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Prologue

 

F


ebruary 18

 

Dear Cain,

 

Two weeks ago, I couldn't have imagined myself where I am now. I couldn't have imagined I'd ever leave you. Even now, I know it was only the thought of escaping my pain and helping these orphaned children that made me leave. I couldn't even say goodbye to you. I wasn't strong enough to explain why I couldn't live the way we'd been living...not since I lost the baby. I couldn't take the implication that you blame me for the accident, just like your parents do. I didn't want to hear that your love for me is over. Or maybe I didn't want to face that I blame myself for everything that's happened, too.

Only now am I realizing what a great mistake it was to leave without a word. You know how hard it is for me to reach out for help, even when I need it desperately. I think about you constantly here, where there's no light, no hope. I'm a prisoner, along with these frightened children who only turned to me because they have no one else. In some ways, though, I think I was meant to come here. That the Lord led me here to help them. They've lost everything, just as I have. Here I'm not a burden or a failure. I've helped them. Simon would have died; Jack and Lydia would have been pale and lifeless eventually, just like Hannah, the strange maid who seems afraid of her own shadow.

These children have eased my losses in ways that I don't want to dwell on right now. What if I can't get them out of this place? What if--

 

 

Shuffling footsteps outside the nursery door caught Amberlyn's attention. She lifted her head from the letter she wrote by lantern light. In the cradle beside her, the baby stirred in his sleep. Amberlyn soothingly touched him, and he quieted. She turned toward the door once more. The uneasy sensation remained. She wasn't alone. Someone was just beyond, waiting. Watching her.

Unwilling to put stock in Katerina's ridiculous claims about a ghost who haunted Bloodmoon Manor, Amberlyn rose to her feet. Grabbing the lantern, she walked toward the door.

"Katerina?" she called, disliking the tremor in her voice.

As she expected, no reply came. Still, she couldn't convince herself she was alone. Katerina's words, filled with cruelty and relish, from earlier that day came back to her: "He wants you, my lovely. He's haunting you. Have you felt him? He watches you. Do you sense his excitement in the dark? He'll come for you. You'll be his precious to do with as he wishes...until he destroys you. The first time he touches you, your skin will crawl. You'll never be clean again. He is evil. He puts evil inside you."

A scream rose in Amberlyn's throat as the shuffling footsteps in the hall came again, and the doorknob began to turn. The ghost! He was coming for her.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

February 13

 

She was suffocating. Her breath stilled just as her baby's had inside her womb. She'd been so close to holding a child of her own at long last. Now she couldn't seem to find the reason or desire to breathe again.

Samuel. I don't understand how we could have lost you.

Amberlyn Lyons suffocated in her husband Cain's strong, loving arms. Unable to face him, she remained rigid with her back against his chest in the bed where they'd made love, conceived Samuel, played and laughed for the past two years.

She felt like she was dying. Tell me you love me, her battered heart bled without a sound. Tell me your love didn't die with Samuel. With all the miscarriages. Please say you don't blame me for the accident that caused his death, Cain. Not the way your parents do.

She wanted to weep until she felt nothing except numb acceptance. But she couldn't allow herself, her grief, to become Cain's burden. Hadn't that been the very first vow she'd made when he said he loved her, too?

Why do you hold me so tightly? she wanted to ask him in a whisper that wouldn't cause more pain. Why do you come to me if you can't share your heart?

She wasn't sure she could bear to see his wounds again, not like the tears he'd cried in the hospital when he thought she was asleep. She'd never get the sound of his weeping out of her soul. For that reason, she didn't let him see her own grief.

In the week and a half since she'd lost her baby, she'd been more confused than ever, torn between overwhelming emotions that were impossibly contradictory. During that time, she'd close her eyes and forget how to sleep. Avoiding Cain's gaze and staring at him whenever he didn't face her, she'd insist he go to work--she was fine. Only then had she confronted the death of her heart at his eager withdrawal.

They'd married only two weeks after they met and agreed eagerly to start a family right away. Things hadn't worked out as smoothly as they'd expected. She'd lost four babies in two years. Her body seemed unable to sustain a pregnancy for longer than a few weeks. Cain was supportive through their devastation, accepting her doctor's explanation of "these things happen" each time, while his parents whispered the exact opposite behind her back. Amberlyn worked too hard, they said. If she would just quit her job and devote herself to her family, none of the miscarriages would have happened.

