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  PROLOGUE




  October 31, 1924




  Blue Peacock Manor




  Help me! Dear Father in heaven, please! Angelique’s heart was pounding, fear spreading through her bloodstream as she raced barefoot up the wide staircase. She had to find a way to save herself and her children. For the love of God, she had to save them.




  Frantic, she gathered the torn hem of her tattered, grass-stained skirts in one hand, her legs wet and covered in mud.




  And semen.




  Proof the bastard had raped her.




  Her stomach roiled at the thought as upward, ever upward she ran. Downstairs, near the parlor, her grandmother’s ancient clock was ticking off the seconds of her life. Grasping the polished banister, she propelled herself upward, past the second floor still bathed in lamplight, its long carpets running down the corridor and onto the stairs leading to the upper stories of this monstrosity of a house, a home in which she’d once felt such pride.




  Fool!




  Run! Run! Run!




  Don’t let him catch you again!




  Lure him away from the children.




  Her breath was coming in short gasps, her lungs burning, her body heavy, the stays of her corset stretched. She reached the landing and thought she heard heavy footsteps below.




  One of the children?




  Or him?




  Oh, God.




  Sweat running down her back, she climbed to the third floor, where, gasping, she turned down the darkened hallway. Images of the children—the innocents—filled her head.




  Help them! Mon Dieu, please . . . HELP ME!




  If she were to die, so be it, but not the little ones. Tears filled her eyes as she thought of sweet Monique and chubby little Jacques and the others, older and yet suffering as well. Stalwart Ruth, sweet Helen, and Louis with the sad eyes . . . Her throat closed. This was all her fault, and the innocents would suffer, die hideously, because of her.




  The woman who’d sworn to protect them.




  She looked down the dizzying, curving staircase into the shadows below. Flickering lamplight gave off an eerie glow at the landing of each floor, and the darkness on the steps between made her blood run cold.




  But she couldn’t give in to the fear. Not yet.




  Come on, you bastard. Follow me. Leave them be! Even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew he wouldn’t let them go untouched. She knew that as well as anyone, didn’t she? It wasn’t his way. Didn’t she have the scars to prove how cruel he could be, this man she’d once loved?




  She heard the front door creaking open, then bang shut with a heart-stopping thud. She nearly tripped on her skirts as terror enveloped her. Stay calm. You can outwit him. You must. Oh . . . God . . .




  His boots rang loudly across the wooden floor of the foyer to thud on the first step.




  Her skin crawled, and she bit down hard on her lip.




  Le monstre hideux was coming.




  Just as she’d known he would.




  She clutched the silver cross swinging from a small chain around her neck and dared look over the railing. His menacing shadow, a huge, elongated umber stretching to the ceiling, moved inexorably forward. He was carrying something in his hand. And then she recognized the axe for what it was.




  Her insides shriveled at the thought of him swinging the sharp, heavy blade, his intentions to hack her to death all too clear. What chance did she have against his brute strength?




  Belatedly, she realized she should have run to the stable. She’d discarded the notion as there wasn’t time to ride her mare into the town five miles away through the fog and rain and muck of the road, across fields or through woods, to reach the gaslit streets of Stewart’s Crossing. Even if she had reached the town, how could she possibly convince the sheriff that she hadn’t gone stark, raving mad and return in time to save them all? Impossible. Recklessly, she’d run through the house and now regretted she hadn’t veered to the stable, where not only the horses were housed, but in the attached shed a variety of tools—hatchets, hammers, and scythes—were stored.




  She waited.




  Her only hope was that when he followed her to the rooftop, she’d have a chance—a slim one, true—but at least a risky opportunity to turn the tables on him. If she couldn’t save herself, at least she might be able to take the bastard with her.




  And what of the baby? Can you sacrifice that new unborn life as well?




  Tears burned her eyes.




  Again she looked over the curved railing, catching a glimpse of him, now on the second floor, climbing to the third.




  NOW!




  She leaned over the railing and yelled at the top of her lungs, “Run!”




  “What the bloody hell?” he snarled, glaring up at her, his eyes gleaming a malicious blue above his beard.




  “Ruth! Helen!” she screamed desperately, hoping to warn the children. “Get the babies and run away as fast as you can!”




  “They’ll never get away,” he warned, a smug look twisting the lips she’d once kissed with such ardor. How had she been such an imbecile? He laughed again, and the acrid smell of alcohol reached her nostrils. He was too close!




