what you need to
remember, Noelle: Karma is a bitch … and so am I.”

Chapter Two

Karma is a bitch, and so am I …
Truer words were never spoken, thought Noelle as she exited the
Pharmacy building and walked along a hibiscus lined path toward the
university quad.
Helen was a bitch, but Noelle could be a bitch, too. She could be
worse than a bitch, but she wouldn’t give in to any hostile instincts.
Noelle had promised herself she would never again “go all Handweg
ho” on someone, no matter how bad they pissed her oﬀ.
Going “Handweg ho”— the pejorative expression assigned to young
girls from Handweg Gardens—was no longer an option for her. Even
though she was female and from the unoﬃcial wrong side of the island,
where tourists were warned never to tread, even in the daytime, she
refused to be aggressive and confrontational at the drop of a hat for
the slightest infraction, real or imagined.
Fifteen years ago, Noelle had decided she would no longer be
defined by derogative generalizations based upon geographic location.
When she’d left St. Killian for a better life in America, she resolved
to put her turbulent past behind her. After landing in Washington D.C.
and moving in with her uncle, she began to change her narrative, to
decide how she wanted others to perceive her.
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The first step in her reinvention was changing her outward appearance. She ditched the baggy layers of clothing and dreadlocks and
adopted the “girly-glam” feminine look of her cousins. She straightened
her hair, learned how to apply her make-up, and patterned her style
after the latest trends in Vogue magazine. Quickly, Noelle thrived in an
atmosphere where she was encouraged and expected to succeed. She
finished high school at the top of her class and went on to the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, where she studied at the Eshelman
School of Pharmacy, ranked #1 in the United States.
The second step hadn’t been as easy as sporting a new look. Sometimes Noelle wasn’t sure she’d completely mastered reinventing her
mindset. Reinvention meant more than adopting a glamorous persona.
She’d had to learn how to think diﬀerently, how to solve her problems
without threats or violence. Still, she’d struggled to walk away from
conflict when everything within her wanted to “go all Handweg Ho” on
whoever tried to start beef with her.
Noelle continued down the path, checking her watch. A few
minutes after four-thirty. Enough time to stop at the market before she
picked up her boys from her mother’s house. Natalie Chartres, Noelle’s
mother, had recently declared herself the world’s best granny, but
Noelle knew it was because her boys, three-year-old Ethan and tenmonth-old Evan, were the world’s most perfect little munchkins.
As she reflected on her blessings, Noelle knew she shouldn’t let
Helen Farber get to her. The woman was depressed and damn near
destitute, both financially and spiritually, following the disastrous
mistakes which had derailed her career. Once on the fast track to a
district management position with the Palmchat Pharmacy Company,
Helen had squandered her opportunities when she’d become addicted
to prescription pain medication.
After a debilitating back injury, Helen began to rely on the pills,
continuing to take them even after she’d recovered. When she could
no longer find a doctor to provide her with a prescription for the
powerful medication, Helen began stealing drugs from the pharmacy.
When a customer had a pain medication prescription, Helen would
fill the prescription with sugar pills and steal the pain pills she should
have given to the customer. After several customer complaints, Noelle
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became suspicious and alerted the head of security at the company.
The security department conducted an internal investigation and
devised a sting to trap Helen.
After falling for the bait, Helen was terminated and her pharmacy
license suspended indefinitely.
As she hurried down the path, Noelle took in her surroundings,
hoping the beautiful campus, with its swaying palm trees and breathtaking views of the Caribbean sea, would take her mind oﬀ Helen’s
vicious verbal assault.
Salty breezes and abundant sunshine couldn’t distract Noelle from
the truth of Helen’s tirade.
Helen was right about her. Noelle often felt like a con woman,
fooling those around her. Since returning to St. Killian five years ago,
Noelle had cleverly and craftily become the woman she’d always
desired to be—the wife and mother with a great career. She’d taken
great pains to make sure her past didn’t come back to haunt her, which
meant there were certain places she couldn’t go and certain people she
couldn’t associate with, and—
Her cell phone chimed, and she stepped oﬀ the path to dig it from
her purse.
