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CHAPTER ONE
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Gabbie stepped out of her car and regarded the place she was to call home for the rest of the school year. In the gloom of early nightfall, the weatherbeaten cottage held as much charm as the House of Usher.

Her bout of shivers came from the raw January wind as well as from her sense of isolation. Woods on either side separated her from her nearest neighbors—both summer people, according to the real estate agent—and the overgrown bushes hid the cottage from anyone driving down this godforsaken road. Why, a gang of ruffians could commandeer the place, and no one would hear her screams!

She let out a humorless bark of laughter as she realized the pièce de résistance camouflaged a potential danger as well: the spectacular view of the Long Island Sound that had driven her to haggle with Mary Hanley until she lowered the rent to one Gabbie could afford. Beyond the straggly row of scrub oaks bordering the back lawn, the land fell away...into a thirty-foot drop to the beach.

Where was her common sense? Her grasp on reality? By taking this teaching job, she’d allowed herself to follow another rash impulse like the one that had led her to marry Paul Montebello. And that had proven to be the most egregious mistake of her life.

“Enough!” she scolded aloud, refusing to fall prey to the pattern of negative thinking that always left her spent and depressed. She had to put distance between herself, and everything connected to Paul. Get away from Westchester County, Paul’s sphere of influence, though currently he resided further north: in prison. She’d been lucky to find a district in need of an English teacher in the middle of the school year, one whose administrators were willing to hire her though she hadn’t taught in years. As for this cottage, it was a better choice than her only alternative, a hole-in-the-wall apartment above a dry-cleaning establishment in a neighboring town.

If only it wasn’t so dark! Grabbing a suitcase in each hand, Gabbie inched cautiously along the snow-covered path to the front door. Once inside, she switched on the light in the small hall and wrinkled her nose as a dank, musty odor filled the air. Mary had claimed the odor would disappear once the place was aired out. “It had better,” Gabbie muttered as she turned up the thermostat. She welcomed the low roar as the heating system came to life, followed by a blast of warm air from a nearby vent. Good! At least she wouldn’t freeze.

She glanced to her left, at the living room crowded with musty, old furniture. It’s only till the end of June, she reminded herself and focused on the fact that her drive to the high school was seven minutes flat.

She retrieved the rest of her things from the Volvo and was about to carry them upstairs when a shudder ran up her spine. Stopping to take a breath, and see if she could hear any movement, Gabbie quietly put her things down. She couldn’t put it into words, not even to herself, but she didn’t feel alone. She didn’t hear a sound, but the hairs on her neck rose all the same—chilled by something or someone that shouldn’t have been there. She got the feeling she wasn’t alone. Someone was watching!

Gabbie spun around to peer into the darkened den across the hall from the living room. “Who’s there?” 

Silence.

She flew up the steps, her heart pounding. “You’re doing a great job of scaring yourself,” she muttered. “Get a grip or you’ll be a total wreck in no time. Everything feels weird because it’s a strange house and new surroundings.” She grabbed all she could carry and went upstairs, as fast as she could climb.

In the larger of the two bedrooms, she made up the queen-sized bed and put her clothes in the closet and bureau. She was setting her toiletries on the bathroom counter when the sound of whistling froze her where she stood. Gabbie took two deep breaths, grabbed her hair spray—the only weapon she could think of—and braced herself at the head of the stairs.

“Who’s there?” she repeated, fear turning her voice harsh. Had Paul hired someone to follow her and kill her? He considered disloyalty a sin and turning him in to the authorities had to strike him as the most grievous sin of all. 

A bantam-sized man in his late sixties came into view. He wore workman’s boots, a plaid flannel shirt and a deerstalker hat that left his face in shadow.

“Hello, there.” He looked up at Gabbie. Was he smiling or leering?  “Didn’t mean to frighten you, but I knocked and knocked and nobody answered. I’m Reese Walters, by the way. I own Walters’ Floor and Appliances, half a mile east of town.”

Gabbie descended two steps, voice sharp. “How’d you get in?”

“With a key.” He removed it from his pocket and held it up to prove his point. “Mary Hanley said to come look over the kitchen and see what needs doing. It’s in pretty bad shape.”

Relief and irritation vied for dominance. Irritation won. “She had no business giving you the key after I signed the lease.”

Reese Walters held out both palms in a conciliatory gesture. “Now don’t go blaming Mary when all she wants is to see you comfortable. Besides, Roland Leeds gave me the key. He asked me to keep an eye on things after...well, after.”

