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PROLOGUE



Havenwood, December 15, 1875


Something was wrong. Seraphina opened her eyes—the people were still around the table, eyes tightly shut, their hands joined together making an unbroken ring, just as they should be. The candles were flickering, their small, warm glow illuminating the darkened room, just as they should be. But not all was as it should be. Seraphina could feel it. There was a rumbling where a whisper should have been. And then silence, complete and utter silence. There were no spirits. Just a deep, dark void.


She closed her eyes and tried again, knowing she had been at the center of scenes just like this hundreds of times at the request of grieving families, desperate to get in touch with their dearly departed, or simply those who wanted proof of a life beyond this one—the curious, the ones who loved to feel the tingle up their spines when the candles were blown out in a whoosh, when the spirits started speaking.


Some people, when they had seen her perform on the stage or attended one of her séances, would ask Seraphina whether she was actually hearing the voices of the dead or somehow picking up on the wishes of the people around her—the mother desperate to know her child was still somewhere, anywhere but cold and silent in the ground; the widower needing to hear his wife’s voice again, gently telling him she would be waiting when his time came; the grown son unable to go on without knowing his mother was finally free of pain and happy. These skeptics wondered if perhaps she had spoken to the people beforehand, asked them about their loved ones, or received the information in another way.


But Seraphina knew what she knew. She heard the voices whispering to her, at first soft in her ear, as though they were wafting on the air from a great distance to reach her. And then she could see them, the dead clinging to the living, hovering nearby, trying to ease their loved ones’ pain.


As the people held hands and concentrated, the voices would become louder and louder, the dead swirling around the table in a great jumble, everyone seemingly talking at once, wanting to be heard. Tell him not to forget about the safety deposit box at the bank! I love you, Lillian! You must tell her! I’m always with you! Seraphina could hear their words and also feel them, as though the swirling mass of whispers was a tangible thing, sizzling like a lightning strike through her skin.


It always happened that way. But not this time.


The room wasn’t the problem—she had conducted séances at Havenwood before, at the request of the house’s owner, Andrew McCullough, who was fond of bringing artists and writers and musicians and all manner of cultured souls to his magnificent home in the middle of the wilderness. She had amazed even the great Charles Dickens himself in this very room years before, he no stranger to the spirit world. And still, he had been dumbstruck by what she told him. They all came to see her, whether it was at Havenwood, or in the parlors of some of the finest houses in Paris or Vienna or New York, all of the people aching for a look behind the veil, all of them believing, or hoping to believe.


She did it for them because she could. There were so many charlatans out there in this age of Spiritualism, so many performers, bilking these poor people out of their fortunes and giving them only cheap parlor tricks in return. The levitating tables, the crystal balls, the knocking. As though spirits knocked.


No, Seraphina had always had the gift. And she didn’t need a table, candles, a dark room, and people holding hands to use it. That was just showmanship, entertainment, an experience to give an audience. Her husband had created that part of it for her, and it worked. People really wouldn’t believe that she could simply look at them and know the depths of their grief and pain, but the fact was she could. Her gift was always with her. And she knew, with great certainty, that it was the grief of the living that trapped most spirits here on earth, kept them from going to wherever it was that they would ultimately go. The way Seraphina saw it, she was helping both the living and the dead by bringing them together around her séance table—helping the living to let go, which in turn helped the dead move on.


Her gift had never failed her, never once, until now. The silence at Havenwood surrounding the people so desperate to hear from their dead was deafening. She had to do something. She would call the spirits by name.


“John Martin,” she said, her voice loud and commanding, naming the husband of the woman sitting next to her, “I call you to join us. Lillian is waiting to talk to you. Celeste Mitchell. Sarah Gale. Mary Longpre. We are waiting to hear from you.”


She squeezed the hands of the people sitting next to her, eyeing her host, Andrew McCullough, across the table. His eyes were still closed, his lips slightly moving.


Unwilling to disappoint all of these people, she decided to try something new. Seraphina unclasped her hands and reached into the satchel she always kept by her side, slipping out a lacquered wooden box lined with mirrors that her husband had picked up in the Far East for her. She had never used it in her séances—she had never needed any sort of prop before—but this called for desperate measures. She intended to put a candle in the center of the box to reflect its light off the walls of the room—perhaps that would help set the scene. Perhaps it would call the spirits to her. She knew full well that the people around the table were grieving. She couldn’t figure out why she couldn’t see, or at least hear, their dead.


As soon as she set the box in the middle of the table, Seraphina began to hear the whispers. Finally.


Open the door. Let me out. I am here.


Were the spirits trapped somehow? Somewhere? Seraphina had never experienced anything like this. She opened the box and set the candle inside, and it illuminated the walls of the room with a thousand tiny dancing flames.


She cleared her throat and spoke again, this time in a tone not entirely familiar to her.


“I, Seraphina, who have called so many others, now call you to join us. I command you to join us!”


But instead of the whispers becoming louder and louder, as they had always done before, she heard that same rumbling she had heard earlier. Far away at first, and then closer, as though it were coming from an unseen animal that was stalking her in the dark, making circles around her before it struck.


She spun her head around—now it was behind her. Now it was in front of her. Now it was to the side.