Probably Beanie, she guessed, smiling as she thought about her
better half, the man she’d vowed to love forever for better or for worse.
Her eternal Valentine, Roland “Beanie” Bean, was a reporter at the
Palmchat Gazette. They’d met when Beanie was at his absolute worst
—suﬀering from a horrible shellfish allergy.
Stumbling into the pharmacy late one night, he was half-blind from
a swollen face and red, watery eyes. Noelle had just started working at
the pharmacy the previous week, and his monstrous appearance almost
made her forget her rigorous training. To make matters worse, Beanie’s
throat was so sore he couldn’t talk. With horrible penmanship on both
their parts, they’d been forced to communicate via text message. That
was how he’d gotten her phone number.
A few days later, he’d texted her to thank her and to ask her out on
a date. Remembering the bloated, miserable man, she’d been reluctant,
but despite his terrible predicament, she’d seen a spark of interest and
intelligence in those watery eyes. With no plans for the evening, she’d

10

RACHEL WOODS & ANGEL VANE

agreed to meet him at Dizzy Jenny’s, a popular beachside restaurant.
Noelle was glad she’d given him a chance. When he wasn’t suﬀering
from a food allergy, Beanie was quite tall, dark, and handsome.
Roland Bean was more attractive and appealing than the type of
guys she’d once hooked up with.
Noelle glanced at her cell phone. A chill of dread passed through
her. She stared at the text message, wishing she didn’t recognize the
anonymous number.
She knew exactly who was calling her—Grady Palmer, a nuisance
from her past, an annoyance she couldn’t associate with anymore. She
couldn’t avoid dealing with Grady. Very soon, Noelle would have to
make some decisions about Grady and get him out of her life before—
Your whole world is going to fall apart right before your eyes, and
there won’t be anything you can do to stop it. Helen was wrong about
that. Nothing was going to destroy what Noelle had with Beanie and
her boys. She would fight with every fiber of her being to protect the
beautiful life she’d made with her husband and children.
Determined to enjoy the beauty of the campus, Noelle walked
leisurely yet with purpose. Although she was a proud Tarheel, she
thought it might have been nice to further her education in paradise.
Who was she trying to fool, though? Certainly not herself. As she
stepped onto the walkway which led to the faculty parking lot, Noelle
knew that if she hadn’t escaped St. Killian, she wouldn’t have landed at
the university.
She would have ended up in jail.
Or, more likely, dead.

Chapter Three

Pay what u owe mofo
Despite the warmth of the afternoon, Eamon Taylor felt an icy
chill pass through him. Pay what u owe mofo. He knew exactly what
would happen if he didn’t pay the debt. With trembling fingers, Eamon
deleted the text. It wasn’t the first warning, and it wouldn’t be the last.
If he didn’t find a way to come up with the money, he would be
killed.
“Eamon! Over here!” A chorus of excited voices to his left stole
Eamon’s attention from the threatening text message. Turning in the
direction of the group calling to him, Eamon saw several acquaintances
sitting at a table between two Sego palms.
Eamon pushed his phone into the front pocket of his jeans and
started across the lawn, thankful for the distraction. At the picnic
table, a rowdy, high-spirited debate raged between Tina Chen-Soo,
Kevin Cook, Jimmy Quible, Sarah Linde, and Matt Delaney.
Taking a seat in the space between Tina and Matt, Eamon tried to
focus on the conversation. They were talking about their job
prospects. Specifically, the lack of job opportunities. Kevin, especially,
was bitching more than he was bellyaching.
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“What you have to realize,” said Kevin, “is that the most qualified
person doesn’t always get the job.”
“That’s not true,” disputed Tina.
“If you’re good at what you do you’ll get a job.” Sarah rubbed
Kevin’s arm, an intimate gesture suggestive of a closer relationship, but
Eamon caught the longing glance Sarah gave him—which he ignored.