  Whirling around, she dashed along the runner to the attic stairs at the end of the hall. The door was locked, as always.




  “Harlot!” he yelled after her. “Goddamned whore, come back here!”




  Never!




  She sent up a silent prayer for the dear, sweet souls of the little ones.




  Our Father, who art in heaven . . .




  The clock in the lower hallway began to chime, counting out the hours in reverberating peals.




  Hallowed be thy name.




  His footsteps quickened, and she reached into the pocket of her voluminous skirts for the keys. She fumbled in the dark with the massive key ring, the metal clinking as she struggled to find the right one for the attic door.




  Hurry!




  Her pulse was pounding in her brain, her fingers slick with sweat, keys clanking. She dropped the ring only to retrieve it quickly.




  Thy kingdom come.




  Thy will be done.




  On earth as it is in heaven.




  The clock continued to strike off the hours, and along with the familiar peals came the heavy, determined tread announcing that he was following.




  Her heart froze. Her breath stilled in her lungs for the briefest of seconds. She inserted another key.




  Nothing!




  “You think you can run from me?” he bellowed, his words echoing to the rafters, chilling her soul. “You really think you can get away?” His laughter was obscene.




  Her throat closed in fear.




  Hands trembling, she forced the key into its lock and twisted frantically. A glance over her shoulder confirmed he’d made the climb and was now smiling, walking slowly, unhurried, savoring these last few minutes when he could terrorize her for one final time.




  Click!




  The lock sprang!




  She hurriedly shouldered open the door to the attic.




  Let him come.




  She was a clever woman and far from dead.




  Yet.




  Someway, somehow, with just an ounce of luck, she would save her children, if not herself. The air was thick and dank, smelling of dust. She slammed the door behind her, twisted the lock, then scrambled up the narrow, steep flight in all-consuming darkness.




  She heard the unmistakable squeak of a bat and a flutter of disturbed wings, but she hardly noticed as she reached the attic floor.




  Think, Angelique, think. Do not let him get the better of you! Her mind raced as quickly as her bare feet scurried across the cold floor. This was her chance to even the odds, to grab a weapon to protect herself. She didn’t have much time. Up the last, winding stairway she ran to the small, glass-encased cupola.




  Rain drizzled down the windows of the tiny room, and her trembling fingers worked feverishly on the latch of the door. Please, please, please! The lock gave way with little effort, but the tiny door to the roof was stuck, its sodden wooden frame swollen shut.




  Gritting her teeth, she tried again, throwing her shoulder into the door and feeling the damp wood hold tight before finally giving way. He was closer now. She heard him at the base of the attic stairs, rattling the doorknob.




  No!




  Desperately she flung her weight into the door, and it finally gave way, opening in a whoosh as it was caught by the wind shrieking down the chasm of the river far below.




  Frigid rain spit from the sky, clouds obscuring the moon, but she didn’t pause to look, just quickly returned to the attic. If she could somehow lure him onto the roof, alone, and lock the door behind him, he’d be trapped.




  Except he has an axe. He can chop his way back inside.




  Damn!




  Craaaack! Bam!




  The door from the third floor gave way, splintering and crashing loudly against the wall.




  She bit back a scream.




  Noiselessly, she stepped farther into the darkness of the north wing. All the while, she searched the cold space by feel.




  The attic stairs groaned under his weight. He was taking his time, either because he was afraid of an attack or because he was savoring every moment of the hunt.




  Frantically, she made the sign of the cross over her bosom and forced her mouth shut so that he couldn’t hear her panicked breaths. Calm down. You can outsmart him. He’s an oaf. Don’t fall apart!




  Inching backward, her fingers scraping along the wooden walls and bare rafters, splinters catching beneath her fingernails, she bit hard on her lower lip, refusing to make a sound, even when the sharp points of the nails holding the roof shingles in place scratched her head.




  Don’t let him hear you.




  Crouching, she eased backward, through an icy pool of water where the roof had leaked, her arms outstretched, searching for something, anything to protect herself, but she touched nothing that would help her.




  She smelled him now, the odor of alcohol reaching her nostrils. She knelt, frantically feeling the floor and the crates stacked upon it. She touched an old picture frame, a trunk, a forgotten basket of needlepoint and moldy crates, but nothing hard or sharp, not even a damned rock. Scouring the area blindly, she prayed for some kind of weapon or shield.




  There had to be something! Even a small shard of glass. A nail. A hanger. An old iron. Anything!