After the first one, she had cut back to eight hours a day, five days per week--no more overtime. The last time, when she'd found out she was pregnant again, she'd curtailed those few hours even further, to only three per day. Her duties had been light, without stress. She'd passed her first trimester with a healthy baby inside her womb. Only then had she and Cain become infused with a tiny ray of hope that the pregnancy would stick. Four months went by. Six. Then eight. So close. They'd abandoned a flicker of hope in favor of all-out excitement about holding their first son in less than a month. They'd felt God was finally answering the prayer of their hearts.

Now she wondered. How much of their life had been real in the past two years? Following each disappointment, Cain had pulled back a little more to protect himself from hope. In a way, she knew he couldn't understand why God had taken the children they'd wanted so badly, this last one in so cruel a manner.

Cain's faith had been shaken. He'd withdrawn, too, because his experiences with love had taught him not to give everything. After all, loss could happen in the blink of an eye. Each time they suffered another devastation, he'd nearly killed her with his need to protect himself. But she'd loved him all the more to make up for the bad experiences he'd endured. He might not recover this time, and she no longer had the strength to help him when she didn't even know how to help herself. Every time his sister Janine came over asking to pray with her, pray for her, to listen if she needed to talk, Amberlyn had wanted only to be left alone. She'd told Janine that the last time she'd come, painful as it'd been.

She couldn't be here anymore. In less than two weeks, she'd become a stranger in her husband's arms.

She closed her eyes tightly when Cain moved behind her, putting his head on hers, his rough cheek to her smooth one. She relished the scratch of his well-trimmed beard and moustache against her skin, even while it felt like daggers straight through the heart to be so near him, and yet worlds away. The intoxicating scent of his cologne brought the sharp sting of tears to her eyes.

No, I can't cry! I can't show him how much I need him now. I can't lose everything, Lord. She didn't want to believe she already had lost it all. That she'd failed.

Cain's breathing, timed to hers, came harsh with emotions she couldn't make herself open her eyes and see. If he only played a part, waited for her to recover so he could tell her it was over... I can't stay here and wait around for my own death sentence.

"You okay, baby?" he asked softly. She nodded without opening her eyes. He brushed his familiar fingertips over the hair falling across her cheeks, pushing it back and tenderly tracking the curve of her face. When he urged her to turn and face him, she couldn't resist. He kissed her, and she couldn't shake her desperation to escape the agony. Everything had changed. How could it ever be the same between them?

His mouth swept hers again, and he whispered, "You sure?"

She nodded, squeezing her eyelids together tighter. "I'm okay, Cain." Her voice trembled in the thick, barely-there whisper. She hadn't spoken in more than twenty-four hours, not even in the fervent prayers that usually sustained her.

Propping up on an elbow, he leaned down and kissed her forehead. "I love you," he murmured.

Seconds later, his weight rolled, and she instinctively reached to stop him. She watched him turn back to her instead of leaving the bed, confusion in his breathtaking, navy-blue eyes.

"Cain, do you...do you blame me?" she asked, wiping frantically at the tears blocking her vision. She had to see his expression. "Do you think there was anything I could have done to prevent the accident or the miscarriages?" Her voice sounded rough and shaky to her own ears.

He held himself rigidly, making every effort to hold her tearful gaze, she knew. But then he swung his head away. For an instant, she saw his tears...and the truth he couldn't articulate. He held her responsible for everything, for the death of Samuel, their son.

Oh God, please, it can't be happening.

After endless, agonizing minutes of holding the sob...the scream...in her throat, she watched him rise from their bed. Amberlyn curled into a ball, listening intently while he put his jacket on. For an instant, he hesitated at the door, as if he didn't want to leave her. Abruptly, he walked out. She strained to listen to his departure until she could no longer hear anything. Only then did she allow the grief to rip her soul in two.
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Dragging herself out of bed, Amberlyn went to the closet. She bypassed the eight-hundred-dollar floral tapestry luggage set and pulled out her old, oversized duffel bag. She would take only what she brought into their marriage or purchased with her own money.