The extra-long looks had become more frequent recently, since their
last hook-up two weeks ago. Eamon had rebuﬀed her persistent and
aggressive advances, hoping she would take the hint and leave him the
hell alone.
“Cream rises to the top,” said Jimmy Quible, who sat on top of the
table with his feet dangling.
“You know what else rises to the top?” asked Kevin, glancing at
Eamon. “Scum.”
A chorus of dispute erupted against Kevin, who was accused of
having sour grapes and being unnecessarily negative and pessimistic.
“You guys know I’m right,” Kevin said. “I mean, look at what
happened with the Palmchat Pharmacy job. The smartest person didn’t
get it, and that doesn’t really seem fair.”
Eamon glared at Kevin. He was getting damn sick and tired of
Kevin’s sarcastic barbs, insinuating that Eamon hadn’t deserved the
Palmchat Pharmacy job. If Kevin made one more bullshit comment
about his lack of intelligence or ability, Eamon was going to rip the
whiny little bitch a new one.
“Well, maybe it’s not fair but since you aren’t the smartest
intern,” said Tina, with a smirk, “you weren’t going to get the job
anyway.”
Tina’s snappy, sassy comeback elicited laughter and clapping. Even
Kevin had a self-eﬀacing grin, knowing he’d been properly put in
his place.
As the laughter died down, Sarah said, “Well, it’s like Dr. Bean told
us. We’re all more than capable of being excellent pharmacists.”
“Fuck her motivational bullshit,” Kevin griped. “I almost hurled
when she said, ‘I wish I could have hired all of you.’ Yeah, right …”
“It’s not bullshit, dude,” said Jimmy. “Plus, she’s gonna give us
recommendations.”
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Kevin scoﬀed. “Like a recommendation from some island twat is
going to do me a damn bit of good.”
“Dr. Bean is not an island twat,” said Eamon, itching to lunge
across the table, put his hands around Kevin’s scrawny neck, and choke
the shit out of him. An aggressive reaction would only give Kevin more
ammunition against him, though. Eamon didn’t want to be stereotyped
as just another Handweg hood.
“You shouldn’t say that, Kevin.” Sarah frowned as she scooted away
from him. “It’s rude and misogynistic and sexist.”
“Look, we all knew there was only one position,” said Matt. “Only
one person was going to get it.”
Nodding, Tina said, “We should just be happy for the opportunity
that Palmchat Pharmacy provided us.”
“Eamon is the only one who got an opportunity to get the job,”
Kevin said, his tone caustic. “The rest of us never had a chance. We’re
not from Handweg Gardens.”
“What does me being from Handweg Gardens have to do with me
getting the job?” Eamon demanded.
“You know exactly what it means,” Kevin said. “You island people
stick together and help each other, whether you deserve it, or not.”
“Fuck you, Kevin.” Eamon stood and walked away from the table.
Ignoring the calls to return, he crossed the Palm-dotted quad and
headed to the library. Kevin Cook deserved a punch in the throat but
walking away had been the best thing to do. Guys like Kevin ultimately
weren’t worth the bruised knuckles. Eamon had decided long ago he
wouldn’t solve his problems with his fists. People expected Handweg
guys to be aggressive and violent, but he’d vowed not to live up to
negative stereotypes.
As he stepped onto the path leading toward the library, someone
called his name. Recognizing the irritating high-pitched tone, Eamon
hurried into the library, deciding to pretend he hadn’t heard the voice
behind him. Walking past the information counter, he made a right
and headed toward the bookshelves.
Hoping he could navigate through the maze of shelves and make it
upstairs to a private study room without being cornered, Eamon made
another right, trying to zig-zag his way back to the main lobby where
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he would catch an elevator, but he accidentally made a left and was
caught.
“Didn’t you hear me?” Sarah Linde’s lowered voice held traces of
annoyance.
Eamon shook his head. “No, I—”
“Fucking liar,” Sarah said.
Eamon sighed. “Look—”
“Why have you been ignoring me?”
“Sarah—”
“I miss you,” she said, her voice still a whisper but childishly sexy
now as she stepped closer to him. “I miss you inside me. It’s all I can
think about.”