One of the women across the table screamed in pain and jumped up from her chair. The man sitting next to Seraphina stood and let out a roar. Another woman jumped up and fell to the ground. A third began coughing violently, her face turning scarlet, as though someone was choking her.


“Get your hands off me!” she shouted between gasps.


“What is the meaning of this?” Andrew McCullough cried out. “Seraphina, what is happening here? Do something to stop this!”


Seraphina looked around the room and realized these were not the spirits of the dearly departed. This was something else, something dark and evil and monstrous, something she had never before encountered.


She stood up and raised her arms, shouting, “I cast you out! I cast you out! I command you to leave this place! You are not welcome here!”


But it was too late.















ONE



Havenwood, present day


When I awakened that first morning at Havenwood, for a moment I had no idea where I was. As sleep receded and I drifted back from wherever one goes in dreams, I sensed I wasn’t in my own familiar nest of pillows. When my eyes fluttered open and I caught sight of the dark red walls, not the subdued yellow of my bedroom at home, I shot up and looked around, trying to get my bearings.


The bed where I lay, and had presumably spent the night, had an ornately carved wooden headboard and a thick, embroidered comforter. A matching dresser with a pink marble top stood on one wall. My gray sweater was slung over a chair in the corner. A bank of windows was draped with a heavy curtain, and in the fireplace across from the bed, coals were still smoldering from the night before. It all looked vaguely familiar, but distant, as though I had dreamed about this room in another place and time.


I curled back down under the covers when I remembered that these sorts of blackouts were not a new sensation. I’d forgotten conversations, events, even whole days since the scandal and its horrible aftermath took over my life. And, truth be told, even before that.


It began to come back to me, bit by bit, as I knew it would. Images, like a slide show in my mind. Jeremy. A gunshot. The funeral. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, trying to hold back the flood of memories. Wasn’t the medication supposed to help with this? That was its purpose, wasn’t it? To muddle the mind, to blur the edges of reality just enough to make life endurable despite all manner of horror and heartbreak.


I shook those thoughts out of my head and roused myself, pouring a glass of water from the pitcher on the nightstand before padding across the thick woolen carpet to the windows. I drew back the curtain and felt the warmth of the morning sun shining on my face despite the chill coming from the panes. Outside, I saw the remnants of a manicured garden, now covered by new-fallen snow, and a wide expanse of yard spilling into a forest beyond. The green of the enormous pines contrasted with the whiteness that blanketed everything as far as the eye could see. Cutting through it all, a road followed a river that meandered out of sight. Somehow, it felt like home, even though it was no home I had ever known.


I had been on that road the night before, I knew with sudden clarity. In a car. After the flight! Ah, yes, I thought. I remember. A wave of excitement washed over me when I remembered whom I’d be meeting, in just a few minutes. I could scarcely believe I was here.


Mr. Sinclair had arrived on my doorstep a few days earlier with an invitation. Now, as I recall that first meeting, shaking his hand for the first time, I remember the feeling of warmth when his skin touched mine, a fiery glow illuminating his eyes with a definite familiarity, though he was a stranger to me. Or maybe my memories are colored by what happened after that day, by everything I know now. Time and experience have a funny way of altering one’s recollections of the past.


There was a quick knock at the door. I snapped my head around to see a woman entering the room.


“Oh, ma’am! You’re up! I was just coming to wake you for breakfast.”


Had I seen her the night before? I wasn’t sure. Her round, smiling face, gray hair, and kind blue eyes might have belonged to anyone, and her gray maid’s uniform seemed to be something out of Central Casting.


“If you’d like to freshen up before joining Mrs. Sinclair downstairs, towels and everything else you need are in the bath.” She pointed to a door I hadn’t noticed.


She crossed the room and opened the closet to reveal my clothes, all hanging in neat rows. “Is there anything I can lay out for you?”


I looked from her expectant face to my clothes and back again. “No, I can manage, thank you—” I said, grasping for her name. I couldn’t bring it to mind.


“Marion,” she said.


“Marion.”


She gave me a quick nod. “Right, then. Please be in the breakfast room in thirty minutes. Mrs. Sinclair likes things on a schedule; that’s one thing you should know right off.”


“The breakfast room?”


“Oh, of course. It was quite late when you arrived last night, and this house can be so confusing for… newcomers.” She opened the door and gestured out into the hallway. “Follow this corridor around to the left until you reach the grand staircase. Take that down to the first floor. You’ll see the living room on your right and the foyer in front of you, with the archway to the dining room on your left. You’ll find the breakfast room adjacent to the dining room.” She hesitated a moment. “You’re on the third floor here in the east wing,” she said. “The Sinclairs’ suite of rooms is on the second floor in the west wing. I’d advise staying away from those. Mrs. Sinclair likes her privacy when she’s in her rooms.”


I thanked her, perching on the edge of the bed as she closed the door behind her.


Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair. I struggled, trying to unlock the memory. I knew this game—I was supposed to think of the last thing I remembered to help piece it all together. I played it often enough throughout my life. In a flash, I remembered rummaging through my travel kit on the plane looking for my bottle of pills. Had I taken too much of my medication? Was that the reason my memories of the night before were so fuzzy? I shuddered at the thought of it.