Carefully avoiding the memories she knew would come if she looked closely at anything around her, Amberlyn dressed and packed. Those tasks completed, she faced the jewelry box on her dresser. Her mother-in-law insisted expensive jewelry was the crowning glory of a truly worthy female, especially a Lyons female. Amberlyn could never be that kind of woman. She was all about comfort in her own skin. In every way, she tried to be who she was, nothing more, nothing less. Cain had told her often that she was the only "real" woman he'd ever met. He loved that about her.

She couldn't help glancing at her reflection in the mirror--at her easy, straight hairstyle so unlike his mother's expensive coifs; her pale, unmade-up face, too full lips--the top one without the little cupid's-bow a true beauty possessed. Pregnancy's glow had disappeared. Even in her own estimation, her wide, tipped eyes looked hollow and devoid of life.

Amberlyn lifted her left hand and looked at her wedding ring. As Cain had done so many times, she raised the ring to her lips and kissed it. Then she brought her fingertips to her mouth where Cain's had rested not long ago. Knowing she didn't feel comfortable in huge, sparkling rocks, he'd nevertheless spent a small fortune on the intricately carved and inset band of white gold. She fought the memory of the day he'd slipped the wedding ring onto her finger, vowing to love her forever with God's strength should his own fail.

Though she'd never felt completely comfortable in Cain's home because a part of her couldn't accept that she belonged there, in the last week she'd become a stranger to her familiar surroundings. The two-story, look-on-in-reverence-but-don't-touch log cabin was anything but rustic. It was sophistication in the first degree. This past week had forced her to face a truth his parents had been whispering in his ear since she'd met them, a truth she'd never wanted to accept: she didn't fit into Cain Lyons's well-ordered, high-class world. No matter how much the two of them wanted to fight that truth, the horror of the past couple weeks had brought them both to a place where they couldn't hide from the fact that they didn't belong together.

"Who are you to expect to be pampered? Are you royalty? No. You have hands, you work. You have a brain, if you want to use it. You get nothing out of life; you don't deserve anything out of life. You work so you don't become a burden to those around you. If you don't, you fail." The words echoed from her past, when both her mother and grandmother had drilled those concepts into her. Now their view of life testified to Amberlyn's failure.

You've let everyone down. You have to take care of yourself. You can't allow anyone else to do that for you. Not even Cain. Especially not Cain.

God help me.

But deep down she knew she wasn't willing to let Him or anyone else help her.

She removed the ring and pressed it into the jewelry box. After she snapped the lid closed, she made the bed carefully, then grabbed her duffel bag and fled the room.

She got behind the wheel of her decrepit, but usually reliable, Tercel, jammed the key in the ignition...and found she couldn't breathe. In only two, blurred years, she and Cain had lost so much. I'm suffocating here, and I'll suffocate when I leave. Leave Cain...leave the only man I've ever loved. The only man I will ever love...

She gripped the steering wheel and held on in a strangling grip when the crush of loss slammed into her full force.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

E


verything had changed in two years.

When Amberlyn and Cain met, she was a nurse in the emergency room of St. Joseph's Hospital in Marshfield, Wisconsin. Cain had brought his sister into the ER when she started premature labor.

These days, Amberlyn worked as a nurse in the Birth Center. All her life, she'd wanted to work with babies and expectant mothers. She'd applied herself in single-minded focus to get where she was, not slowing down for any reason. Trite as it sounded in this day and age, she wanted her life to count for something. She'd vowed from the earliest age that she would make her own way and help those she could. "Give a cup of cold water in His name," she'd vowed countless times. She'd never learned to take that cup for herself.

Back where she'd felt most at home for so many years, she retrieved a fresh uniform and changed quickly, thinking of the tasks ahead. Her co-workers behind the nursing center desk stared in shock when she emerged from the restroom. She fielded their carefully worded questions as she checked the line-up of patients in various progressions of labor.

It wasn't a surprise when her supervisor cornered her a few minutes later. With her hands on her hips, Rita stared at Amberlyn with a glare she didn't respond to. "You're not ready to be here, Amberlyn," she insisted, gentle yet firm. "Physically or emotionally. You lost your baby less than two weeks ago. You need to go home. Let your husband pamper you. Grieve. Let your family and friends pray over you. You can't deal with this right now. It'll make coping harder for you."

Rita refrained from saying what she could have so easily--Amberlyn wasn't on the schedule. They didn't need her today.

"I do need this. Don't pay me. I don't care," Amberlyn said without emotion. She ached to throw herself into work the way Cain had. They were so alike that way. "I promise you I'm fine. Let me do this, Rita."