“After what?” 

He waved away her question. “Here’s what I’ll do,” he said expansively, the way he probably did when he wanted a customer to believe he was cutting her a special deal. “Tomorrow I’ll have my men replace the microwave and oven and measure for a new kitchen floor. I should’ve taken care of it months ago, only I didn’t expect anyone would be renting so soon. Not since...” His voice faltered, then he quickly changed direction. “I should say, not till the spring.”

Gabbie eyed him warily. “Is something wrong with the cottage? Something I should know about, like the roof leaks?”

“No, ma’am, the place is sound enough. Roland’s grandfather built it with his own two hands. The thing is, not many folks come to Chrissom Harbor in the dead of winter.”

His answers didn’t sit right with her, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on what was wrong. Even so, there was no point in being rude. She descended to the hall and offered her hand. “I’m Gabbie Meyerson,” she said, pleased to be using her maiden name again. “I’ve come to teach English at the high school.”

Reese shook her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Gabbie. Mary mentioned you’ll be taking over for Lydia Ketchem while she recuperates from her operation.”

Gabbie pursed her lips. Had the agent repeated every single word of their conversation?

“Welcome to Chrissom Harbor. They’re sure lucky to have found you.”

“Why do you say that?”

He gulped, then spoke rapidly. “Because half the school year’s over, isn’t it? Hard to get replacements. Anyway, your kitchen and living room lights are all working. No burned-out light bulbs. Want me to take a look upstairs?”

“No, it’s fine, but I noticed there’s a TV in the den. Would you mind checking to see if it’s connected?”

Reese’s eyes darted to the room across the hall and then peered down at his watch. “Is that really the time!” he exclaimed in exaggerated surprise. “I best be going. My wife expected me home half an hour ago.” He edged toward the door.

“Tell you what,” he continued before she could squeeze in a word, “I’ll have my men look at the TV tomorrow to make sure it’s in working order.”

“Well, all right.”

He tilted back his hat, and his gray eyes met hers. “And make sure you keep your doors locked. People around here are decent and hard-working, but times are different now, if you get what I mean.”

“Er...of course.” 

Not certain if he meant this as a general caution or that a rapist roamed the woods, Gabbie heeded his advice and double-locked the door behind him. My first visitor, she mocked as she climbed the stairs to finish the business of settling in. Still, now that she’d been promised a working kitchen, she found herself feeling more kindly disposed toward the cottage. Plus, Reese had been friendly enough, though his insinuations of danger and problems left her a bit uneasy.

He’s probably one of those gossipy people who likes to come across as mysterious and knowing she decided, then placed a pile of her favorite novels on the nightstand and put him out of her mind. 

A crash sent her flying down the stairs. Nothing seemed to be out of place in the kitchen or the dining room. She stood in the entranceway to the den and looked about. A large ashtray lay at her feet. Gabbie gasped. It hadn’t been there before. It must have fallen, but how?

Reese Walters probably brushed against it when he was here. It was the only logical explanation. But how to explain the scent of male cologne wafting through the room?

Stop imagining things, she told herself. She went upstairs to finish putting away her clothes.

Half an hour later, her possessions in place, Gabbie realized her stomach was growling. She was ravenous and for good reason, as her last bit of nourishment had been a muffin and a cup of coffee before noon. She went to the kitchen and opened cupboards. Plenty of cooking and eating utensils but nothing to eat. Of course there wasn’t any food. Why would she expect to find food in an empty house? 

She considered driving into town, but felt too exhausted to make the effort. Instead, she finished off the crackers and package of cheddar cheese she’d brought and boiled water for tea. Tomorrow she’d stock up at the supermarket.

She yawned as she cleared the table, and a wave of exhaustion nearly knocked her off her feet. It had been a long and arduous day of transition, but eight-thirty was too early to crawl into bed.

The den was the perfect place to veg out. In the warm glow of lamp light, the room had an inviting appearance. Still, a tingle at the nape of her neck made her pause before entering the room. 

Silly! she told herself. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

A cold draft, strong enough to ruffle her hair, sent her to the sliding glass door to make certain it was locked.  It was, but as an added precaution against chills Gabbie closed the vertical blinds and shut out the night. Even so, a current seemed to undulate the air. To offset her uneasiness, she strode about and scrutinized the room.