  Thud!




  The rafters shook.




  “Son of a bitch!” he snarled as if he’d hit his head on a low-hanging rafter. She became a statue, not moving a muscle.




  Swallowing hard, still huddled close to the floor, she worked her fingers around her skirts in a wide circle. Her fingertips brushed against cold metal, a rod of some kind. Her heart soared. Maybe a forgotten poker from the fireplace or . . . no! A candlestick! She almost cried out in surprise and relief.




  “Where are you?” he said, his voice soft. Cajoling. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”




  Her fingers clamped around the cool metal. It wasn’t much in the way of weaponry compared to an axe, but it was hard and heavy. She grabbed it near the tapered end, so that she could swing it and strike with the base, hard enough to crack his skull. She heard him moving toward the stairs to the cupola. Please, she thought, sure she could lock him on the roof, then run downstairs and gather the children, leaving him up there as they took the wagon into town.




  She sensed, rather than saw him start up the final short flight of stairs through the cupola to the widow’s walk outside. She hardly dared breathe.




  But he hesitated. As if he sensed a trap.




  No! No! No! Keep going. Just a little farther. Please. Only three or four more steps onto the roof outside!




  But he turned back. She heard the door to the widow’s walk slam shut, then felt the vibration of the attic floorboards as he stepped into the garret once more.




  “Angelique?” he called softly over the wind whistling around the gables. “I know you’re in here. Come on out. You cannot get away.”




  Sick at heart, she knew there was only one sure way to get him onto the roof. She’d have to use herself as bait.




  Ears straining, she heard his footsteps thankfully receding as he walked to the far end of the attic away from her. Dragging the candlestick from its resting place, she sprang, running up the steep, winding steps to the domed cupola again.




  This time the door opened easily.




  She tumbled outside, tripping on her own skirts and nearly dropping her weapon as she skidded across the slick, flat roof. A screaming wind tore at her hair. Rain lashed at her face, but here at least she had a chance.




  Far below, the Columbia River churned, flowing swiftly westward, a wild dark ribbon cutting through the canyon walls on which this grand house had been constructed. Once it had been her pride and joy. Now it was a prison.




  In her naïveté she’d named the imposing structure Blue Peacock Manor for the birds she so loved, but now the house was nothing but a death trap, perched high over the churning water, her lovely birds already slaughtered at his hand. Just this afternoon, she’d come across the body of the one she’d named Royal, his shimmering, sapphire-like feathers dripping in blood, an arrow’s shaft jutting from his chest.




  But she couldn’t think of the senseless sacrifice now . . . not when the children’s lives were at stake.




  Drawing herself to her full height, she waited near the doorway. Her plan was to lock him up here and run away with the children.




  Not good enough. You need to set this house ablaze. Trap him on this roof and burn the house beneath him. What good is this repulsive prison to you anyway?




  “Father forgive me,” she whispered, raising the candlestick high just as the top of his head appeared in the small opening. She didn’t think twice. Throwing all of her weight into the blow, she struck.




  Craaaack!




  The bones in his cheek shattered, and he stumbled slightly, howling like a wounded wolf.




  She swung again, but he moved, and the candlestick glanced off his shoulder.




  He grabbed it, stripping it out of her wet hands as he shoved his way onto the roof.




  She backed up as he swung. In one hand the axe, in the other the damned candlestick. “Whore,” he said over the wind as he advanced with the infinite patience of a killer who knew he’d cornered his prey. “You think to hurt me? Kill me?” he said, his eyes narrowing as if he couldn’t believe she had had the gall to turn on him.




  “Maman?” a frightened voice called over the hiss of another slash of lightning, and Angelique glanced to the doorway, where ten-year-old Helen was shivering, hiding under the portico. “What is . . . ?” Helen, a waif, turned her round eyes to the monster. “No, wait!”




  “Go back down, Helen!” Angelique ordered.




  “But, Maman—”




  “Just go!” Angelique met the girl’s frightened stare for a split second. “And lock the door.”




  “No!” He turned toward Helen. “Don’t lock anything!”




  Angelique was desperate. “Run! Now!” She leaped forward, throwing her body against his and reaching upward, scratching his face and scrabbling for the axe handle.




  “Whore!” he bellowed.




  Somewhere behind them Helen screamed.




  The axe glinted.




  But his boots slipped on the tiles.




  “Run!” Angelique shrieked to Helen as he started to topple. With all her strength, she kicked up swiftly, driving her knee hard into his groin and causing him to yowl and sway, the axe flying into the darkness.