Her supervisor looked at her, sympathy shrouding her lined face. "All right," Rita said on a sigh. "I'll put you down for casual duty today. But you know you're free to leave at any time. Don't even stop to tell anyone you're leaving. Just go. Take care of yourself."

For the next several hours, Amberlyn held onto her belief that taking care of herself was her intention. She didn't need to think, she didn't need to grieve. Work would be cathartic. But then she passed the nursery. Her brain shut off and her heart took over. If things had gone the way they were supposed to, her baby would have been in this nursery in a few weeks. She would be one of the patients, finally--scared but filled with the hopeful anticipation of motherhood. She would have had her baby placed in her arms with the words, "Your son. He's perfect."

Fingers pressed against the pane of glass, Amberlyn looked at the babies and whispered, "Samuel." Her heart felt squeezed. The familiar sensation she'd been warned she'd feel often unless she bound her breasts to discourage the flow of milk began again. For the past few weeks, whenever she thought about her baby, when worry and anticipation overwhelmed her, the milk let down and soaked her shirt. It'd only been eleven days since she'd lost the baby. Though she wore disposable cotton nursing pads, she hadn't bound her breasts. That would mean accepting that her baby would never come. That he was...

I can't be here, either. Dear God, what was I thinking? I wanted to escape the memories of my baby, and I can only think of him.

But she hadn't been thinking. Not since the fall that had stolen the life she envisioned. She had nowhere to go. Cain was her only family now. For a moment, she considered calling Cain's sister. Though Janine and her husband Will had shown nothing but sympathy toward her since the loss of Samuel, she'd been afraid to reach out to her sister-in-law. She didn't want to find out that everyone blamed her for the grief they all felt.

Just prior to the accident, Amberlyn had talked to her supervisor about a decision that terrified her, yet felt right--she'd planned to give up her job altogether, give up a career she'd worked all her life to build. She wanted to devote herself to her family and their home. It was a decision she hadn't told anyone about, one she'd intended to surprise Cain with during their Valentine's Day getaway. No one would believe her now.

Freezing rain had come down the day of her accident, making Marshfield--which always seemed to get the nastiest weather--a virtual ice rink. She'd managed to reach her car without incident, but--little more than an arm's length from the driver's side door--her feet had slipped out from under her. One moment she was pulling out her keys, leaned slightly forward to reach the lock, and the next her feet skidded desperately for purchase on the slick ground. She'd landed hard on her stomach. It was the worst fall of her life, and she had immediately known something was wrong.

Cain arrived soon after her fellow employee called him. His family tagged behind less than fifteen minutes later. Within the hour, she'd lost their miracle baby. The doctors hadn't been able to save him.

She might have waved away his parents' blame this time, too, if not for Cain's own reaction. Amberlyn now understood that secretly he'd based his life on having a loving wife who took care of home, children, and him. He'd tried to fit her into a mold that none of the women he'd chosen before as life companions could.

His first serious relationship had almost evolved into marriage. However, the night before the wedding, he'd found his fiancée cheating on him at their wedding rehearsal. The second relationship--just before he committed his life to Christ--had ended on an even more devastating note when he received a bill for the abortion his girlfriend had gotten behind his back and without a word to him about the life they'd created together. Amberlyn knew how hard it was for Cain not to draw on those experiences. His instincts told him to protect himself fiercely from such disappointments.

She'd never forget the pain in Cain's eyes when the doctor had said they'd tried to save their baby, but he'd been crushed in the fall. Premature labor...and loss...had been the result. Nor would she forget the sense of failure she'd felt seeing Cain weep, crying out "Why?" to God, believing himself otherwise alone with his grief. Her own failures had slapped her in the face.

Unable to cope, she'd withdrawn inside of herself. Even in her devastation, she'd tried to manage everything, but having Cain hide from her in his work brought home their separation as they each handled the loss on their own. Throughout those endless days, her mind whispered over and over, You killed Samuel. You shouldn't have been working. You should have been home. Just like his parents believe, you killed your own baby. Cain blames you as much as he blames God for allowing this to happen.

She had only one person left to turn to. Daniel Reynolds, her only friend before Cain. She needed a friend, but she wasn't sure if she hadn't lost this one, too.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

A


mberlyn woke with a gasp not long after she lay down. She'd slept so little since losing the baby that waking from deep sleep came as a shock. Fighting to control her racing heart, she listened and looked around her old room.

