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PROLOGUE
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Jude hurried from her car to get out of the heavy rain and under the safety of her front awning while clutching two huge bags of groceries to her chest. She desperately tried in vain to wipe the water droplets out of her eyes but came narrowly close to losing the grip she had on one of the paper bags. Instead, she did an odd-looking dance in order to insert the key into the doorknob and awkwardly shifted everything to her left hip to open the door.

Once inside, she set the groceries down on the kitchen countertop and let out a huge sigh of relief. Jude was elated that she had accomplished her mission without dropping a single item. After wringing out her hair and changing her clothes into some comfy sweats, Jude took inventory one more time. Everything had to be perfect for tonight and she planned to pull out all the stops. Her boyfriend of 10 years was coming over for dinner and Jude knew he was going to ask her an important question. Scott had been dropping hints all week and Jude’s heart pounded with excitement. Tonight I will be asked to be Mrs. Scott Green. Ah! I cannot wait! Jude danced around the kitchen humming the “Here Comes The Bride” song and twirled her chef apron around as though it were her wedding dress.

She was just about to stick the chicken into the oven when her doorbell rang. Now who could that be? Scott isn’t due to arrive for another 4 hours. I hope it’s not a verbose salesman as I do not have a minute to spare in preparation for the most important dinner of my life. Jude quickly placed the main course into the oven and set the timer. She then ran to her front door and hastily took off her apron as the stranger rang the doorbell two more times in rapid succession.

Breathless, Jude swung open the door forcefully and prepared to let into the rude person standing before her. However, she was surprised to find Scott standing there with his finger just inches from the doorbell, ready to ring it again.

“Scott! What are you doing here? I thought that you were coming over at 7 o’clock? I’m sorry I look like a mess, but I was in the middle of preparing our meal.”

Without a word, Scott smiled and pushed his way past Jude to walk into her apartment. He took off his shoes and handed Jude his soaking wet hat and jacket. A pool of water began to form on Jude’s freshly cleaned floor. She hung them up and followed Scott into the living room where he made himself right at home. He was already halfway through setting up his laptop and portable workstation before he spoke.

“The Internet and phone lines are down at work. I would have headed up to the main office in New York, but with rush hour I would not have made it in time for my very important client meeting in an hour. Luckily Point Pleasant is very close to Toms River. I knew you would understand, darling.”

“Oh, well....yes, of course. Glad I can help.”

Jude walked over to Scott hoping that he would give her a kiss hello but instead pointed to his earpiece signaling that he was already on a phone call. She returned to the kitchen dejectedly and poured Scott his favorite drink: water with one lemon slice and one lime slice. Jude tried to quietly set it down next to him, but Scott was engrossed in a very animated conversation and knocked the glass over.

Scott screamed and jumped up to quickly retrieve a stack of papers that were near the spill. Jude tried to sop up the mess with her apron, but it was no use as the liquid trickled down her couch and onto her carpet. Thank goodness it was only water, Jude thought and sighed in relief. She was startled when Scott reached down and pulled her up to face him. He held her wrist tightly but not enough to hurt her.

“Mr. Roberts, I am terribly sorry, but may I please put you on a brief hold? I promise to return momentarily with no further interruptions.” Scott muted his earpiece and a menacing scowl began to transform his normally handsome face.

“Why did you do that, Jude? You almost ruined my legal research. You could have cost me this case!”

Scott was furious and Jude didn’t know what to say. She had seen his temper flare a couple of times before but he had never grabbed her like this. She started to move away from him but he wouldn’t release her. Jude tried to blink away the tears that were forming in the corner of her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Scott. I was just trying to be helpful.”

“Well maybe you should think about the consequences of what you deem to be ‘helpful.’ Helping is most certainly not destroying my notes and costing my firm money. I thought you understood that when I am working you should leave me alone? You got it?”

Jude nodded her head slowly and looked down at her feet. Before either one could say anything else on the matter, Scott returned to his very important phone call and the smell of burnt food began to fill the air. Jude sprinted for the fire extinguisher when she saw the flames inside the oven and rapidly put out the fire. The flames were put out fast, but it was too late to stop the room from filling up with smoke and the fire alarm from blaring. Scott angrily moved his workstation upstairs into Jude’s bedroom. Jude sank to the floor and sobbed. Her perfect romantic dinner was ruined and her hopefully soon-to-be fiancé was holed up in her room mad at her.