I made my way into the bathroom, where I did indeed find a stack of fluffy towels on the vanity, just as Marion had said, along with my own travel kit. I dug up the pill bottle, then considered pouring its contents down the drain. But instead, I put it right back where it had been. Blackouts might be a troubling side effect, but sometimes forgetting is a blessing. What is it they say about ignorance?


After standing under the stream of hot water washing away the night’s sleep, I dried my hair, quickly pulled on jeans and a black turtleneck, and opened the door out into the hallway slowly, wondering what awaited me.


The hallway was so long and dark, I couldn’t even see the end of it. This house must be massive, I thought, following the corridor as it turned left, then right and right again. As I began to descend the “grand staircase,” as Marion had called it, I saw a living room on one side of the stairs and the archway leading into the dining room on the other, just as Marion had described. The rooms in my view were filled with heavy antique furniture, overstuffed chairs and ornate lamps that looked like they had been standing in their places forever. The whole effect reminded me of a museum, or a palace, and it smelled vaguely musty, as though the ghostly memories of other lifetimes hung in the air.


As I walked on, I saw that the ceilings were sky-high, and the walls were lined with paintings in gilded frames, portraits, mostly, of people from another time: women in long dresses, children sitting beside them; men in suits or hunting clothes. The largest portrait, which hung above the mantel of the floor-to-ceiling fireplace in the living room, was of a man wearing a kilt, bagpipe in his hand, a wolflike dog curled at his feet. He was standing in a landscape of rolling hills and heather. Something about this man’s eyes entranced me, and I stood there for longer than I should have, lost in imaginings that dissipated in my mind as soon as they formed.


I shook my head. How long had I been standing there? I was expected at breakfast! I couldn’t be late on my first day, so I hurried along, my footsteps echoing on the foyer’s marble tiles. Where was this so-called breakfast room? I stopped and turned in a circle just in time to see a man—Mr. Sinclair—descending the staircase. His face broke into a wide smile.


“Julia!” he said as he finished the last of the stairs. “How did you sleep? Your room was comfortable, I trust?”


His grin was so welcoming that I couldn’t help but smile back.


“My room was lovely,” I said, sliding my arm into the crook of his when he offered it. “Thank you, Mr. Sinclair.”


“I thought we had dispensed with that ‘Mr. Sinclair’ rubbish yesterday.” He patted my hand.


“Adrian,” I said.


He led me through the dining room, down yet another hall, and, finally, through a doorway to the breakfast room, where an elderly woman was sitting at a round table in front of a wall of paned windows. Outside, the creek was babbling along, not yet frozen by the cold temperatures, and the sunlight was bouncing off snow-laden pine trees. A pair of bright red cardinals flew into view and perched on a snowy branch. The whole effect reminded me of a Currier and Ives Christmas card I had received the previous year.


“Mother, this is Julia,” Adrian said, motioning toward me. “You were asleep when we arrived last night—the flight was late. And the drive after we landed was quite something, with this new snow. I really must put the Bentley away for the winter. It’s time for the Land Rover, I’m afraid.”


“Julia, dear,” the woman said, folding her hands and beaming at me. “What a pleasure to see you at last.”


I took a deep breath before speaking. I could scarcely believe I was in the same room with this woman, let alone conversing with her.


“No, the pleasure is all mine! It’s such an honor to meet you. I’m thrilled to be here!”


I took a seat across from her and fumbled with my napkin, not quite sure of what to do or say next.


Adrian poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot on the sideboard and gestured to me. I nodded, and he poured me a cup as well.


I could see the resemblance between mother and son immediately. Two dots on a timeline, with nearly the same face, one generation apart. They seemed familiar to me somehow, in the way that sometimes happens with complete strangers. Adrian was older than me—late forties, early fifties, perhaps. His dark hair was graying at the temples, and fine lines around his eyes betrayed years of laughter. He wore a dark, tailored suit and a yellow tie, dressed for a workday.


His mother seemed at once utterly ancient and completely youthful. Her deeply lined face, powdery makeup, and rather haphazardly applied lipstick contrasted with her dancing, bright green eyes. Late seventies, early eighties? Older than that? I couldn’t tell.


She reached one hand across the table and covered mine with hers. “I’m thrilled as well, Julia, dear,” she said. “It will be a wonderful treat to have you with me at Havenwood when Adrian takes his leave today. We have so much to talk about!”


My stomach was doing flips, but I managed a smile as I savored my first sip of coffee. A maid, not the same one who greeted me in my room, clattered through the door carrying a tray, set it down on the sideboard, and began serving a breakfast of eggs, sausage, oatmeal, fruit, and toast. Seeing all of that food made me realize I was famished, and I wondered when I had last eaten anything.


As we took our first bites, Adrian chattered on about the new snow and his hopes that the gardener had turned the roses. Suddenly, the enormity of what I had done seemed to settle in. I realized, as I sat there eating my breakfast with these two relative strangers, that my life, on that morning, was completely different from what it had been the morning before. What my future held, I had no idea. But I knew one thing for sure: I was here at Havenwood to stay.















TWO



How did I find myself living at Havenwood, a place I hadn’t even known existed the day before I arrived there? The answer is it found me. Three months after my husband’s funeral, Adrian Sinclair came calling.