Daniel. He lived in the same not-bad, not-great apartment with two bedrooms and a couple other rooms. She'd gone to Daniel's apartment, fully expecting him to turn her away. Instead, he'd welcomed her with open arms and scarcely a word between them. He'd ushered her to the bedroom she'd once called her own, given her a warm hug and pointed emphatically at the bed. She hadn't needed any further direction. Sleep now. Talk later.

When she was seventeen, her grandmother had succumbed to a cancer that had spread throughout her body. Though Amberlyn was fully independent and responsible enough that she could have lived on her own, the court had placed her with Daniel Reynolds's family, who were Christians. He became the brother she'd never realized she wanted or needed. After college, they worked together in the ER and shared an apartment. They'd gone in different directions since she'd fallen in love with Cain.

He'd gotten off his shift. She heard him whistling in the kitchen, the way he frequently did. Daniel was the pessimistic sort, yet his moods always remained upbeat. In another person, that might have been a contradiction but somehow Daniel managed it.

The scent of food made her stomach rumble in a reminder that she'd eaten very little in the past two weeks. Sitting up on her old bed, she ran her hands through the baby-fine hair hanging all around her face. When she thought she had the energy, she pushed herself to her feet and stumbled out to the kitchen to find Daniel shoving groceries into the fridge and cupboards. Every door in the cramped space hung open.

Amberlyn couldn't help smiling in nostalgia. Daniel qualified unquestionably as a slob, no two ways about it. His clutter reached into every space.

Following her nose to the scent of the food on the kitchen table, she saw a big, greasy sack sitting on top of a mountain of old mail.

Daniel turned to her and studied her for a moment. Apparently, her messy hair and wrinkled clothing met with his approval because he grinned. "Looks like you actually got some sleep. How do you feel?"

Amberlyn shrugged.

Raising an eyebrow, he said, "That good, huh? Listen, I heard you lost the baby, kid. I wanted to..." He shrugged uncomfortably. "But I wasn't sure. You know."

"I know. I'm sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing...with Cain. Deep down, he was jealous of you, of our friendship, no matter how much I told him it wasn't like that."

Daniel's green eyes narrowed in surprise by her apology.

Tears she didn't want or need filled her eyes, and he hugged her. "You didn't want to choose between us. You let it ride. I understand that, Amber. Things change, especially when you get married. How's that going, by the way?"

She couldn't speak when he eased back again. Fully justified, he could have said "I told you so" and it would have been entirely wrong, but he didn't and she didn't expect him to.

"I'm sorry, Daniel."

"Yeah. I was, too, but I always planned to be here if you needed me. I knew you would eventually. Misguided jealous husband or no misguided jealous husband."

She knew from his roguish grin that he was right. She shouldn't have allowed her friendship with Daniel to change. He'd been one of the few constants she trusted.

"So what're you gonna do?" he asked gently.

"I don't know. I don't...I didn't have a plan before I..."

Daniel nodded, that boyish grin she'd always found irresistible breaking the surface. "Well, you at least hungry? I loaded up on everything guaranteed to kill you with cholesterol. Hamburgers this thick..." He indicated two inches with his thumb and index finger. "...and good old artery-clogging French fries. It's not homemade, but you know I'm not much of a chef. I still miss your cooking, you know. What I wouldn't give to find a woman who enjoys preparing a feast every night for her man."

Amberlyn swallowed at the memories of how close she and Daniel had been. "Smells incredible. I can't believe it, but I am hungry."

"Great. Let's not stand on ceremony then. Food's getting cold."

He grabbed a tub of French vanilla whipped topping, then popped the fridge door closed before coming to the table with her. He doled out the food, and Amberlyn ate slowly, savoring her appetite and the flavor of the forbidden food. She'd been utterly healthy in her diet during each pregnancy, something she didn't want to think about.

As they shared the meal, they talked about everything but her husband and their recent loss. They reminisced about the past, got caught up with each other on the present. Soon, the conversation turned to his last, disastrous relationship.

"I had a bad feeling about her. Christian or no Christian, her intentions weren't good."

"You have a bad feeling about everyone, Daniel. Not everyone is out to get you."