After crying for a little while, Jude got up and splashed cold water on her face to hide the tear streaks and dull the puffiness around her eyes. She redid her makeup and straightened her disheveled hair, and then went searching for her binder of takeout menus. She thumbed through the pages until she found the perfect restaurant to order from for the replacement meal. Scott had recently taken her to the Shipwreck Grill and it was the only place they had eaten at where he didn’t complain about the food, so she knew he really liked it. The grilled filet mignon and scallops will surely put this dinner back on the right track, she thought. After the order was placed, and two days’ wages and tips from Jude’s waitressing job were spent, she hurried to clean up the mess in the kitchen.

Jude tiptoed up the stairs, careful to make sure none of the floorboards creaked, and went into her spare bedroom. Thankfully, she had already put her dress for the evening in that room earlier on the back of the door. She ran her fingers through the soft ruffles of the bottom of her favorite gown. It had a small shimmering sparkle of glitter on the bodice. Not overly flashy but enough glint to catch anyone’s eye. The dress was an elegant shade of turquoise and reminded Jude of ocean waves. She felt a sense of renewed calm and refocused her thoughts back on her mission. Jude was growing impatient waiting for Scott to pop the question and if he didn’t do it tonight, then she wasn’t quite sure what she would do about it. There was a lot riding on this meal and Jude was determined to make her dreams come true. They would get married on the beach and buy a cottage not far from the water’s edge. They would have two kids and grow old together, taking many walks hand in hand along the beach.

Her eyes brimmed with happiness at the thought and she stifled a small giddy squeal of excitement.

Jude meticulously applied another layer of makeup and put her hair up in a fancy updo twist. Once she was fully satisfied with how she looked, she carefully unzipped her dress and stepped into it. She twirled around a few times and watched its symmetrical shape magically float up and down as she made each spin. Jude glanced at the time and it was getting very close to showtime. She slipped into her highest heels and quickly, but carefully, made her way back down the steps, tiptoeing again to make sure she didn’t disturb Scott. As soon as her feet reached the last step, the doorbell rang. The food had arrived and Jude moved faster to the door once she was back on the solid main floor. Jude prayed that Scott didn’t hear the doorbell and tried to rush the delivery man along, but the young lad insisted

on repeating Jude’s order back to her.

“Thank you, but I’m sure it is all here. Please, can you hurry up? This is a surprise dinner.”

The man stopped talking mid-sentence and stared at Jude dumbfounded. Clearly he was a new delivery man and wanted to make sure he followed the restaurant's exact instructions and procedures.

Jude sighed and said, “Okay fine, yes, please continue. The filet mignon and?”

The young man smiled and proudly went back to reading the rest of the order out loud. Once he was finished, Jude handed him a twenty and the delivery man smiled even more. He walked away beaming with the biggest triumphant grin Jude had ever seen.

Jude shook her head gently and laughed with amusement at his delight in her generous tip. She closed the door and heard Scott pacing around upstairs. Uh oh! I have to move fast. Jude raced to her dining room table and began serving the food onto the plates she had diligently laid out earlier. She hurried to her garage and dumped the takeout containers into her trash receptacle. Then she lit the two white candles on the table and took one more look at herself in the mirror to fix the few loose flyaway hairs. She put their favorite Beatles album on her record player. Scott liked to tease Jude for having what he deemed to be an old useless relic, but Jude didn’t mind the slight scratchy raspiness that it made sometimes. To her, the sound only created more character and dimension to the melody. Besides, the family heirloom was priceless to Jude. It had been their grandmother’s and then it belonged to her father. Hearing it play the songs that her family had grown up listening to brought back so many wonderful memories. The sudden wave of emotions hit her hard and she dabbed away a few falling tears.

Suddenly Scott appeared in the doorway but his eyes were glued to his phone as he typed away furiously. Without even glancing up, he said, “Dinner is going to be late because my boss just scheduled an important meeting that I must be present for. Can you order some sushi to replace the burnt meal you made?”

Jude stared at him aghast. Does he not smell all of this wonderful food? How can he not see all the trouble I went through to plan the perfect meal for us?

“Um, Scott?”

“What is it, Jude? Can’t you see I’m very busy. If you don’t want sushi, then make yourself a salad or something. You did say you were trying to lose weight anyway.”