The den appeared to be a recent addition to the cottage and had been furnished for masculine comfort, judging by the brown leather couch and recliner. A bronze Roman soldier stood on a wall unit shelf guarding the TV, Blu-ray player, and stereo system.

Gabbie approached the built-in bookcases on either side of the entertainment unit to scan the books that half-filled the shelves. There were several suspense novels and the rest dealt with investing, money, and the economy.

This was her home for the next few months, she reminded herself. 

It was time to stake her claim and add a feminine touch, she decided as she placed her snow scene paperweight—a gift from a favorite aunt—on the oversized desk in the far corner. This simple act seemed to dissipate the tension in the room.

Feeling more at home, she sank back into the recliner and, remote in hand, clicked her way through channels without finding anything of interest. Not surprising, since she couldn’t remember the last television program she’d seen. But it was nice to know the TV worked, which meant the Blu-ray player probably did as well. And the telephone would be connected in a day or two.

She turned off the set, closed her eyes, and curled on her side, burrowed deeper into the oversized chair. Mmm, comfy. The leather, buttery and well-padded, lulled her into a state of deep relaxation. Considering all she’d recently accomplished, Gabbie allowed herself a moment of self-congratulation. She’d found a temporary job and was on her way to putting her past behind her.

Half asleep, she murmured. “This place isn’t so bad.”

An amused male voice interrupted, “Think so? I wouldn’t bet money on that, honey.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Gabbie leaped to her feet, a hand pressed against her thumping heart. “Who’s that? Who’s there?”

She glanced about the room, raking the corners, but saw no one.

“The police! I’ll call the police!” She strode to the desk where a phone rested beside the lighted lamp. But as she reached for the phone, she remembered the line wasn’t connected. No doubt she was the only person in America who didn’t own a cell phone. Well, she had owned one, but in her efforts to pare down expenses, she'd given it up.

Even if she reached the police, what would she say? That she was drifting off to sleep in her new rental and heard someone—some invisible male—make a wise-crack comment? Gabbie grimaced. She had a pretty good idea what the officer would suggest: she was dreaming or letting her imagination run wild.

A man’s voice coming from her bedroom sent her scurrying toward the stairs. Then she heard music. Relieved, Gabbie strode into the room and turned off her clock radio. She must have accidentally set it to go off when she was plugging it in. “That’s what I heard before, the radio,” she uttered. “It had to be.”

Reason told her she’d misunderstood what the voice had said, it couldn’t have been speaking to her. Which didn’t keep her from tossing and turning for most of the night. She finally slept and was awakened by the shrill sound of the old-fashioned alarm, which she’d set instead of the clock radio.

She showered and dressed quickly, eager to leave the cottage, and drove to Chrissom Harbor High School.

It was an old, three-storied brick building, surrounded on three sides by parking lots, playing fields and courts. A considerable distance beyond were woods, farms, and what appeared to be a new housing development.

Gabbie parked in a visitor’s spot and headed for the Main Office where Lydia Ketchem was waiting for her. The English chairperson was a sturdy, no-nonsense woman in her mid-fifties, with short iron-gray hair and a warm smile. Gabbie was grateful to have the job, but now that she’d met the woman she was replacing, she was sorry Lydia had to undergo surgery on her rotator cuff, followed by months of rehabilitation.

“Let’s go to the classroom and I’ll explain what I’ve been doing. They’re good kids, most of them. You’ll know who the troublemakers are before the first day’s over.”

They walked along a narrow, locker-lined corridor made more dismal by flickering florescent lights. Gabbie winced. She felt it was the middle of the night though she knew outside the sun was shining.

Lydia noticed and laughed. “Dreary, I know. From the looks of things, you’d think this place dates back to the Puritans. The Board’s talking about finally building a new middle-high school. They’ll put it to a vote in May, but I’m afraid most of the old-timers and summer people will come out and nix it. They don’t want their taxes to go up.”

“Is that a new development of houses beyond the playing fields?” Gabbie asked.

“Oh, yes. They’re sprouting up all over the place. And new houses mean more kids. So, we’ll get a new building one of these years, most likely after I retire.” She rubbed her shoulder. No doubt the torn rotator cuff was causing her pain.

They turned left and continued along another corridor and heard raucous laughter before two boys came into sight. Both were slender, but the taller, older of the two dwarfed his friend by several inches. He shrugged his shoulders repeatedly, clearly a nervous tic. Each of the boys wore black pants and a black sweatshirt under a black trench coat. Their hair, dyed shoe-leather black, hung down their backs in skinny ponytails. 