  Screaming in agony, he clasped one calloused hand around her throat as she kicked hard once more.




  Together they tipped slowly, hesitated, eyes locked, then spun into the blackness of the night.




  CHAPTER 1




  October 15, 2014




  Blue Peacock Manor




  “God, Mom, you’ve got to be kidding!” Jade said from the passenger seat of the Explorer as Sarah drove along the once-gravel lane.




  “Not kidding,” Sarah responded. “You know that.” Winding through thick stands of pine, fir, and cedar, the twin ruts were weed-choked and filled with potholes that had become puddles with the recent rain.




  “You can’t actually think that we can live here!” Catching glimpses of the huge house through the trees, Jade, seventeen, was clearly horrified and, as usual, wasn’t afraid to voice her opinion.




  “Mom’s serious,” Gracie said from the backseat, where she was crammed between piles of blankets, and mounds of comforters, sleeping bags, and the other bedding they were moving from Vancouver. “She told us.”




  Jade shot a glance over her shoulder. “I know. But it’s worse than I thought.”




  “That’s impossible,” Gracie said.




  “No one asked your opinion!”




  Sarah’s hands tightened over the steering wheel. She’d already heard how she was ruining her kids’ lives by packing them up and returning to the old homestead where she’d been born and raised. To hear them tell it, she was the worst mother in the world. The word “hate” had been thrown around, aimed at her, the move, and their miserable lives in general.




  Single motherhood. It wasn’t for the faint-hearted, she’d decided long ago. So her kids were still angry with her. Too bad. Sarah needed a fresh start.




  And though Jade and Gracie didn’t know it, they did too.




  “It’s like we’re in another solar system,” Jade said as the thickets of trees gave way to a wide clearing high above the Columbia River.




  Gracie agreed, “In a land, far, far away.”




  “Oh, stop it. It’s not that bad,” Sarah said. Her girls had lived most of their lives in Vancouver, Washington, right across the river from Portland, Oregon. Theirs had been a city life. Out here, in Stewart’s Crossing, things would be different, and even more so at Sarah’s childhood home of Blue Peacock Manor.




  Perched high on the cliffs overlooking the Columbia River, the massive house where Sarah had been raised rose in three stories of cedar and stone. Built in the Queen Anne style of a Victorian home, its gables and chimneys knifed upward into a somber gray sky, and from her vantage point Sarah could now see the glass cupola that opened onto the widow’s walk. For a second, she felt a frisson of dread slide down her spine, but she pushed it aside.




  “Oh. My. God.” Jade’s jaw dropped open as she stared at the house. “It looks like something straight out of The Addams Family.”




  “Let me see!” In the backseat, Gracie unhooked her seat belt and leaned forward for a better view. “She’s right.” For once Gracie agreed with her older sister.




  “Oh, come on,” Sarah said, but Jade’s opinion wasn’t that far off. With a broad, sagging porch and crumbling chimneys, the once-grand house that in the past the locals had called the Jewel of the Columbia was in worse shape than she remembered.




  “Are you blind? This place is a disaster!” Jade was staring through the windshield and slowly shaking her head, as if she couldn’t believe the horrid turn her life had just taken. Driving closer to the garage, they passed another building that was falling into total disrepair. “Mom. Seriously. We can’t live here.” She turned her wide, mascara-laden eyes on her mother as if Sarah had gone completely out of her mind.




  “We can and we will. Eventually.” Sarah cranked on the wheel to swing the car around and parked near the walkway leading to the entrance of the main house. The decorative rusted gate was falling off its hinges, the arbor long gone, the roses flanking the flagstone path leggy and gone to seed. “We’re going to camp out in the main house until the work on the guesthouse is finished, probably next week. That’s where we’ll hang out until the house is done, but that will take . . . months, maybe up to a year.”




  “The guest . . . Oh my God, is that it?” Jade pointed a black-tipped nail at the smaller structure located across a wide stone courtyard from its immense counterpart. The guesthouse was in much the same shape as the main house and outbuildings. Shingles were missing, the gutters were rusted, and most of the downspouts were disconnected or missing altogether. Many of the windows were boarded over as well, and the few that remained were cracked and yellowed.




  “Charming.” Jade let out a disgusted breath. “I can’t wait.”




  “I thought you’d feel that way,” Sarah said with a faint smile.




  “Funny,” Jade mocked.