Jude felt the temperature rise immediately in her cheeks and her eyes widened in shock. She stood up and walked over to Scott. She placed her hand over his phone, which instantly got his attention and he finally met her gaze for the first time this evening. Without a word, Jude pointed in the direction of the nicely adorned table. Scott looked around the room and took in the decadent entrees and the freshly picked flower centerpiece. He turned and locked eyes with Jude. His devilishly handsome face was illuminated by the candlelight and Jude felt her heart skip a beat when his award- winning smile lovingly formed across his face. He enveloped her into a warm hug and kissed the top of her head.

“Darling, you went to all this trouble for me?”

“Of course I did, Scott. You have been working so hard lately and we’ve barely had any time together. I was so excited when you told me that you had some big news to tell me.”

Scott took her face in his hands and gave her a soft kiss on the lips. Jude blushed and grinned affectionately back at him. She truly believed that she was only minutes away from the moment that she had been dreaming about since she was a little girl. Then Jude’s heart rate quickened as she watched Scott reach into his pocket.

“Yes my love. I was going to wait until after dinner, but how can I make you wait any longer? Here, this is for you.”

To Jude’s disappointment, it was not a ring after all. She took the small business card from Scott’s hand and turned it over to see what it said. It had Scott’s name at the top along with his firm, but what stunned Jude was the new address listed below it.

“I don’t understand. Why is there a New York City address listed on your business card, Scott?”

Scott smiled broadly and replied, “It finally happened, sweetheart. My big break. The partners want me to move to their main headquarters in the city. We’re moving to the Big Apple, Jude! Isn’t this fantastic news?”

Jude’s palms began to sweat profusely and she felt her anxiety rising fast within her. She collapsed into the nearest chair and took a few deep breaths. Before Jude could answer Scott, his phone

started ringing again.

“Now honey, I know this is very exciting news and I’m sure you can’t wait to congratulate me, but this is my boss calling. I will be down soon so we can celebrate my great success!”

And with that he disappeared leaving Jude all alone at the table. By now the food was no longer warm but it didn’t matter to Jude anymore. She had suddenly lost her appetite. Jude sat there trying to sort out her thoughts and figure out what she would say to Scott when he would eventually come back down. She waited for two hours, but he still hadn’t emerged from his work yet.

Jude suddenly felt overcome with anger and frustration. So she slammed her hand down hard on the table. It hurt like hell but she didn’t care as her anger was boiling over inside. She didn’t know how, but she felt like she had just been slapped awake and decided that enough was enough. Either he loved her or he didn’t, and she was bent on finding out definitively tonight.

Jude marched up the steps and thrust open the door to her bedroom. There was Scott sitting at her desk typing away like a possessed workaholic, who again didn’t bother to look up when she entered. Jude took a big breath to calm her nerves.

“Scott!” she said quite louder than she had intended. He looked up at her with a confused expression on his face, almost as if he was wondering how she had gotten into the room.

“Scott, we have been together now for 10 years. I have always been supportive of you and your career aspirations. But moving to New York? My home is here in Point Pleasant. My family needs me right now. I know you understand that.”

He leaned back in the chair and stroked his chin for a moment contemplating Jude’s words. He sighed and nodded in agreement. Jude felt relieved and suddenly braver by his agreeable demeanor.

“So, will you please stay here with me?”

To her surprise, Scott began to laugh. Jude’s confidence began to shrink and her cheeks turned bright red. She wanted to run away and hide from her embarrassment. After a couple of minutes, Scott noticed her complexion and stopped laughing.

“Oh, you’re serious? Jude, I know you’re big on family and all, but I have to go to New York. This is the opportunity I have been working towards and waiting for my entire career. I am definitely not staying here. But I do hope that you will take some time to reconsider my offer to come with me.”

Scott went back to his work and Jude stood there in a daze. She didn’t move from her spot for a while. Finally, she felt it was best to just leave the room so he could work in peace but when she reached the door, she paused. A small flicker of confidence reentered her mind and she turned back to look at Scott.

“I’m not coming with you. I won’t leave my home. I guess it’s over between us.”