Lydia stepped in their path, her nostrils bristled with fury. “Todd! Barrett! You both were suspended, which means you spend the day in Dr. Jordan’s office. And you know the rules: no black trench coats. Put them away in your lockers now!”

The boys glanced at each other in mock amazement and brayed with laughter. The older, taller boy fixed his pale blue eyes on Lydia. “We told Dr. Jordan we were cold, and he let us get our jackets.”

Lydia glared at them. Gabbie felt the intensity of her anger and the effort it cost her to speak civilly. “Jackets, yes, not trench coats. Or would you like me to extend your suspension?”

The other boy shrugged. “So? We don’t mind hanging out in the office. Mrs. Green lets us collate papers.”

“Go to your lockers, and don’t let me see those trench coats ever again.”

They laughed but the taller boy replied, his voice soft, almost caressing. “We’ll try to remember not to wear them in school, Ms. Ketchem, but we might when we’re riding around. Say, down Rostoff’s Lane, to check out the animals.” They shrugged out of their trench coats, tossed them over a shoulder, and walked on. 

Gabbie was glad to see them go. They were an obnoxious, insolent pair. She turned to ask Lydia a question then stopped when she saw her face was still livid with fury... and fear.

“Bastards,” she muttered. “How dare they threaten me!”

“What do you mean?”

“I live on Rostoff’s Lane with my cats, Tiger and Fluffy. Good thing I’ve got protection against the likes of them.”

Gabbie shivered. “You mean a gun?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“Isn’t that a bit—” She bit her lip. “Drastic?”

Lydia shook her head decisively then winced in pain. “Talk to Darren Rollins, our local lawman. He’s pretty sure they kidnapped and shaved that poor little Yorkie he found wandering on the beach last winter.” She grimaced. “Not to mention the kids they torment, kids who attend school under our jurisdiction and protection.”

They continued walking. Gabbie said, “Please tell me I don’t have either of them in class.”

“Sorry, but Barrett Connelly’s in your English Twelve. He’s ice cold through and through.” 

I only have to get through till June. Still, having a student like Barrett Connelly was unnerving. She suddenly remembered Reese Walters’ comment last night, about the school being lucky to get her. Which brought back in full force his inferences about the cottage and her unsettling experience in the den.

“Lydia, I’d like to ask you something.”

“Certainly. That’s why I arranged for us to get together this morning.”

Gabbie smiled as she shook her head. “I’ve plenty of questions about the curriculum and the kids, but this is about the cottage I rented. It belongs to someone named Roland Leeds.” She drew a deep breath. “Is there something I should know about it that no one’s telling me?”

Lydia eyed her speculatively before nodding.

“Roland’s brother, Cameron, lived in the cottage. Last May he was killed. He fell to the beach and broke his neck.”

“Oh, how awful!” Gabbie shuddered. As she’d feared, the drop from the bluff was dangerous!

“I’m sorry to have upset you,” Lydia said kindly, “but you asked, and someone would have told you sooner or later.”

“No, I’m glad you told me,” Gabbie said quickly. “It’s just so shocking.”

“An unfortunate accident.”

An accident, Gabbie told herself, but it didn’t explain the vibes she’d picked up in the den, much less the voice—if that was what she’d heard.

“He didn’t die in the house?”

“Not according to the articles in the newspaper. Why?”

Gabbie hesitated, unwilling to appear foolish.

Lydia patted her arm. “Did you sense Cam’s presence in the cottage?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure.”

“It can happen, you know. After my mother died, I felt her with me for two days.”

This, coming from the practical woman Lydia seemed to be, allowed Gabbie to admit, “I did sense something.” Curious, she asked, “What kind of a man was Cameron Leeds?”

Lydia grinned. “Sexy. Edgy. First cousin to Lucifer himself. Women adored him, and men liked him, too, as long as they didn’t get burned in one of his business schemes. Best friends with our police chief since they were kids.

“And here we are!” She stopped and unlocked her classroom door and invited Gabbie to enter. “Now,” she said before Gabbie could pose another question, “let’s get down to business.”

***
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FOR THE NEXT HOUR AND a half Gabbie listened, asked questions, and took notes as Lydia filled her in on the three classes she’d be teaching. Lydia was a pro, no doubt about it. Besides telling Gabbie exactly what she was up to in each class, she gave her a thorough rundown of every student: who were the troublemakers, the work-shirkers, the kids with serious problems. 