Daniel shrugged his broad shoulders. "When it comes to women--any woman but you, that is--I'm not too sure about that. I think I've almost accepted I'm gonna be a bachelor all my life. Is it too much to ask for a woman who's a fantastic cook and someone who actually has character? Depth? Someone who's had more happen to her in life than she got a zit on her seventeenth birthday and broke a nail last week?"

Shaking his head, he took a huge bite of his burger, finished it off, and reached for the whipped topping. Amberlyn couldn't stop remembering how many tubs they went through in a week when she lived here after college. "Cool Whip stands alone," Daniel had always said. He'd gotten her into eating it straight from the tub, like ice cream.

"So, does your hubby still own that restaurant over on the north side of town?"

"Uh-huh." She ignored the tension she felt from talking about Cain. "Lyons' Main Course is a nationally known restaurant, now that it was reviewed by that hot-shot New York restaurant reviewer who discovered it while passing through Marshfield."

The food she'd eaten settled like a leaden lump in her stomach. Cain hadn't gone on to become a lawyer, as his parents had hoped, but the fact was he could do no wrong in their eyes. They were thrilled that his restaurant now boasted a Michelin star. His sister, on the other hand, would always be second best. Their parents had never bothered to hide that fact from anyone. Cain alone garnered their pride and joy. His only flaw was in marrying her--an unknown, totally lacking in sophistication and social ambitions. A woman who couldn't even carry a child to term.

Ironically, she'd always considered Cain completely different from any other man she'd ever met. He made her believe he didn't care about her lack of sophistication, her need to take care of herself and everyone else--instead of the other way around. Maybe all he'd really wanted was to give his parents the heir to the Lyons' throne they'd coveted. Maybe he'd never loved her at all.

Remembering the way he'd held her, looked at her with those compelling eyes that seduced her at every turn, she couldn't get herself to believe Cain didn't care for her on some level. But even acknowledging his genuine tenderness didn't make it any easier to figure out what he wanted from her--then or now.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

F


ebruary 14

 

The suffocating sense of a life buried and gone greeted her once again when she woke the next morning. Her life here felt over. Everything reminded her of Cain and their endless losses. Even a red date on the calendar made her confront the pain. Valentine's Day, the day she and Cain married. It'd become their favorite holiday together. Since then, months in advance, Cain always went all out in planning a romantic getaway for the two of them. What had he planned--and certainly cancelled--for them this year?

After fixing Daniel his favorite breakfast, Amberlyn sipped bitter coffee at the kitchen table. It reminded her of how Cain could make ordinary coffee into something gourmet. He'd brought her cinnamon coffee in bed every morning since they married. When she was pregnant, he brought her decaffeinated cinnamon tea.

Fighting the burn of tears behind her eyes, she glanced at Daniel, rumpled and immersed in the newspaper, which he was in the habit of reading cover to cover every morning.

Cain's jealousy of Daniel started just this way. He'd showed up at the apartment a week after they started dating, wanting to see her before she went to work. Daniel had been sitting at the kitchen table with her as he was now, rumpled, shirtless, and absorbed in the newspaper. She'd seen Cain's jealousy spring to life at that moment, and she later wondered if he'd vowed to himself to fill every minute of her days...effectively pushing Daniel out of her life.

"Listen to this advertisement that's run every day for the last two weeks," Daniel said suddenly. He'd obviously been telling her about something in the newspaper. He held the sections unfolded between his hands and read aloud. "'Urgently needed: Nanny for three young children, one only four months old. Parents killed recently in an automobile accident. Official experience unnecessary. A heart for children the only requirement. To apply, call...'"

"That's so sad," Amberlyn said softly. "You said it's run every day for the past two weeks?"

He nodded. Daniel had to have his news every day, despite that so many horrible true stories filled the pages. Amberlyn avoided the news as much as she could. The nightmares of what she read didn't simply linger; they haunted her. She could never forget, especially those concerning the mistreatment of innocent children.

"Reminds me of that story they ran, oh, about two weeks ago, too..." he said, following a gulp of his coffee. "The one where a whole family was killed in a house fire somewhere up north. I think three kids were in that one, too, one of 'em just a baby."

Daniel set down the paper with a sigh. "So what are you gonna do today?"

She wanted to close her eyes and forget she existed. What she wouldn't do to withdraw completely inside of herself so she didn't have to look at the ashes her life had become.