Just answering the door had been quite a feat. I had done nothing but drift around the house since I buried Jeremy, not wanting to talk to anyone or go anywhere. And that, I supposed, was a lucky thing, because nobody but reporters wanted to talk to or see me, either.


All of our friends had abandoned us when the allegations came to light, when they realized the full extent of what my husband had done. From the first story in the newspaper hinting at what was to come, they began distancing themselves from us. They stopped calling. Stopped returning my calls. I’m not sure if they thought I was involved in the whole sordid business, but the truth is I was just as much a victim as they were. I was left with nothing—no husband, no money, no friends or family to lean on for support.


It was just a matter of time until my house was gone, too. I was reading the foreclosure notice from the bank when Adrian appeared on my doorstep, standing there in his dark overcoat and hat. I assumed he was another reporter, trying for an interview with the grieving widow of the man who had bilked hundreds of Chicagoans out of their life savings. The Midwestern Bernie Madoff, the newspapers called my husband. What they called me was no better.


“I have no comment,” I said, eyeing the man through the door’s glass pane. “I’ve asked you people to leave me alone. Please.”


“I’m not a reporter, Mrs. Bishop,” he said to me, smiling slightly. “Nor am I a police officer, an investigator, or a bill collector. I’m not going to issue you a summons or serve you notice of anything. I’ve come to ask for your help.”


This was new. I squinted at him, wondering if he was some sort of religious fanatic. “What kind of help?”


“I have need of your services. And I believe you’re in need of ours.”


Definitely a religious fanatic, then.


“I’m really not interested,” I said. “Please go away.”


“I’ve traveled a very long way to find you, Mrs. Bishop,” he said. “Please. Let me say what I’ve come to say.”


“And what is that, exactly?”


“I’ve come to offer you a job.”


I didn’t know quite how to respond to that. Apparently the look on my face said it all, because he said: “This is a serious offer that I believe will benefit both of us. Won’t you please let me in and we can discuss it?”


With nothing to lose—what could he possibly take from me that wasn’t already gone?—I sighed and opened the door.


I led him into the living room and motioned to the sofa. “Something to drink?” I asked as he took off his coat and laid it over the arm of one of the chairs. “Tea? Or something stronger?”


“Tea would be lovely, thank you,” he said, and I detected a slight English accent buoying his words. “There’s a bite to the wind out there. Winter is on its way.”


As he settled onto the sofa, I shuffled into the kitchen and turned on the kettle, glad he hadn’t followed me. Dirty dishes were piled in the sink. I hadn’t had much energy for housework since Jeremy died—what was the point? I pulled a box of tea bags and two cups from the cabinet, dropped a few of the bags into a pot, filled it with boiling water, and put the whole mess onto a tray.


Back in the living room, I set the tray down on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “I hope you like hibiscus tea,” I said, pouring him a cup. “It’s all I had.”


“That’ll do just fine, thank you.” He smiled, lifting the cup to his lips.


I sunk into one of the armchairs and crossed my legs, eyeing him. “So. What is this all about?”


He nodded and cleared his throat. “As I said, I’m here to offer you a position.”


The earnestness on his face told me he wasn’t joking. “Listen,” I began, reconsidering the decision to let him inside the house. I pushed myself up from my chair. “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying. I think this was a mistake and you should go.”


“Please, just hear me out,” he said. “Give me five minutes. If, after that, you’d still like me to go, I’ll simply leave and never bother you again.”


I settled back into the chair, studying him warily. “Five minutes.”


“My name is Adrian Sinclair.” He stopped to take a sip of his tea. “I live with my mother at our country estate. Havenwood.”


The sound of that word, “Havenwood,” crackled through my mind. I had heard it before. I just couldn’t place how, or when.


“It’s near the Canadian border not far from Lake Superior’s north shore in Minnesota,” Mr. Sinclair went on. “My mother is elderly, of course, and in fairly good health, but she does have episodes.”


“Episodes?”


He leaned forward and lowered his voice, as if to take me into his confidence. “Times in which she is not entirely lucid.”


“I see,” I said, but I really didn’t. I had no idea what any of this had to do with me.


“I travel on business often, and I’m going away again very soon,” he continued. “Of course, we have several servants, but they’re busy tending to the house and grounds, and what my mother needs in my absence is a full-time companion. Someone who can keep an eye on her, especially on the bad days. She has been known to wander. With winter coming on…” He looked at me with expectant eyes.


I let what I thought he was saying to me sink in.


“You want me to be her companion, is that it?”


“Yes. Live in, full time.”


I snorted. “But that’s ridiculous. You don’t even know me.”


He didn’t respond to that. Instead, he just went ahead with his pitch. “The estate is quite lovely, I assure you.”


He reached into the briefcase he was carrying, pulled out an iPad, and began scrolling through several photographs. I liked to think I had seen it all—Jeremy and I had traveled to some of the loveliest, most expensive places on earth during the course of our marriage—but at the sight of this estate, my mouth dropped open. It looked like an ancient English castle, someplace where I could imagine kings and queens living.


Havenwood was massive, with turrets and parapets and stained-glass windows and balconies and chimneys. The house was surrounded by several outbuildings and delicately manicured gardens, through which a river flowed. Not far from the house, I noticed a lake—not Lake Superior, but a smaller inland lake. One of the photos showed two kayaks bobbing lazily on its surface, the house standing sentinel in the distance.