Lydia paused to down two pills with a cup of bottled water. “I’ll be glad when the surgery’s behind me and I don’t have to live with this pain. Anyway, on to whom you can count on for support and help with discipline problems.

“Suzanne Lindstrom, the foreign language chair, is taking over my administrative duties. If you have an English-type question, talk to Cindy West. I’d steer clear of Tim Jordan, our illustrious principal. He’ll listen intensely to your problem and promise intervention, but he’s terrified of lawsuits and lets most issues ‘settle themselves,’ as he puts it. Mac Debrowski, the assistant principal is a screamer. He shouts at the little darlings, then he lets them go. If you want tough backup, call on the guidance counselors. Or Dr. Joe Miller, our superintendent, but only if you’re at the end of your rope.”

Gabbie bit her bottom lip. “It sounds ominous.”

Lydia waved her hand as she laughed. “I was talking worst case scenario. Most of the kids are nice enough. Just a bit spoiled and lazy. We’ve only a handful like Barrett and Todd. And Todd Ross was merely a hyper kid who got into the usual mischief until Barrett moved here two years ago.”

The bell rang, indicating Lydia’s two free periods were up. At her request, Gabbie stayed while the third period students piled into the room. Lydia introduced her to the twenty-eight kids who would be her students starting tomorrow. Gabbie smiled nervously, then took a seat in the back of the room.

Lydia led the students in a discussion of the chapter in The Great Gatsby that they’d read for homework. She coaxed, cajoled, scolded, and made every attempt to engage their interest and deepen their understanding of what they’d read.

Toward the end of the period, Gabbie gathered the textbooks Lydia had given her, and left the room as unobtrusively as she could. She returned to the Main Office, where Mrs. Green, the head secretary, had her fill out forms and gave her an earful of the school’s many rules and regulations. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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It was close to noon when Gabbie drove out of the parking field, eager to make the most of her last day of freedom. She had chapters to read and lesson plans to prepare. Lydia had made things easy for her by assigning The Great Gatsby to all three classes. Her schedule was good, too. She’d be teaching periods three, four, and six, and free to leave school at twelve-forty.

Main Street in Chrissom Harbor consisted of three long blocks that curved like a fat C. The stores on both sides of the street appeared to be fifty years behind the times and not very appealing. The Harbor Diner, with its chrome-colored art deco trim, stood in the middle of the curve, between a bait shop and a bridal gown shop that displayed two garish-colored bridesmaid’s dresses—one burnt orange, the other chartreuse—in the window.

The diner needed a complete overhaul, Gabbie decided. She sat down at the only booth whose vinyl seats weren’t patched with duct tape and ordered a tuna on rye and coffee. When her order arrived, she bit into her sandwich and was pleasantly surprised to taste white tuna, a trace of mayonnaise, and no celery. The coffee was freshly brewed.  No wonder the place was quickly filling up.

Gabbie turned to Chapter One of The Great Gatsby and started reading. Having studied the book in college and seen the movie wasn’t the same as having the material fresh in her mind so she could discuss plot, character and symbolism with her students. She paused occasionally to jot down what she considered pertinent observations.

“Hello, there.”

Gabbie looked up, into chocolate-brown eyes.

“I—I didn’t hear you,” she said to the grinning police officer who had slipped into the seat across the table. She told herself her heart was racing because he’d startled her, not because he looked downright gorgeous in his brown uniform. 

“Glad to know I haven’t lost my touch.” He thrust forward a hand. “Darren Rollins, police chief of Chrissom Harbor. And you’re Gabriela Meyerson, our new English teacher.”

She shook his hand. It was calloused and strong. “News travels fast around here.”

“That’s because not much happens in CH during the winter. Things get livelier when the summer people arrive and boats sail in and out of the harbor.”

She nodded and was about to take another bite of her sandwich when he said, “Word has it you’ve rented Roland Leeds’ cottage.”

Gabbie bristled. “I don’t appreciate Mary Hanley telling my business to everyone in town.”

His expression turned solemn. “Mary knows I take a personal interest. My good buddy used to live there.”

She was instantly contrite. “I’m sorry—I just heard about what happened to Cameron Leeds last spring.” 

Darren nodded. “I’m willing to bet Mary didn’t offer that bit of information. She’s been working like a demon to rent the place, though Roland said not to bother trying ‘til the spring. But Mary insisted the sooner someone’s living there, the better.” He winked. “I hope you got it for a good price. It’s kind of rough in spots.”