Laughing softly, he shook his head and sighed.
“Why are you laughing?” She glared at him. “You think it’s funny
that I’m addicted to you? Does it amuse you to know that I can’t stop
thinking about when we were together?”
“It was a mistake,” Eamon said.
Sarah frowned. “What?”
“When we hooked-up,” he said, switching his backpack from his
left shoulder to his right. “We were drunk and high.”
“It was not a mistake. How can you say that?” she asked, lower lip
quivering. “What we shared that night was special. Cosmic. Mystical.
Supernatural. It was—”
Exhaling, he said, “It was the ecstasy we took before we fucked,
okay?”
Sarah scowled. “How can you be so cruel and crude? That night was
beautiful and pure. I’ve never felt that way before.”
Eamon scoﬀed. “I doubt that.”
Glowering at him, she said, “I am not some hit it and forget it, girl,
okay? We did not have a casual hook-up. It meant something. I know
you know that. I know you want me just as much as I want you.”
“Listen, I gotta go, but maybe I’ll call you,” Eamon said, maneuvering around her.
Nails stabbed into his arm, piercing the skin.
Wincing, Eamon turned and yanked his arm from her death grip.
“What the hell is your problem?”
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“Don’t you dare try to dismiss me,” she warned. “I won’t be
ignored. You break my heart, and I swear, I will rip yours right out of
your chest.”
Blue eyes hard, nostrils flaring, Sarah shoulder-checked him as she
stomped away.
Watching her leave, Eamon touched the welts she’d left on his skin.
“Fucking psycho bitch,” he muttered under his breath as he shook
his head.
Sarah Linde was crazy as hell. Was she out of her mind? They
hadn’t shared any magical, cosmic sex. What Eamon remembered was
mediocre, at best. Just two horny people using each other to get oﬀ.
Nothing special or supernatural about it.
Walking slowly through the bookshelves, Eamon remembered
Kevin’s warning about Sarah’s strange possessive attachment. “She’s a
quick, easy fuck,” Kevin had told him. “She’s down for whatever, but be
careful because she likes to fall in love.”
Slightly apprehensive, Eamon glanced at the scratches on his arm,
the mark of Sarah’s rage. As much as he wanted to dismiss her threat as
the ranting of a spurned lover, Eamon wondered if maybe he shouldn’t
shrug oﬀ Sarah’s threat.
He wondered if Sarah might be dangerous.

Chapter Four

Heading back into his bedroom with a steaming mug of coﬀee, Eamon
Taylor went to the desk in the corner of the room, sat down and
started up his computer.
After a few hesitant sips of the strong, percolated brew, he opened
his email.
Before he could read the first message, his phone vibrated. Eamon
felt a fluttering of panic swirling through his veins as he checked the
text message. Another warning, this one even more intimidating and
incendiary than the last few he’d received over the past month.
U must want 2 die. ignore me at ur own risk
Eamon ran a hand down the back of his close-cropped faux hawk.
He wasn’t sure if he should go to the cops ... or handle the situation
himself. He knew he could. Eamon had been born and raised in
Handweg Gardens. Though he’d never succumbed to island gang life,
he was sure he could hold his own against a threat.
Or, maybe not.
Sighing, he sent a response.
not ignoring u just need more time. wi! b n touch soon.
Hoping he’d bought himself some time, Eamon focused on his
Inbox. He stared at the first email and frowned. Another strange email
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full of intimidating and incendiary language. This one was even more
disturbing than the last email.
The first email had been sent to Eamon a month ago, during his
first week on his new job at the Palmchat Pharmacy. Eamon hadn't
taken it seriously. He'd figured it was a joke. Kevin or Matt or Tina
trying to punk him. Kevin Cook, especially, was into playing stupid
pranks. The PharmD he'd earned had done little to mature Kevin. He
was still the same sophomoric asshole Eamon had met four years ago.
The email had been more annoying than funny. Eamon had deleted
it, not giving it another thought.