  “Come on. Buck up. It’s just for a little while. Eventually we’ll move into the main house for good, if we don’t sell it.”




  Gracie said, “You should sell it now!”




  “It’s not just mine, remember? My brothers and sister own part of it. What we do with it will be a group decision.”




  “Doesn’t anyone have a lighter?” Jade suggested, almost kidding. “You could burn it down and collect the insurance money.”




  “How do you know about . . . ?” But she didn’t finish the question as she cut the engine. Jade, along with her newfound love of the macabre, was also into every kind of police or detective show that aired on television. Recently she’d discovered true crime as well, the kind of shows in which B-grade actors reenacted grisly murders and the like. Jade’s interests, which seemed to coincide with those of her current boyfriend, disturbed Sarah, but she tried to keep from haranguing her daughter about them. In this case, less was more.




  “You should sell out your part of it. Leave it to Aunt Dee Linn and Uncle Joe and Jake to renovate,” Jade said. “Get out while you can. God, Mom, this is just so nuts that we’re here. Not only is this house like something out of a bad horror movie, but it’s in the middle of nowhere.”




  She wasn’t that far off. The house and grounds were at least five miles from the nearest town of Stewart’s Crossing, the surrounding neighbors’ farms hidden by stands of fir and cedar. Sarah cut the engine and glanced toward Willow Creek, the natural divide between this property and the next, which had belonged to the Walsh family for more than a hundred years. For a split second she thought about Clint, the last of the Walsh line, who according to Dee Linn and Aunt Marge, was still living in the homestead. She reminded herself sternly that he was not the reason she’d pushed so hard to move back to Stewart’s Crossing.




  “Why don’t you just take me back to get my car,” Jade said as Sarah swung the Explorer around to park near the garage.




  “Because it won’t be ready for a couple of days, you heard Hal.” They’d left Jade’s Honda with a mechanic in town; it was scheduled to get a new set of tires and much-needed brakes, and Hal was going to figure out why the Civic was leaking some kind of fluid.




  “Oh, right, Hal the master mechanic.” Jade was disparaging.




  “Best in town,” Sarah said, tossing her keys into her bag. “My dad used him.”




  “Only mechanic in town. And Grandpa’s been gone a long time, so it must’ve been eons ago!”




  Sarah actually smiled. “Okay, you got me there. But the place was updated from the last time I was there. Lots of electronic equipment and a couple of new mechanics on staff.”




  To her amazement, Jade’s lips twitched as well, reminding Sarah of the younger, more innocent girl she’d been such a short while ago. “And a lot of customers.”




  “Must be bad car karma right now,” Sarah agreed. There had been an older woman with her little dog and two men, all having problems with their vehicles; the little group had filled the small reception area of the garage.




  “Is there ever such a thing as good car karma?” Jade asked, but she seemed resigned to her fate of being without wheels for a while. Good.




  Until recently, Jade had been a stellar student. She had a high IQ and had had a keen interest in school; in fact, she had breezed through any number of accelerated classes. Then, about a year ago, she’d discovered boys, and her grades had begun to slip. Now, despite the fact that it might be a bit passé, Jade was into all things Goth and wildly in love with her boyfriend, an older kid who’d barely graduated from high school and didn’t seem to give a damn about anything but music, marijuana, and, most likely, sex. A pseudo-intellectual, he’d dropped out of college and loved to argue politics.




  Jade thought the sun rose and set on Cody Russell.




  Sarah was pretty sure it didn’t.




  “Come on, let’s go,” she told her daughters.




  Jade wasn’t budging. She dragged her cell phone from her purse. “Do I have to?”




  “Yes.”




  “She’s such a pain,” Gracie said in a whisper. At twelve, she was only starting to show some interest in boys, and still preferred animals, books, and all things paranormal to the opposite sex, so far at least. Blessed with an overactive imagination and, again, keen intelligence, Gracie too was out of step with her peers.




  “I heard that.” Jade messed with her phone.




  “It is kinda creepy, though,” Gracie admitted, leaning forward as the first drops of rain splashed against the windshield.




  “Beyond creepy!” Jade wasn’t one to hold back. “And . . . Oh, God, don’t tell me we don’t get cell service here.” Her face registered complete mortification.




  “It’s spotty,” Sarah said.




  “God, Mom, what is this? The Dark Ages? This place is . . . it’s horrible. Blue Peacock Manor, my ass.”




  “Hey!” Sarah reprimanded sharply. “No swearing. Remember? Zero.”