Gabbie laughed. “You could say that again. But Reese Walters stopped by yesterday. He’ll be fixing up the kitchen.”

“The den’s the most comfortable room in the cottage. Cam added it on about six years ago.”

Gabbie suppressed a shudder as she considered the room Reese Walters refused to enter, where she thought she’d heard a male voice, and smelled a man’s cologne. Not to mention the fallen ashtray and the cold draft. Too many incidents to ignore, when you added them up. She wanted to tell Darren about it, but surely, he was a man of logic and hard facts. There was no point in making him think she was a ditz.

“Lydia Ketchem told me Cameron Leeds was your best friend,” she said instead.

“Yep. Since we were kids.” Darren cleared his throat. When he spoke again, his voice was hoarse with emotion. “It happened eight months ago, and I still find it hard to believe he’s gone. Cam had more life to him than any five people.” He smiled. “He was a charmer. Our town Romeo. His animal magnetism drove the women wild.”

Gabbie factored in what he told her, then she shook her head. “What I don’t understand is how he could have fallen from the bluff. I mean, I saw there’s no fence, and that line of straggly trees is hardly a barrier, but he lived there for years. Was it late at night when it happened?”

Darren’s face closed like a shuttered window. “No, the report said it was around sunset, as a matter of fact.” He eased out of the booth in one graceful motion. “Well, time to go. It was nice meeting you.”

She’d offended him with her probing questions. When would she learn to curb her curiosity and her tongue?  “Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just that the cottage is so isolated in winter. And then finding out that someone died there.” She gave a nervous laugh. “You can understand if I’m uneasy.”

Darren stood beside her as he seemed to think this over. 

Gabbie quivered. She hadn’t been this close to a man in months. With her pulse skittering, she reached for her pen—and jostled her coffee mug, sending it clattering over. Quick as a bullet, Darren pulled napkins from the dispenser and mopped up the liquid before it could damage her books.

“Thanks.” She averted her eyes, not wanting to see his expression of exasperation, and began to babble. “I’m sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night. I’m not usually such a klutz.” But when she looked up, he was smiling. 

“I’m good at cleaning up messes. At least according to my ex-wife.”

“That’s good to know,” she said, responding to both his cleaning abilities and the fact that he had an ex-wife instead of a wife.

“Not really, since she considered it my only virtue.”

Darren rested his hand on the booth behind her. “I can imagine how it must feel, coming to live in a new town and discovering that the guy who owned the place you’re renting died. But let me put your mind at ease on that score. Cam was dead drunk when he fell to his death. A totally senseless waste of a good man.”

Gabbie felt chastened, knowing he’d been reluctant to share this last piece of information. But Darren mistook her silence for worry.

“You’re safe at the cottage, but to put your mind at rest, my deputy and I will patrol the area twenty-four, seven. Call the station if you see anything suspicious.” He reached inside his shirt pocket and handed her a card. “Here are my home and cell numbers. Call any time.”

Gabbie was about to ask if he gave these numbers out to everyone, but he was already halfway to the cash register. He paid, shook hands with the owner, then sauntered out the door.

“Nice package, Chief Rollins,” she muttered, “but I’m taking a long sabbatical from men.”

***
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HER TEETH CHATTERED in the bone-chilling cold as she hurried to her car. She drove to the end of Main Street, turned right onto Cove Street, then continued past two churches, several auto body shops and the new, modern library. Five minutes later she arrived at the supermarket, where she bought enough groceries to last her a week.

With regret, Gabbie bypassed the frozen lobster tails and Belgian chocolate-covered cookies. There was less than five hundred dollars in her account, which had to last her, if she was careful, until she received her first paycheck. She would not put herself in the position of having to borrow from her mother or her sister, each of whom, in her own insidious way, would make her feel like a fool: her mother, for having blown the whistle on her husband; Dina, for marrying Paul in the first place. Gabbie chased away thoughts of her family and her past. Instead, as she drove slowly back to the cottage, she reviewed everything she’d learned about Cameron Leeds.

My God, you’re becoming obsessed! she berated herself, and immediately giggled because of the ludicrous way she was casting him in the role of a romantic figure. A cross between Antonio Banderas and Robin Hood. A ploy, no doubt, to keep her anxieties regarding her new job at bay.