Until he’d received the second email the following week. The
message had been similar to the message in the first email, weird,
confusing and slightly terrorizing. The last lines of the email had
mirrored the last line of the first email: Don’t ignore me, Eamon. Or, I wi!
destroy your life.
A third email had come last week, similar to the first two, the tone
lurid and dangerous. The last line read: Ignoring me is a mistake. I can
make your life a living he!.
He stared at the email he’d just opened. The last line was similar to
the last line of the previous emails: Keep ignoring me, and I wi! ruin you.
Eamon didn’t understand. What the hell was going on? Why was
this happening? Why send these emails to him? Why try to force him
to do something he didn’t want to do? The emails featured the same
proposition. A proposal he couldn’t accept.
You’re the only one who can do this, Eamon. I need to know what your
answer wi! be.
Focusing on the sender’s email address, Eamon wondered if maybe
he could use the emails to his advantage. He knew the sender. That
person had a lot to lose if anyone found out about the emails. Eamon
had a lot to gain if he exposed the strange, terrorizing messages.
The email messages were disturbing, but Eamon didn’t think his
life was going to become a living hell or be ruined. The threatening
text messages had to be taken seriously, but the email messages were
nothing to really be afraid of …
Eamon took a few more sips of coﬀee.
The email messages weren’t as scary as the letters from Sarah
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Linde. She’d sent him a few bizarre manifestos about love and death
and other bullshit he didn’t understand. He’d shown the letters to
Kevin and Matt, and they’d all had a good laugh.
Finishing his coﬀee, Eamon stood. They said things came in threes,
didn’t they? Heading into the shower, he realized that he was currently
dealing with three diﬀerent threats. One was comical, one was as
serious as a stroke, and the other just might save his ass …

Chapter Five

“Will you be okay if I head out a bit early?”
Startled by the voice behind him, too familiar and much too close,
Eamon Taylor took a quick breath. Struggling to compose himself, he
prayed to maintain a calm demeanor as he turned to face Dr. Noelle
Bean, his boss at Palmchat Pharmacy.
“Um, no,” Eamon said, trying not to stammer. “I mean, yeah, I’ll be
fine. We’re slow today anyway.”
Eamon had serviced his last client about a half hour ago, an older
grandmotherly type who’d wanted a recommendation to approve her
memory. Should she take St. John’s Wort or Coenzyme Q10? Eamon
had painstakingly explained the diﬀerences between the supplements,
taking care to answer any and all questions.
Ultimately, the elderly woman had decided not to buy anything, but
she’d left the pill bottles on the counter. Eamon had instructed the
pharmacy tech on duty to return them to aisle three, where the supplements were stocked. The tech claimed to be swamped with paperwork.
A dubious claim, one the tech often relied on when she didn’t want to
take orders from him, Eamon had noticed.
The dearth of customers, which was unusual for a Tuesday after-
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noon, prompted him to aisle three, where he’d been restocking the
supplements when Dr. Bean had sneaked up behind him.
“Are you sure it’s okay?” Dr. Bean asked. Standing across the aisle,
she was polished and professional in her white lab coat with her hair
pulled back in a bun and reading glasses perched on her nose. “I don’t
want to leave you hanging.”
“I’m sure,” Eamon said. “It’s fine.”
Dr. Bean smiled. Eamon tried to return the smile, but he struggled
to force the corners of his mouth to lift. He couldn’t believe how
graceful and considerate she seemed. He couldn’t believe that her kindness and compassion was just a façade.
“I hate to skip out, but …” Dr. Bean went on, explaining why she
wanted to leave early, but Eamon wasn’t listening. Fighting a nagging
sense of disappointment and discouragement, he couldn’t help feeling
like an idiot for believing Dr. Bean had his best interests at heart.
During the internship, she’d been nice to him, motivating and helpful, always willing to answer any questions he had and eager to give
advice.
When he’d started at the pharmacy, Eamon had been eager to work
with her.
As the lead pharmacist of the St. Killian location, Dr. Bean was
practiced and experienced, the model of proficient eﬃciency. Her
knowledge of pharmaceutical sciences was astounding, and she was a
gifted communicator, adept at clearly imparting what she knew.