I found myself strangely drawn to the photographs and could not look away. “This is on Lake Superior’s north shore near the Canadian border? It looks like it was built in the 1600s in Europe somewhere.”


He smiled an indulgent smile, and I got the feeling he had heard this question many times before. “You’re right, it’s a replica of a castle that was built around that time. In Scotland. As to how it got here, Havenwood was built by a nobleman who, when charged with running the fur trade in the area in the mid-1800s, missed the opulence he was used to in his native land. Or so the story goes. My family bought it decades ago, when I was just a lad.”


“You grew up there?”


“I wouldn’t say that, no,” he said. “Summer vacations, that sort of thing. I spent much of my youth in English boarding schools, St. Andrews in Scotland after that. It was only after I had graduated from university that I came to live at Havenwood with my mother full time to handle her business affairs.”


“And this,” I said, still enthralled by the photographs, “this is where you want me to live and look after your mother?”


“That is what I’ve come here to ask of you.”


“But why? Why in the world would you ever trust me to move into this place, your home, and care for your mother? I don’t understand, Mr. Sinclair. You don’t know the first thing about me.”


“I do know you. I’ve read the newspapers. I’ve seen the reports on television.”


“That’s my point,” I said. “Those reports vilified my husband and me. Everyone else, even my own friends and family, believes that I was a part of it.”


“I’ve done a little digging on my own,” he said, smoothing his suit jacket. “I know you buried your husband some three months ago. I know he left you with nothing. I know the bank is foreclosing on your home. I know you have nowhere to go and no one to turn to. I know your friends and family have abandoned you. Not to be unkind, but your prospects at the moment are rather bleak.”


I sighed heavily and slumped against the back of my chair. He had pretty much summed up my life.


“As for believing you were part of it all, anyone with eyes can see that you weren’t,” he went on, his voice gentle and low. “You wouldn’t be destitute right now, for one thing. You certainly wouldn’t be holed up in this house; you’d be on a remote beach somewhere enjoying your ill-gotten millions. So, despite what the police and the courts and public opinion might say, I know you’re just as much a victim as anyone else in this case, even more so.”


It had been a long time since I had heard words of support from anyone. Now this stranger was saying what even my closest friends couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. “Thank you,” I coughed out. “But even so… I’m still not quite getting it. Why don’t you simply hire a nurse? Why ask me?”


“Here’s where it gets a little bit delicate.” He paused a moment before continuing. “I need someone upon whose discretion I can completely rely.”


I stifled a laugh. “What makes you think you can rely on mine?”


“Because of your recent circumstances, I gather that you don’t have an especially cozy relationship with the press,” he said, flipping through the photos on his iPad to a shot of me in bitter confrontation with reporters, and then another, and then another. “In fact, I’d say that it’s rather hostile. Correct?”


I shivered when I saw myself on this stranger’s computer. It felt intrusive. Yet these photos were public knowledge, they were in the news, and it was only reasonable that he had researched my background. I would have done the same, in his place.


“That’s correct.”


“So, I can be assured that you, of all people, won’t be running to the media about this.”


Now it was my turn to smile. “About what? The breaking news that an elderly woman needs a companion?”


“Not about that, no. About my mother’s identity.”


I put my cup down on the end table. “What about it?”


“My mother is Amaris Sinclair.”


The words sent a tingle up my spine and I took a quick breath. “The writer?”


“The same.”


Amaris Sinclair’s books and short stories were required reading in my high school and college literature classes. They were frightening gothic tales about madness and murder and monstrosities. She was often called the female Edgar Allan Poe. I had devoured her books, one after the other, when I was in school. They had made me want to write similar tales myself, and indeed I had. Amaris Sinclair was the reason I had become a writer, all those years ago, before Jeremy and his machinations took over my life.


“But that’s impossible,” I said to him, standing up from my chair and backing away from him slowly, calculating in my mind how long it would take me to dash to the door. “Amaris Sinclair is dead.”















THREE



Yes.” Adrian nodded, shifting a bit in his chair. “That’s what the world believes. Now you understand my need for discretion.”


“But I read about her death,” I protested, inching toward the door. “It was some years ago.”


“I know.”


“But—” I pressed. He held up his hand in response, stopping my words.


“For reasons that I cannot say, my mother chose to drop out of sight a decade ago,” he said. A fleeting look of sadness washed over his face and was gone just as quickly. “She has been living in seclusion at the estate ever since.”


This stopped me, my hand on the doorknob. “Why would she do that?” I wanted to know. “She was at the height of her success. Why would anyone…?”


“I cannot say why she chose to do it, only that she did.”


“She never goes out?”


“Well, it’s not like she’s a shut-in, if that’s what you mean. You have to understand, the estate is quite large. The house and the grounds. Hundreds of acres, maybe more than that. The servants do the shopping in the nearby village and my mother has gone there from time to time—not lately—but the villagers think of her as an eccentric English lady who tends to keep to herself. And quite frankly, the estate encompasses much of the land for miles around it—she owns the town, in other words—so the people there don’t ask too many questions, if you get my meaning.”


“Amaris Sinclair,” I mused. “It would be a real honor to meet her.”