Jude held her breath and secretly hoped that the last part would evoke Scott’s emotions to make him reconsider giving up their relationship. We’ve been together for so long. I know he loves me even if he doesn’t always show it. He doesn’t want to lose me. Although Jude tried to reassure herself, she was shocked when Scott simply shrugged and went back to typing on his computer. Jude could no longer hold back the waterworks and the tears began falling faster and faster down her cheeks. She stepped out of her bedroom and reluctantly shut the door.
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CHAPTER 1 


TWO YEARS LATER
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Jude woke up gasping for air and sweating profusely. She reached over to her nightstand to find the clock. It was only 2:00 a.m. She lay back on her pillow and as soon as she realized it was not real and just a nightmare, she felt her heart rate start to settle slightly. Jude tossed to her side and wondered what she could do to stop having the same horrific dream over and over again. She knew the nightmares were directly correlated to her guilt over her parents’ untimely and tragic deaths. Jude could never forgive herself for not trying to do more to save them.

In her dream, she could see them desperately clinging to their boat as it sank. Jude tried with all her might to get to the water and rescue them, but it was no use. She had shackles and chains on her wrists and ankles, and a man was holding the other ends of the chains in order to prevent her from moving. Every time Jude had this dream, she could never make out the mystery man’s face. But the shrill maniacal laughter emanating from his voice echoed in Jude’s mind even when she was awake. Jude hated this man for his terrorizing cruelty, even though he was not real. Yet, every time she had this dream, she felt like she was getting closer to seeing his face and figuring out his identity. This time she sensed in her nightmare that the evil man was the same man who had stopped her from entering the water the day that her parents died. Jude closed her eyes trying to see if she could recreate the face of the man in her mind.

I don’t even know who the man was that stopped me that day. I was too much of a crying mess and in distress to notice anything about him. The only thing I do recall is that he was very comforting and it felt nice being held by him. Definitely the complete opposite portrayal of the evil man in my dream. Rather, I felt safe in his arms, like nothing could ever hurt me if I had just stayed in them. But the truth is that even though I know he meant well by stopping me from going in, I also resent him for it. My parents would be alive today if it weren’t for this stranger intercepting me.

Jude knew she was too awake now to try and go back to sleep, so instead she tiptoed quietly downstairs. She made her way to the screened-in porch and carefully set up her easel and canvas. Painting had always been her way of coping with her emotions, especially when they felt too overwhelming to express any other way. Tonight she decided to paint a serene night sky with millions of beautiful shining stars that shone like angels dancing around a crescent moon. Yet underneath she used thicker swirling brush strokes with lots of dark colors to create a rough sea. The waves towered high and cascaded violently into one another across the bottom of the painting. Jude even started tossing paint globs at the canvas. She needed to release the pain and grief that was shattering her heart at the moment.

When she was finished, she sat on the floor with silent tears dripping down her face and stared expressionless at the picture she had just made. Quiet, calm, and serene on top but a raging storm tearing everything apart underneath. Jude made the connection that it was a reflection of herself. No matter how happy she seemed on the outside to everyone, she knew the monster was lurking below the surface ready to pull her down again. Her sister had suggested therapy because it was helping her, but Jude couldn’t bring herself to talk about it with anyone. She had tried to open up to a therapist one time, but when she had opened her mouth to speak, no words would come out. Scott had been her last remaining lifeline of hope for a brighter future. Jude lost all of her dreams and ambitions when he broke her heart. Now she was barely hanging on by a thread and felt like she could shatter into a million pieces any moment.

At this point, Jude snapped out of her head and noticed the first hint of light was beginning to form on the horizon. Oh no! It’s almost sunrise. I’m going to be late for my interview! Jude quickly packed away her art supplies and darted from the porch only to nearly collide with her sister. Paula looked stunned to see her sister up so early and covered in paint. Before she could even open her mouth to inquire about it, Jude interjected, “I’m so sorry, Paula, but I can’t stay and chat. I’m running behind schedule and my interview is in less than an hour. We’ll talk later, okay?” And Jude was out of sight before Paula could even respond.

Paula stepped out onto the porch and looked at Jude’s painting. She was a bit stunned by its contrasting beauty and turmoil. It was clearly a very emotional piece that her sister had created and a concerned look crossed Paula’s face. I thought Jude was finally sleeping better, but clearly last night was a terrible night for her. My sister has been keeping too much inside and now I fear it is bubbling up to the surface. She needs to talk to someone before she explodes or lets it consume her. Jude won’t talk to me, but there has to be someone she can confide in. I need to talk to my therapist and seek guidance on this. I need to save my sister before it is too late. And with that, Paula went in search of her therapist’s phone number and to start brewing the morning coffee. Lots of coffee would definitely be needed today, thought Paula. The sun was barely making its debut and there was already a palpable tension for the day ahead.
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CHAPTER 2
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Dylan squinted from the glaring sun as he held his hand up ineffectively over his eyes to shield them as much as possible. He normally never forgets his sunglasses, but he had arrived home late today, and he knew his golden retriever Lennon would be disappointed if they didn’t take their usual sunset walk on the beach. His dog may be nine years old, but he still acts like a puppy when his paws hit the sand. To Lennon, the beach is like a big playground. Dylan laughed as his dog barked and chased a group of seagulls. That dog always optimistically thought the birds would one day listen to him and play with him.