During his first week, as they’d worked side by side, Eamon had
thought he and Dr. Bean might become more than just co-workers or
colleagues …
Now, he couldn’t stand the sight of the bitch.
“So, I’m oﬀ tomorrow,” said Dr. Bean. “But, I’ll see you on
Thursday.”
Eamon nodded, wishing she would just leave already.
“Oh, and I wanted to tell you,” she said, giving him another fake
smile. “I think you’re doing a great job. I’m glad I chose you for the
position.”
Eamon’s heart slammed as Dr. Bean walked away from him,
striding down the aisle and around the corner, out of his view.
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Lying whore, Eamon thought, his chest tightening. Did Dr. Noelle
Bean really think she could fuck with him and get away with it?
Well, the bitch would do well to think again …

Chapter Six

“Babe, what happened to your hand?” Beanie asked. “You cut yourself?”
“What?” Noelle slipped her hand from Beanie’s strong, gentle
grasp.
Moments ago, her husband had been about to kiss the inside of her
palm, a move specifically designed to get her all hot and bothered.
He’d kissed her palm for the first time five years ago, at the end of
their first date. When his lips touched her skin, the sensation had
twirled and fluttered directly to her most intimate places. Despite the
lust flooding her body, Noelle had known she’d found her soul mate.
Noelle had been eagerly anticipating the kiss, even though it always
made her so horny, all she could think about was ripping her husband’s
clothes oﬀ, something she couldn’t do at the moment.
She and Beanie were at Dizzy Jenny’s, three courses into their
monthly decadent date night, a tradition they’d started after the
birth of Ethan, their three-year-old. Becoming a mother had been a
dream come true, but she hadn’t wanted to neglect her husband’s
needs or her own. Date night had been a way to make sure they
continued to make love like they were newlyweds on their
honeymoon.
Glancing at the long, thin scratch beneath her right knuckle
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trailing in a jagged line to her wrist, Noelle shrugged. “I cut myself
when I was planting those rose bushes yesterday.”
Grabbing her hand again, Beanie made a sympathetic noise as he
kissed the scar that had formed.
“I can’t remember if it was a thorn,” she said, “or that damn shovel.
Still can't believe somebody stole it.”
Beanie released her hand to pick up his wine glass. “Whoever took
the shovel did you a favor.”
“Roland,” scolded Noelle, picking up her glass of chardonnay. “How
can you say that?”
“That shovel was raggedy, Elle,” he said, using the pet name he
sometimes called her. “The blade was bent, and one of the foot rests
was dented.”
“I got a good deal on that shovel,” said Noelle. “I had to haggle
with Mr. Ross for—”
“An hour before he caved and let you have it for half oﬀ,” Beanie
said, playfully finishing the story she’d proudly recounted when she
purchased the shovel two weeks ago.
“Just pisses me oﬀ that someone took it because I barely got to
use it.”
“Babe, I’ll buy you a new shovel.”
Noelle smiled and then took another sip of wine. She had the most
wonderful husband in the world. Beanie was her hero, always trying to
make everything better and keep her happy. He was so diﬀerent from
the kind of guy she figured she’d end up with—a man who didn’t care
about her feelings or her needs. When she was a teenager before she’d
left St. Killian, she’d always been involved with violent misogynists,
men who were verbally, and sometimes physically, abusive.
She’d assumed she would be with a degenerate with homicidal
tendencies—a man like her father.
“What about some dessert?” Beanie tossed his napkin onto his
plate, covering the few remnants of the coq au vin he’d ordered.
Noelle nodded. “First, I want to call Sarah and see how the boys
are doing.”
Sarah Linde, one of the students from the Palmchat Pharmacy
Internship program, had become close to Noelle during the two
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months when they were mentor/mentee. Sarah’s mother was the
director of an early childhood development center, and the young
woman had spent her teen years assisting teachers who cared for
toddlers. When Noelle’s mother was unable to care for the boys, she
trusted Sarah to watch Ethan and Evan.