  “But, Jesus, Mom—”




  “Again?” Sarah snapped. “I just said no.”




  “Okay!” Jade flung back, then added, a little more calmly, “Come on, Mom. Admit it. Blue Peacock is a dumb name. It even sounds kind of dirty.”




  “Where is this coming from?” Sarah demanded.




  “Just sayin’.” Jade dropped her phone into her bag. “And Becky told me the house is haunted.”




  “So now you’re listening to Becky?” Sarah set the parking brake and reached for the handle of the door. The day was quickly going from bad to worse. “I didn’t think you liked her.”




  “I don’t.” Jade sighed theatrically. “I’m just telling you what she said.” Becky was Jade’s cousin, the daughter of Sarah’s older sister, Dee Linn. “But it’s not like I have a zillion friends here, is it?”




  “Okay. Got it.” In Sarah’s opinion, Becky wasn’t to be trusted; she was one of those teenaged girls who loved to gossip and stir things up a bit, gleeful to cause a little trouble, especially for someone else. Becky cut a wide swath through everyone else’s social life. Just like her mother. No doubt Becky’d heard from Dee Linn the tales that Blue Peacock Manor harbored its own special ghosts. That kind of gossip, swirling so close to home, just barely touching her life but not ruining it, was right up Dee Linn’s alley.




  Gracie said, “I think the house looks kinda cool. Creepy cool.”




  Jade snorted. “What would you know about cool?”




  “Hey . . . ,” Sarah warned her oldest.




  Used to her older sister’s barbs, Gracie pulled the passive-aggressive card and acted as if she hadn’t heard the nasty ring to her sister’s question. She changed the conversation back to her favorite topic. “Can we get a dog, Mom?” Before Sarah could respond, she added quickly. “You said we could. Remember? Once we moved here, you said we’d look for a dog.”




  “I believe I said ‘I’ll think about it.’ ”




  “Jade got a car,” Gracie pointed out.




  From the front seat, Jade said, “That’s different.”




  “No, it’s not.” To her mother, Gracie threw back Sarah’s own words, “ ‘A promise is a promise.’ That’s what you always say.” Gracie regarded her mother coolly as she clambered out of the backseat.




  “I know.” How could Sarah possibly forget the argument that had existed since her youngest had turned five? Gracie was nuts about all animals, and she’d been lobbying for a pet forever.




  Once her younger daughter was out of earshot, Sarah said to Jade, “It wouldn’t kill you to be nice to your sister.”




  Jade threw her mother a disbelieving look and declared, “This is so gonna suck!”




  “Only if you let it.” Sarah was tired of the ongoing argument that had started the second she’d announced the move two weeks ago. She’d waited until the real estate deal with her siblings was completed and she had hired a crew to start working before breaking the news to her kids. “This is a chance for all of us to have a new start.”




  “I don’t care. The ‘new start’ thing? That’s on you. For you. And maybe her,” she added, hitching her chin toward the windshield.




  Sarah followed her gaze and watched Gracie hike up the broken flagstone path, where dandelions and moss had replaced the mortar years before. A tangle of leggy, gone-to-seed rosebushes were a reminder of how long the house had been neglected. Once upon a time, Sarah’s mother had tended the gardens and orchard to the point of obsession, but that had been years ago. Now a solitary crow flapped to a perch in a skeletal cherry tree near the guesthouse, then pulled its head in tight, against the rain.




  “Come on, Jade. Give me a break,” Sarah said.




  “You give me one.” Jade rolled her eyes and unbuckled her seat belt, digging out her cell phone and attempting to text. “Smartphone, my ass—er, butt.”




  “Again, watch the language.” Sarah pocketed her keys and tried not to let her temper get control of her tongue. “Grab your stuff, Jade. Like it or not, we’re home.”




  “I can not believe this is my life.”




  “Believe it.” Sarah shoved open the driver’s side door, then walked to the rear of the vehicle to pull her computer and suitcase from the cargo area.




  Of course, she too had doubts about moving here. The project she planned to tackle—renovating the place to its former grandeur before selling it—was daunting, perhaps impossible. Even when she’d been living here with all her siblings, the huge house had been sinking into disrepair. Since her father had died, things had really gone downhill. Paint was peeling from the siding, and many of the shiplap boards were warped. The wide porch that ran along the front of the house seemed to be listing, rails missing, and there were holes in the roof where there had once been shingles.