His face broke into a grin. “I see I’ve intrigued you. Imagine the conversations you could have, one writer to another.”


I eyed him. “How did you know I was a writer?”


“As I said, I did some digging into your background. By all accounts, you were quite good. One book of fiction, released to moderate success. You mentioned my mother’s influence on your acknowledgments page. A pity you gave it up.”


I intended to object when he interrupted me yet again. “My mother does not write anymore. Her eyesight is failing, for one thing, and there are a myriad of other issues preventing her from doing so. But her head is filled with stories. And I believe she’d enjoy talking about them with you. You might even get some ideas from her that you could put to use.”


He sipped his tea as I waited for him to continue.


“You see, the truth is, my mother doesn’t think she needs a companion,” he admitted. “I’ve sold this idea to her on the basis that you’re a writer and can learn from her and perhaps even help her. I know she has missed telling stories and I even floated the idea that you and she could collaborate. She’s delighted with that prospect. But a simple companion, like a nurse, as you suggested a moment ago? She’d get rid of her the moment I left the house. Indeed she has, in the past. It has been quite vexing. When I came upon your story and investigated your background, you seemed to be the perfect solution to my problem.”


I hadn’t been the perfect solution to anything in a very long time. Still. This just wasn’t adding up.


“You’re asking me to believe that you saw me on television, and you thought I, the disgraced wife of the Midwestern Bernie Madoff, might be a good companion to your elderly, obviously wealthy mother? Most people would think: fox, meet henhouse.”


He smiled. “The Sinclairs aren’t most people,” he said.


“I’m starting to see that.”


We held each other’s gaze for a moment, and then he spoke. “Yes, we saw you on the news. And no, I didn’t immediately think of you as a companion. But the more time went on, and especially after your husband’s death, we began to see you as a victim of all of this. I wondered if, and how, I could help. When I saw that you had mentioned my mother’s influence in your novel, that just sealed the deal. It seemed like it was meant to be.”


I nodded, considering. It was starting to make a strange kind of sense.


“Let me close the deal with one more reason you should take me up on this offer,” he pressed.


“What’s that?”


“It’s an opportunity for you to vanish, just as my mother did.”


The words crept up my spine and took hold. Vanishing, dropping out of sight—the very idea of it seemed utterly peaceful after the chaos that my life had become.


“Think about it, Julia,” he said, his face serious now. “You need saving. Your legal troubles didn’t stop when that gunshot ended your husband’s life; in fact, they just began. As an officer in his company, you are going to be held accountable for all the money he defrauded investors out of. People’s life savings, Julia. The police are compiling their case against you right now, and there are private lawsuits snaking through the civil court system with your name on them.”


“But I don’t have a dime to my name!” I protested. “There’s nothing left after the police froze our assets. What are they going to take?”


“Future earnings, for one thing,” he said, shaking his head slightly. “And that’s not all. There could be some serious jail time. Not to mention hundreds of angry victims, any one of whom might turn violent. Surely your attorney…”


But his words trailed off when he saw my expression. I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. My attorney had stopped returning my calls long before Jeremy’s funeral. He knew full well I couldn’t pay for his services.


Adrian was exactly right: legal trouble was hanging over my head, poised to crush what was left of my life. And I’d had to change my phone number twice since Jeremy’s death because of the threatening calls I’d been getting from angry victims. I was paranoid to leave my house—I couldn’t remember the last time I had. And I could indeed be facing jail time. All of it had been eating me up for months.


“This is your way out,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Nobody saw me come here. Nobody else in the world knows that we know each other. Nobody will come looking for you at the estate. Nobody in the village will have any idea who you are. Havenwood is a world away from Chicago. This is your chance, Julia, to leave your nightmare behind.”


“I’m not sure…,” I began, but let the words drop off as the possibility of a new life danced in my head.


“You can choose to stay at the estate indefinitely, or, when some time has passed and things cool down, say, a year from now, you can start somewhere else with a new identity,” Adrian said. “I can make that happen for you.”


My mind was swimming. This man was a stranger to me. How could I possibly consider what he was offering? And yet… The bank was going to take my house in a matter of weeks, and then where would I go? To a homeless shelter? To jail?


“Come with me, right now,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “Pack an overnight bag and decide what else, if anything, you’d like to take from this house. When we’re gone, my people will pack up the rest of your things and follow behind us.”


Could this really be happening? Was this my way out?


I let myself dream for a moment, but then reality crept in. I shook my head. “No,” I said slowly. “This is crazy. I don’t even know you. I can’t possibly…”


He stood and picked up his overcoat. “Please, Julia, take the night to consider my invitation. I’ll be back at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. If you decide to take me up on my offer, I’ll be delighted to take you to Havenwood with me and make all of this”—he gestured to the dining room table, which was full of bills, foreclosure notices, and other legal documents I hadn’t had the courage to open—“go away.”


And then he was gone, leaving my house even more disturbingly empty than it had been before he had arrived.















FOUR



I picked up the phone and dialed an old friend, Kathy O’Neill. She hadn’t spoken to me in months. She and her husband had lost everything because of Jeremy—every last cent of their retirement account was gone. But we had known each other for aeons and I thought that perhaps she…


But all I got was her voice mail. I tried another of my friends, then another. I should have known better. Nobody answered the phone, as if they knew it was me calling despite my having changed my number. I was foolish to think that somehow, magically, something had changed and I could return to some semblance of the life I had had before. I realized that, with or without Adrian’s offer, my life was completely different from what it had been before the scandal. My only choice was what type of “different” it would be.