“Helicopter mom,” said Beanie, teasing. “The boys are just
fine, Elle.”
Noelle said, “I know, but …”
“But, let’s order dessert,” Beanie suggested. “What about the strawberry shortcake?”
“Sounds good,” said Noelle as she pushed back from the table
and stood.
“Where are you going?”
“I’ve been drinking wine all evening,” she said, grabbing her purse
from the back of the chair.
“Give me your phone,” Beanie said, smiling at her.
With a resigned sigh, Noelle opened her purse, took out her phone
and tossed it at him. Giving Beanie what she hoped was a grumpy look,
Noelle turned, leaving him laughing at her. He knew her too well, she
thought as she headed to the ladies room.
It was a lovely night, with a warm breeze and stars twinkling overhead in an expansive indigo sky. The perfect night for a romantic
dinner with the man of her dreams. Clinking glasses and whispered
conversations floated through the air as Noelle navigated the tables in
the beachfront dining area. She passed the U-shaped bar and strode to
the alcove where the restrooms were located, near the back of the
restaurant, close to the bustling kitchen.
In the ladies room, Noelle went into a stall, locked the door and
leaned against it. She felt a bit bereft, and slightly adrift, without a
phone to check on her boys. Beanie was right, though. The boys were
okay. She trusted Sarah. If an issue came up, the young woman had
strict instructions to call Noelle immediately.
Still, when she wasn’t with the boys, she did get a bit obsessive
and spastic, Noelle supposed. Beanie didn’t understand. He couldn’t
because he hadn’t carried the boys in his womb. She had been responsible for the boys in a way he never had. Together, they had created
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life, but she’d had to sustain that life with her own life. Ethan and
Evan had depended upon her for their very existence. Sometimes, she
probably was a little too overprotective, but it was only because she
finally had something important and precious to love and protect.
She never thought she would have a family of her own. Now that
Beanie and the boys were her world, she was desperate to make sure
nothing bad happened. She couldn’t lose what she knew she didn’t
deserve.
Exiting the stall, Noelle washed her hands at one of the sinks.
Checking her appearance in the long, wide mirror above the counter,
she studied the high cheek bones and full lips, the sculpted face and
smooth skin the color of West Indian mahogany, and the long column
of straight black hair. Beanie always told her she was the prettiest girl
in the Palmchat Islands, but Noelle didn’t always agree with his opinion. She knew she was attractive, but sometimes when she looked in
the mirror, she didn’t see the pretty, polished pharmacist.
Often she saw the girl she’d once been staring back at her—fifteenyear-old Noelle “Nobody” Chartres with the sneer and the scowl,
hiding behind the tough exterior.
Sometimes, Noelle wondered if she was still Nobody. Maybe the
reinvention was just a façade. A mask she wore to fool people. I know
the truth about you. Noelle pushed Helen Farber’s words from her mind.
Her past wasn’t the only truth about her.
The truth was who she’d become, the woman she was right now—
wife, mother, pharmacist.
Moments later, as she walked out of the restroom, Noelle collided
with a waitress and dropped her purse.
“Oh, I’m sorry!” The waitress gave her a pained look of frustration
and embarrassment. “I’m so dumb! I need to watch where I’m going!”
“No, it’s okay,” Noelle said, figuring the girl was hurrying to take a
quick bathroom break.
“Sorry,” the waitress continued her profuse apologies as she headed
into the ladies room. Noelle shook her head, remembering her purse.
Glancing down, she frowned.
Her purse was gone.
Heart slamming, she scanned the floor. Her confusion quickly
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turned to suspicion. Had the collision with the waitress been an accident? Or some distraction, designed to—
“Looking for this?”
The voice, low, deep and much too close to her ear, sent the chill of
dread through her body. Determined to manage the fear and anger
battling within her, Noelle turned.
She almost gasped but managed to keep her composure in the face
of Grady Palmer’s lewd smirk.