  “It looks evil, you know,” Jade threw over her shoulder before hauling her rolling bag out of the cargo space and reluctantly trudging after her sister. “I’ve always hated it.”




  Sarah managed to hold back a hot retort. The last time she’d brought her children here, she and her own mother, Arlene, had gotten into a fight, a blistering battle of words that precipitated their final, painful rift. Though Gracie was probably too small to remember, Jade certainly did.




  Gracie was nearly at the steps when she stopped suddenly to stare upward at the house. “What the . . . ?”




  “Come on,” Jade said to her younger sister, but Gracie didn’t move, even when Sarah joined her daughters and a big black crow landed on one of the rusted gutters.




  “Something wrong?” Sarah asked.




  Jade was quick to say, “Oh, no, Mom, everything’s just perfect. You get into a fight with that perv at your job and decide we all have to move.” She snapped her fingers. “And bam! It’s done. Just like that. You rent out the condo in Vancouver and tell us we have to move here to a falling-down old farm with a grotesque house that looks like Stephen King dreamed it up. Yeah, everything’s just cool.” Jade reached for her phone again. “And there’s got to be some cell phone service here or I’m out, Mom. Really. No service is like . . . archaic and . . . and . . . inhumane!”




  “You’ll survive.”




  Gracie whispered, “Someone’s in there.”




  “What?” Sarah said, “No. The house has been empty for years.”




  Gracie blinked. “But . . . but, I saw her.”




  “You saw who?” Sarah asked and tried to ignore a tiny flare of fear knotting her stomach.




  With one hand still on the handle of her rolling bag, she shrugged. “A girl.”




  Sarah caught an I-told-you-so look from her older daughter.




  “A girl? Where?” Jade demanded.




  “She was standing up there.” Gracie pointed upward, to the third story and the room at the northwest corner of the house, just under the cupola. “In the window.”




  Theresa’s room. The bedroom that had been off-limits to Sarah as a child. The knot in Sarah’s gut tightened. Jade again caught her mother’s eyes in a look that silently invoked Sarah to bring Gracie back to reality.




  “Maybe it’s a ghost,” Jade mocked, “I hear there are lots of them around here.” She leaned closer to her sister, “And not just from Becky. You told me you’d been doing some ‘research’ and you found out the first woman who lived here was killed, her body never found, her spirit roaming the hallways of Blue Peacock Manor forever.”




  Gracie shot her mom a look. “Well . . . yeah . . .”




  “Oh, please,” Jade snorted. “The second you step foot here, you see a ghost.”




  “Angelique Le Duc did die here!” Gracie flared.




  “You mean, Angelique Stewart,” Jade corrected. “She was married to our crazy homicidal, great-great-great-not-so-great-grandfather or something. That’s what you said.”




  “I read it on the Internet,” Gracie responded, her mouth tight at being corrected.




  “So then it must be true,” Jade said. She turned her attention to her mother. “The minute you told us we were moving, she started in on all this ghost stuff. Checking out books from the library, surfing the Net, chatting with other people who think they see ghosts. And she didn’t find out about just Angelique Le Duc—oh, no. There were others too. This place”—she gestured to the house and grounds— “is just littered with the spirits who’ve come to a bad end at Blue Peacock Manor!” Jade’s hair caught in the wind as the rain picked up. “Do you see how ridiculous this all is, Mom? Now she’s believing all this paranormal shi . . . stuff and thinking we’re going to be living with a bunch of the undead!”




  “Jade—” Sarah started.




  “Shut up!” Gracie warned.




  “You sound like a lunatic,” Jade went right on, then turned heatedly to Sarah. “You have to put an end to this, Mom. It’s for her own good. If she goes spouting off about ghosts and spirits and demons—”




  “Demons!” Gracie snapped in disgust. “Who said anything—”




  “It’s all a load of crap,” Jade declared. “She’s going to be laughed out of school!”




  “Enough!” Sarah yelled, though for once Jade seemed to be concerned for her sister. But Sarah had enough of their constant bickering. Forcing a calm she didn’t feel, she said, “We’re going inside now.”




  “You don’t believe me,” Gracie said, hurt. She looked up at the window again.




  Sarah had already glanced at the window of the room where she knew, deep in her soul, dark deeds had occurred. But no image appeared behind the dirty, cracked glass. No apparition flitted past the panes. No otherworldly figure was evident. There was no “girl” hiding behind the grime, just some tattered curtains that seemed to shift in the dreary afternoon.