I wandered through my house that night, eyeing the bills and other legal documents on my dining room table, struck once again by the complete and utter disbelief that Jeremy could have done this to all of our friends and so many more, and to me. I mulled over the two options that lay ahead. Do I stay and face the aftermath of everything Jeremy had done? Or do I vanish?


I marched down to Jeremy’s prized wine cellar and opened one of the bottles, poured myself a large glass, and lifted it skyward. “Here’s to vanishing,” I whispered into the damp air.


I downed the wine in my glass and wondered how quickly ten A.M. could possibly come.


I was all packed and ready to go, but the gnarling in the pit of my stomach had me wondering if Adrian Sinclair was really going to show up to take me away, or if he had been a figment of my wild imagination.


I looked around the room, considering what else I wanted to take with me, but found there was very little. Most of my photographs from the past several years were on my computer, which the police had confiscated after the scandal broke. But what about the furniture? The silver? The crystal? The jewelry Jeremy had bought for me? I didn’t care about it in the least. Better to make a clean break from the past. Let the police have a garage sale with all of my things and give the proceeds to Jeremy’s victims. I didn’t want anything that might have been paid for from somebody else’s retirement account. The very thought of it made my stomach turn.


As I sat waiting for Mr. Sinclair, my gaze settled on a framed photo of Jeremy and me, all smiles, on a vacation we had taken to Aspen the previous year. What a lie it was. If only the laughing, happy Julia in that photo could have seen what her life would crumble into in just a few months’ time. Maybe she could have done something to stop it.


There was a knock at the door. I flew to it and let Adrian into the house, seeing him for what he was—a godsend. This was happening. I was really going to escape from the nightmare I had been living. The weight of the world slipped from my shoulders and crashed to the ground.


“I won’t be a moment,” I said to him, racing toward my waiting suitcase.


“That’s all?” he said, eyeing my carry-on bag. “Remember, you won’t be coming back here. My people are standing by to move anything else you’d like to take with you.”


I pointed up the stairs. “I’ve got a couple of trunks with clothes in them,” I explained. “They’re in my bedroom. I’m not sure how long I’ll be staying at the estate, so I packed clothes for all seasons. But as far as anything else”—I looked around the living room and flailed an arm—“let the bank take it all.”


Adrian and I locked eyes, and I took a deep breath. “I guess this is it,” I said.


He smiled. “I’m very glad you’re coming with me, Julia. You won’t regret this. It’s the start of a whole new life for you.”


I grabbed my cell phone from the table where it had been sitting, but before I could slip it into my purse, Adrian reached out and encircled my hand with his.


“You’re going to have to leave this behind, I’m afraid,” he said.


“But—”


“Rule number one of vanishing: don’t take anything that can be traced. If you made one call, or even turned the phone on, the police would be at our doorstep within minutes. You should leave your credit cards here as well.”


I hadn’t thought of any of that, but what he was saying made sense. I fished my wallet out of my purse and plucked the cards from their slots, dropping them on the table one by one. They were useless to me anyway—the police had frozen all of our accounts. Then came my insurance cards, loyalty cards I had picked up over the years for various places that I shopped, my Social Security card, even my library card. I placed my checkbook on the table as well, and dropped my driver’s license on top of the pile.


“Good-bye, Julia Bishop,” I said, looking at the various pieces of plastic that identified me.


When we were sitting in the back of Adrian’s black sedan, several miles away from my house, I turned to him.


“You literally saved my life,” I said, my eyes brimming with tears. “Why? Why would you do such a thing for a complete stranger?”


He reached over and brushed away one of the tears, which had escaped despite my best efforts to contain it. The gesture was so tender and gentle, kinder than anyone had been to me in what seemed to be forever.


“As I told you, dear Julia, your plight touched me,” he said, his voice soft and low. “You needed saving; I needed a companion for my mother. It was as simple as that.”


The memories become vague and watery after that. I remember snippets of the rest of the day—getting out of the car at a small airport, boarding a private plane and settling deep into a seat that seemed to be made of the most opulent, velvety leather.


“Sleep, Julia, dear,” I remember Adrian saying, before everything went black.















FIVE



Adrian and I walked together through the house after breakfast that first morning at Havenwood. Mrs. Sinclair had taken her leave of us, retreating to her rooms for some quiet meditation and reflection, as apparently was her morning routine, and Adrian had offered to show me around the estate.


“I’m leaving today,” Adrian said, leading me into the drawing room, which was filled with heavy, ornate furniture but was somehow welcoming all the same. “Feel free to explore, go wherever you like. This is your home now, please remember that.”


“Thank you,” I said, a flicker of unease taking root in my stomach as I thought about wandering through room after room in this house on my own after Mr. Sinclair had gone. I wondered what secrets this ancient place contained and whether I’d want to stumble across them alone.