When she arrived home, Gabbie tucked a bag of groceries in each arm and maneuvered around a van bearing the logo of Reese Walters’s store parked smack in front of the cottage. She frowned as she passed through the front door left wide open to the elements, and kicked it closed when she got inside.

“Sorry about that, ma’am.”

She glanced up at a burly man, his Yankees’ cap turned backwards, walking towards her. The young Black man behind him gave her a quick smile.

The large man, clearly the job foreman, said, “We just hooked up your new oven and microwave. They’re in fine working order.”

“Thank you.” Gabbie followed them into the kitchen, where she inspected the new appliances. “They look great.”

“They’re top of the line,” he continued proudly and slapped the pile of folders on the counter. “Here are the brochures explaining everything. Read them when you have a few minutes.”

“I will,” Gabbie assured him though she doubted she’d have time to do anything of the kind.

“That’s about it, then.” He moved toward the door then turned. “Oh, and your phone’s working.”

“Thanks again.”

“Reese said to tell you he’s sorry, but he can’t put down the new floor for you till next week. The installer’s out sick, and he’s behind schedule. He’ll call to tell you when.”

Gabbie smiled. “Please tell Reese I appreciate his getting me the appliances so quickly.”

“Sure enough. My pleasure.”

Gabbie saw the men out. She was glad Reese had proved to be a man of his word about getting the kitchen in working order. Still, as she double-locked the front door she made a mental note to ask for his key after the new floor was installed.

She put away the groceries, retrieved the satchel of schoolbooks from the Volvo, then changed into old jeans and a sweatshirt. Her plan was to spend the rest of the afternoon—or longer if necessary—preparing for her first day of school.

Her fears swarmed up like locusts as she started down the staircase. What if she’d lost the knack of teaching after so many years? Would she learn the kids’ names quickly? Could she maintain discipline without coming off as an ogress?

Gabbie took a deep breath and focused on her objective: to improve her students’ reading and writing skills. She felt excitement well up as she determined to turn her students’ experience of reading The Great Gatsby into an intriguing adventure. And she’d accomplish that by emphasizing the human condition, she decided as she paused outside the den. After all, every novel was about people. People driven by their emotions—their desires, their loves, their hates, their ambitions.

She found herself standing in the hall, reluctant to cross the den’s threshold. The room appeared innocuous, even inviting, backlit by the afternoon sun. Still, there was no denying the energy she’d sensed last night, or the mocking voice she’d heard or thought she’d heard.

Maybe she’d felt Cam’s presence, as Lydia put it, because he’d died a violent death. Exasperation forced her to move. “I can’t stand here all day,” she blurted. “I have to get to work.”

She entered the room and looked around. Nothing seemed unusual. No sudden drafts or sense of energy or otherworldly presence. See, she told herself. It’s only a large, pleasant room. Relieved, she sat down in the recliner and began to read. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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An hour later, Gabbie’s muscles ached from working in a cramped position. She stretched her arms overhead and decided it was time for a break. In the kitchen, she poured water into the teapot and set it on her new range to boil. The stove, though a beautiful appliance, was wasted on her as she had no intention of doing much cooking or baking. She’d stick to preparing simple fish and chicken dishes, and not even that tonight. Her dinner would be an omelet or a cheese sandwich.

She returned to the den with a mug of tea, which she placed on the table beside the telephone. She’d no sooner sat down and opened The Great Gatsby when a male voice said, “Looks like you’re settling in nice and comfy.”

She leaped up. The book went flying.

“Who’s there? Where are you?” she demanded, her voice hoarse as her eyes swept the room.

At first, she saw nothing, which was terrifying in itself. Then, in the far corner by the sliding doors, she caught a flutter of movement. She spun around in time to watch the figure of a man grow more solid until it appeared almost, but not quite, a three-dimensional living person.

“No, it’s impossible!” she moaned sinking into the chair, where she huddled, mouth agape, watching him slowly cross the room.

“You’re not! You can’t be Cameron Leeds.” The name escaped her lips as if it had a life of its own.

“That’s me, all right. Cameron Franklin Leeds. In the spirit if not the flesh.” He leaned against the edge of the desk, his arms crossed in a casual pose.

Mesmerized, Gabbie stared at the ghost of a man whose striking good looks outstripped her imagination. Khaki shorts and a short-sleeved rugby shirt showed off his lean, athletic build. Black hair framed a square face of even features that reminded her of Warren Beatty in his heyday. 
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