"Good idea," Daniel praised without waiting for her reply. "Don't do anything. Lie around and sleep. Veg out in front of the TV. That's the best thing right now."

"Is it?"

"Helps me when life is piling it on too thick. I filled the fridge and cupboards with junk food. Help yourself to anything you want. I'll be back after five."

He dropped a brotherly kiss on the top of her head before going out. For a long moment, Amberlyn stared around the kitchen. She was a stranger even here.

Doing nothing was a foreign concept to her. She'd never indulged in the luxury of being lazy, not when she had personal goals to meet and financial obligations to repay. Like it or not, she did have a responsibility toward eliminating her debts. She'd adamantly refused to let Cain pay off her student loans for her. She would do it herself, even if it took her a lifetime.

She couldn't lie around and not do anything. But the thought of returning to the Birth Center, of seeing other women every day, over and over, happy with their healthy babies... No. She wasn't ready to get over another miscarriage. That was the reason she'd refused the drugs to dry up her milk. I'm not ready to forget.

Get busy. What else is there?

She forced herself to get up, shower, and then clean the apartment. As she worked, the advertisement Daniel had read to her kept going around in her mind. 'Parents killed recently in an automobile accident. Nanny for three young children, one only four months old. A heart for children required.' Three young children. Four months old. Urgently needed. And no nanny in sight, after two weeks of advertising.

Orphans. Obviously they'd been taken in by relatives ill-equipped to care for them.

Is this something You want me to do, Lord? Why can't I get it out of my head otherwise? Show me. Guide me.

She finally decided there would be no harm in calling to find out more.

But she knew it would haunt her even more if she did. Then she would know what the children faced. A heart for children required. My heart is dead. I want it to be anyway. I don't want to feel anything, Lord. It would be so much easier that way. Then no one would pity me.

Yet she opened the newspaper to the want ads and scanning the entries for the nanny one Daniel had read to her. Before she could talk herself out of it, she got out her phone card and dialed the number listed.

After a single ring, a woman with an extremely rough, unpleasant voice answered.

Experiencing nudges of doubt, Amberlyn said she was calling about the advertisement for a nanny. After asking and getting her name, the woman became verbally excited and reiterated everything in the ad before affirming that the children had been taken in by long-distant relatives, the Bonavarises.

"What do the children need? A caretaker...?" Amberlyn started.

"Yes," the woman said. "It would also be helpful if the children could be given some schooling, as two of them are of learning age. Everything necessary to do that is available."

"I'm really just trying to find out more. I can't commit to anything..."

"These children are in dire need of a caretaker, Miss Lyons. Even if you feel ill-equipped to home school, that doesn't matter. They've just lost their parents, and the Bonavarises are old. There is no one to care for the children properly. Their need is desperate. I can't stress that enough. If you can get away for a time--any length of time at all--perhaps you could help them for a bit. The Bonavarises will pay you anything you ask."

How could she go? Her life here was unresolved. Broken. "I'm not sure..." Amberlyn started. The baby. How could she care for a baby, practically a newborn who could do nothing for himself without the care of an adult? The loss of her own baby felt too fresh to even consider it. But she couldn't deny the nudge she felt.

"Tell me about the children," she requested in a painful whisper.

"The eldest is a boy named Jack. He's eleven. Lydia is five, and the baby is four months, as the ad stated."

Amberlyn swallowed the lump in her throat. "Is the baby...a boy?"

"Yes. And he's not faring well at all without a mother figure."

Closing her eyes in anguish, Amberlyn couldn't concentrate as the woman told her about a small town in northern Wisconsin, on Lake Superior. Bloodmoon Cove was in Erie County, at least a three-hour drive from Marshfield.

Amberlyn wrote Bloodmoon Cove next to the advertisement before reassuring the woman she'd arrive sometime that evening.

She wanted to escape her home, with so many bitter reminders of her own failures, and this offered her the opportunity to get away for a while. She'd just make sure the children were healthy and functioning well until someone permanent could be located. She'd contact Cain later...later, when she knew what words wouldn't choke her. She had to go to those children; they needed someone to help. The Lord was leading her to them and, possibly, to the healing He wanted her to have.