“My mother has her schedule, revolving around meals,” he went on, disrupting my train of thought. “Breakfast is at seven thirty, followed by a morning of quiet time. She meditates or reads. Some days she’ll paint, or just sit in the gardens. Lunch is at noon. After that she’ll be raring to go. She likes to walk, outside when weather permits, or inside, like we’re doing now, on inclement days. Usually she’ll want to go to the stables to see the horses, which she loves. And you should know that the dogs will be in and out of the house, at their whim.”


I nodded.


“She enjoys ‘tea,’ which actually means a cocktail or two—she thinks I don’t know about that—at four thirty or so,” Adrian continued, chuckling slightly. “She usually takes dinner in her room, but it depends on the day. Sometimes she likes everyone to dress for dinner in the formal dining room. I’d like you to plan to be with her at breakfast—you’ll get a read of her mood and state of mind then—and from lunch until after teatime.”


“Got it,” I said, trying to keep everything straight in my head. “Breakfast, quiet time, lunch, afternoon activities, a cocktail or two.”


“That’s it. You’ll settle into the routine quickly enough and find that you have plenty of free time. If you choose to do so, you may venture into the village. It caters mainly to summer tourists, but even at this time of year there are some lovely shops still open, along with good restaurants and a bookstore you’ll enjoy.”


“It sounds charming,” I said.


“We never talked about compensation—” Adrian began, but I cut him off.


“Just being here is compensation enough! I didn’t expect to be paid on top of it.”


He shook his head. “I wouldn’t hear of it. You’re doing me a great service. I am depositing a sum into an anonymous account, which we will transfer into your name when the time comes—and when you decide what your new name will be.”


I exhaled. “I don’t know what to say. ‘Thank you’ doesn’t seem to quite cover it.”


“No thanks needed.” He smiled. “It’s I who should be thanking you.


“Oh, one more thing,” he continued, turning to me and looking into my eyes. “The estate is the epitome of civilized living, but remember, we aren’t in the English countryside here. We’re on the edge of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, which is exactly as its name implies. Millions of acres of unspoiled, untouched wilderness. When you leave the estate, you might meet the residents of said wilderness—black bears, moose, wolves, lynx, and even the occasional mountain lion.”


The look on my face must have amused him. “Don’t worry,” he said with a chuckle, “you’ll be quite safe. But like everyone who lives in this area, you need to respect where you are and know the rules of the road, so to speak.”


“I’m from the city, Mr. Sinclair,” I said. “I’m really not what you’d call an outdoorsy kind of person. What, exactly, are the rules of the road here?”


He patted my hand. “Anytime you venture out alone, tell someone where you’re going and when you’ll likely be back. If you’d feel safer, carry pepper spray—there are cans of it in the stables—and a walking stick. Or better yet, take the dogs. Are you comfortable around dogs?”


I wasn’t quite sure about that. “I guess so.”


“Good,” he said, apparently not hearing my trepidation. “We have three giant Alaskan malamutes that are extraordinarily well trained. My mother’s pride and joy. There is nothing in this forest—not a bear, not a wolf, not a mountain lion, and especially not a person—that will come near you when you’re surrounded by those dogs.”


I smiled at him. “I wish I’d had them with me in Chicago these past months.”


“They’re especially aggressive toward members of the media,” he said, raising his eyebrows.


An ancient clock, somewhere in another room, chimed the hour.


“Look at the time,” Adrian said, glancing at his watch. “I must dash.”


“So soon?” Before the words even had escaped my lips, I could feel the heat rising to my face. Of course he was leaving. That was the whole point of me being here.


“I’ll be back soon enough. And by the time I return, I’m sure that you and my mother will have become fast friends, and you’ll be even more at ease around the estate than I am.”


“I hope so,” I said.


He sunk a hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out a business card, which he handed to me. “My private number,” he said. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need me.”


He began to walk back the way we had come, but he stopped and turned around.


“There’s a library in the east wing,” he said. “It’s one of the largest private collections of books in the country. I’m sure you’ll find it fascinating, so I’ve had the staff open it up for you.” He pointed down the hallway. “Go through those double doors and you’ll find it at the end of the corridor.”


And then he walked on, his footsteps echoing on the floor long after he had faded from view.















SIX



I made my way down the dim corridor. There didn’t seem to be a light switch anywhere as far as I could discern, but sunshine from the floor-to-ceiling window at the end of the hallway was doing its best to illuminate the full span of it, which to my estimation was more than a city block in length. I looked around and marveled, once again, at the sheer enormity of this house. As I drew closer to that window, the area became brighter and brighter, and I was grateful to leave the gloom behind.


The hall was flanked by several archways, through which I could see splendid sitting rooms and salons, all with thick Oriental rugs on the floors and enormous paintings on the walls. Before I knew it, I was moving from one to another as though I was in an art gallery, which, I supposed, I was. I didn’t see any works by the great masters—no Picassos, Monets, or van Goghs—but I wouldn’t have been surprised to find them in such a grand home. Instead, there were portraits of, I assumed, the people who had lived at Havenwood over the years and the events that had taken place in the house and on the grounds: a hunting party on horseback with Havenwood looming in the background, a group of musicians entertaining a crowd in the very room where the painting hung, a formal party with men in black tie and women in glittering gowns, children playing in the snow with enormous dogs that looked like wolves. I realized that whoever had built this house used artwork to chronicle life here.
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