Even though Dylan’s job as the head IT technician for Safeguard Insurance in New York often forced him to work long into the night, he always made it his number one priority to make sure his best friend got the fresh air and exercise that he looked forward to every day. So after an agonizing hour-and-a-half commute home from the city, Dylan turned off his cell phone in order to silence the ever-climbing counter on his email app, changed quickly out of his work clothes, and laced up his sneakers to take his dog to the beach. Lennon always sat patiently in front of him holding his leash in his mouth. He’d sit there happily swishing his tail back and forth on the floor like it was a cleaning mop.

Although Dylan loved the fast-paced nature of working in the city, he always felt relieved and more relaxed every night returning home to Point Pleasant. He had grown up in the beach town and living by the ocean was in his blood. It also helped that he could work remotely three days a week. You can’t beat working with an ocean view and a goofy dog to keep you entertained throughout the day, Dylan mused. Lennon loved the days that Dylan stayed home and to show his excitement and appreciation, he would often bring his master various presents. They would range from his dog toys to random objects like a flip flop or the TV remote, and he would always excitedly drop them at Dylan’s feet. Dylan made sure to make a big fuss over his gifts every time. He knew it made his old dog so happy to give him something he deemed special and valuable.

Yet Dylan’s favorite treasures that Lennon would bring him were the strange items he would find on the beach. They ranged from the regular run-of-the-mill beach items to more intriguing mysteries such as a deflated wacky inflatable, half a melting ice sculpture of a gingerbread man, a tattered wedding dress, and even a garden gnome. Despite how odd and random the items were, the dog knew his owner would be grateful and celebrate his findings. Lennon usually brought back different items every time, but lately he had consistently been bringing him art supplies. Dylan was confused as to why Lennon was so fixated on these items but figured he would soon go back to finding other things. It was starting to get dark as the final soft orange and red glow of the sun dipped below the horizon. Dylan whistled for Lennon and he came racing towards him with something in his mouth.

“What do you have for me today, boy?” Dylan reached down and took hold of the item in Lennon’s mouth. It was a paint brush with dried green and blue paint on it. He scratched his dog’s ears and patted his head.

“Good boy. You’re starting to gather quite a collection here, Lennon. Are you trying to tell me something? You want me to take up painting perhaps?” Dylan chuckled and bent down to reattach the leash for the walk back home.

“Alright, Lennon. Let’s go. Should we order a pizza for dinner? Bark once for yes and bark twice if you want pepperoni on it.” Lennon happily barked twice and wagged his tail. He was a very smart dog and could understand several words, which of course included his favorites, walk and pizza. Once they reached the house, Dylan looked more closely at the paint brush in the light. The blue and green hues blended well on the brush to make a pretty ocean color. He wondered if an artist had been painting a picture of the ocean. Dylan really hoped that Lennon wasn’t stealing these items and that instead he had just randomly come upon some lost items like the other random discarded objects he usually found. Well, surely if he were sneaking someone’s things away, they would have noticed by now and stopped him. He tossed the brush into a box labeled: Lennon’s beach treasures. Then with the loud gurgling reminder of his hungry stomach, he headed back inside to order his dinner and did not give the box another thought.
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Jude struggled with her canvas against the whipping winds. She only had forty-five minutes before her class started, but she was determined to make some headway on her current painting project. After last night’s disastrous encounter with the sneaky creature and now with the challenging winds, it felt like the world was conspiring against her in all aspects of her life, which apparently also included keeping her from working on her painting. Jude was already in a bitter mood this morning given that she tanked her job interview with the college yesterday. At least Jude had her yoga instructor position to help support her, but this new job as an art teacher would have allowed her to get a place of her own. She tried one more time to set up the easel and canvas, but a big gust of wind knocked her entire setup over. She sighed and decided that was the final straw and packed up her supplies.
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