Calling herself insane, she got out a Wisconsin map and located the speck of a town called Bloodmoon Cove. The drive would amount to several hours, but she had no need to pack. She'd purchase warmer clothing, maybe some medicine and things for the children. She decided to do her shopping, then head Upstate.

After retrieving her duffel bag, she started to write Daniel a note about the situation she'd gotten herself into. At the last minute, she decided not to. Daniel would worry too much. She wrote simply, "Thanks for everything. I'll talk to you soon." She tucked a twenty dollar bill beneath the note on the counter, near the phone, to cover her bed and board.

As much as she believed she'd done the wrong thing agreeing to this temporary venture, she had to admit she felt a tiny bit of relief. For a short time, she could disappear, lick her wounds in private, and find a way to grieve alone so she could handle life and its gaping void when she returned to it.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5
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loodmoon Cove was the kind of town that an untimely blink could make a driver miss. Amberlyn pulled into the town at 4:30 p.m., after more than four hours on the road. She'd deliberately taken it easy at first, but the weather had continued to turn colder the farther north she came. Her poor old car's heat was almost nonexistent. A few hours earlier, she'd put on the hat and extremely warm gloves she'd purchased in Marshfield. Still, her hands felt frozen stiff. At least once every twenty minutes, she'd had to stop to scrape the windshield on the inside of the car to keep it from frosting over.

Once in town, she climbed out of her car in front of a tavern, stooped over like a broken old woman. Her body felt cramped, and she was beyond exhausted.

Very little encompassed what appeared to be the main street. Most of the buildings were old-fashioned and crumbling. Nothing seemed open--the convenience mart and gas station or the diner--except this tavern, Cappy's Cove. A billboard for a motel had greeted her as she'd entered town, and there'd been a vacancy sign there. What she wouldn't give for a few hours' sleep, but the thought of the children kept her from considering it seriously. She needed to get to Bloodmoon Manor as soon as possible.

When she entered, nearly everyone in the old tavern turned to look at her. The scents of spilled beer, stale popcorn and greasy food, combined with unwashed bodies, greeted her. She searched for the women's bathroom sign and went to the door without looking at anyone directly. She couldn't help being surprised at how many people occupied this place in the middle of the day. Or was it the only place "alive" in a town that small? She'd never really believed places really existed where everybody knew everybody else and your business was public knowledge. But this tavern was obviously where the four-hundred-odd citizens of Bloodmoon Cove came to gossip every day.

Once she emerged from the bathroom, all gazes fastened on her again. She quietly pushed herself through the crowd toward the bar, where a grizzled old man with narrow slits for eyes stood. He wore a black night watchman's cap. A toothpick hung from the corner of his thin lips. "What can I get for ya, little lady?"

Rubbing her hands together for warmth, Amberlyn asked, "Do you have any hot chocolate?"

Wordlessly, he walked away and she watched him prepare her drink while she fumbled to get some money out of her purse. He set a steaming mug in front of her, telling her it was hot enough to put some feeling back in her hands. Ignoring the money she put on the bar, he spread his arms and leaned across the worn wood surface. "You gonna work up at Bloodmoon Manor, miss?"

Amberlyn had gingerly wrapped her hands around the heated cup, but glanced up in surprise at his question. "How did you know?"

"Cecil was up today. Said you might stop by for directions to the manor gatehouse."

She nodded. Bringing the mug to her lips, she sipped carefully. It wasn't like powdered, lukewarm gas station cocoa. This was truly hot and homemade. Warmth spread down inside her like a living fire. It felt good. She almost relaxed, but the bartender's watchful silence made her turn her face up to his expectantly, anticipating directions to the gatehouse.

"You goin' up tonight?" he asked, removing his toothpick and discarding it somewhere under the bar.

"I planned to."

The feeling of being scrutinized came on so strongly, she shifted her gaze to the right and almost gasped to find nearly all the occupants in the tavern leaning in to listen to her conversation. Unbelievable! she thought. Don't they have anything better to do? No, they probably didn't. She'd be the evening's topic of fascinating conversation.

"Sure that's a good idea, miss?" the barkeep asked, popping a fresh toothpick in his mouth.

"What do you mean?"

"Treacherous, it is, goin' up that way. I'm not meanin' just crossin' the lake and up the pass."

Crossing the lake? The woman on the phone hadn't mentioned anything like that. But surely there was a safe way to do so.

"Pretty young girl like you oughta consider first."
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