Noelle hadn’t seen Grady in fifteen years, but time hadn’t changed
him. He didn’t seem much older than the twenty-year-old bad boy who
was known in Handweg as Psycho. When they used to hang out, and
occasionally hook up, Grady had been known for his unpredictable
mood swings. One minute he was seductive, the next sinister.
Noelle stepped back, glaring at the past she’d left behind and never
wanted to visit again.
One reason Noelle had felt comfortable returning to St. Killian was
because many of her old friends and enemies had left the island in the
past fifteen years since she’d been gone. There were still a few enemies
around, but fifteen years was a long time, and many of them had either
forgotten about her or weren’t interested in her transformation.
Handweg Gardens wasn’t a place she could avoid since her mother
still lived in the rough neighborhood. Nevertheless, there were certain
people she didn’t want to see again, people she couldn’t face again,
people who might try to force her back into her old life, the life she’d
resolved to give up for good.
People like Grady Palmer.
“Give me my purse,” she said, her tone calm and even. The urge to
rely on old instincts she’d developed and honed in Handweg Gardens
was strong, but she resisted. Using violence to solve her problems
wasn’t an option anymore.
Grady held out the purse to her.
“What the hell do you want?” She snatched the purse from him,
glancing around, fearful and furtive. “Did you follow me here?”
“Let’s go have a seat,” he said, clutching her elbow, practically
shoving her toward the divan.
“Get your hands oﬀ me,” she whispered through clenched teeth.
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“Careful, Mrs. Bean,” said Grady, pulling her down with him as he
took a seat. “Don’t want to make a scene. Don’t want nobody to know
that beneath all the fancy exterior, you’re still just a Handweg Ho.”
Noelle yanked her arm away from him.
“You think because you left the island and went to some expensive
private school and a fancy college that you’ve changed. You think
you’re somebody now?” Grady shook his head in amazement. “You
think you’re diﬀerent now because you found some punk to put a ring
on it?”
“My husband is not a punk,” she said. “He’s a better man than you
will ever be.”
“And there she is,” said Grady, smiling as though he’d made some
startling discovery. “The Handweg ho. I knew she was still there. You
can try to pretend she doesn’t exist but we both know the truth. You
may look like some uppity educated bitch, but you’re still the girl who
used to—”
“What the hell do you want?” She cut him oﬀ, not wanting to be
reminded of the things she’d done.
“You know what I want.”
“And I’m not going to do it,” she said. “I won’t.”
“You’re not really in a position to tell me what you’re not going
to do.”
“You’re not really in a position to make me do a damn thing,” she
snapped.
“I’m in a position to make your life hell, bitch,” Grady said, grabbing her arm, digging his fingers into her flesh as he leaned toward her.
“I’m in a position to hurt people that you care about.”
Trembling, Noelle cut her gaze toward him, trying to ignore the
horror of his words.
“You and I go way back,” Grady said. “You know what I’m capable
of and you know I don’t make empty threats.”
“You don’t understand,” Noelle said. “I can’t do what you want.”
“I think you can and you will,” he said. “Because you know what
will happen if you don’t.”
“You try to hurt my family,” she said, the anger taking over, “and I
will kill you.”
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Scoﬃng, Grady gave a wry smile as he stood. “I knew you hadn’t
changed.”
Shamed by the veracity of his judgment, Noelle looked away,
disturbed by how quickly she’d reverted to her old way of reacting to
confrontation.
“I trust you understand what’s at risk, Mrs. Bean,” he said. “So, I’ll
be in touch. Don’t ignore my texts.”
As Grady walked away, Noelle let out the breath she wasn’t aware
she’d been holding. Tears threatened, but she blinked and pressed a
finger beneath her eyes. She didn’t need Grady Palmer to tell her what
was at risk. Everything was at risk. Her entire life. Her husband. Her
children. Her career. Her freedom, most of all.
Noelle stood, taking another breath to get her bearings. Grady was
wrong. She had changed. She wasn’t a Handweg Ho anymore, but she
was still a fighter. She wasn’t about to let a psychotic bastard destroy
everything she loved most in the world.
If Grady Palmer went after her family, Noelle would kill him.
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