  “I saw her,” Gracie insisted. A line of consternation had formed between her brows.




  “It could have been a reflection or a shadow,” Sarah said as the crow cawed loudly. Deep inside she knew she was lying.




  Gracie turned on Jade. “You scared her away!”




  “Oh, right. Of course it’s my fault. Give me an effing break.”




  “She’ll punish you, you know.” Gracie’s eyes narrowed. “The woman in the window, she’ll get even.”




  “Gracie!” Sarah’s mouth dropped open.




  “Then you’ll see,” Gracie declared, turning to the front entrance and effectively ending the conversation.




  “Here’s the latest,” Rhea announced as she stepped through the door of Clint’s cramped office in the small quarters that made up Stewart’s Crossing’s City Hall. As city building inspector, he checked on all the jobs currently being constructed or renovated within the city limits and beyond, and contracted with the county for the outlying areas. “You might find one particularly interesting.” She raised her thinly plucked eyebrows high enough that they arched over the frames of her glasses. “A neighbor.”




  “Don’t tell me. The Stewart place.”




  “The Jewel of the Columbia?” she said dryly, shaking her head, her short, red hair unmoving.




  His insides clenched a bit. “Maybe Doug wants to take this one.”




  “I thought you hated Doug.”




  “Hate’s a strong word,” Clint said. “He just wouldn’t be my first choice to become my replacement.” He wasn’t sure why he didn’t trust Doug Knowles, but the guy he was training to take over his job seemed too green, too eager, too damned hungry, to give each job its proper attention. There was something a little secretive about him as well, and Clint had a suspicion that Doug would take the easy way out, maybe let some of the little details slide on a job. “On second thought, I’ll handle the Stewart project.”




  “Figured,” she said, her red lips twisting a bit. “Oh, and wait!” She hurried out of the room and returned a few seconds later with a candy dish that she set on the corner of his desk. “Halloween candy for your clients with sweet tooths, er, teeth.”




  “I don’t need these.”




  “Of course you do. It’s that time of year. Don’t be such a Grinch.”




  “I believe he’s associated with Christmas.”




  “Or whatever holiday you want. In this case, Halloween.” She unwrapped a tiny Three Musketeers bar and plopped it onto her tongue.




  “Okay, so I’m a Grinch. Don’t hate me.”




  Laughing, she gave him a wink as she turned and headed through the door to the reception area of the building that housed all the city offices. Built in the middle of the last century, the structure was constructed of glass and narrow, blond bricks; it had a flat roof and half a dozen offices opening into the central reception area. The ceilings were low, of “soundproof” tile, the lights fluorescent, the floors covered in a linoleum that had been popular during the 1960s. Now, it was showing decades of wear. “Just take a look.” Rhea clipped away on high heels as a phone started jangling. She leaned over her desk and snagged the receiver before the second ring. She did it on purpose, he suspected, knowing he was still watching her as she gave him a quick glimpse of the skirt tightening over her hips.




  “Stewart’s Crossing City Hall,” she answered sweetly. “This is Rhea Hernandez.”




  She had a nice butt, he’d give her that, but he wasn’t interested.




  Attractive and smart, Rhea had been married and divorced three times, and was looking for husband number four at the ripe old age of forty-two.




  It wasn’t going to be Clint, and he suspected she knew it. Rhea’s flirting was more out of habit than sincerity.




  “. . . I’m sorry, the mayor isn’t in. Can I take a message, or, if you’d like, you can e-mail her directly,” Rhea was saying as she stretched the cord around the desk and took her seat, disappearing from view. He heard her start rattling off Mayor Leslie Imholt’s e-mail address.




  Clint picked up the stack of papers she’d dropped into his inbox. Plans for the complete renovation of Blue Peacock Manor, the historic home set on property that backed up to his own ranch, was the first request. No surprise there, as he’d heard Sarah was returning to do a complete renovation of the Stewart family home. The preliminary drawings were already with the city engineer for approval; these had to be renovations to the original plans. A helluva job, that, he knew, and to think that Sarah was taking it on and returning to a place she’d wanted so desperately to leave. He eyed the specs and noted that he needed to see what work had already been accomplished on the smaller residence on the property—the guesthouse, as the Stewart family had called it.




  Until the mayor had hired Doug Knowles, Clint had been the only inspector in this part of the county and had checked all the work himself. Now he could hand jobs off to Doug if he wanted. Clint had already decided that was generally a bad idea. It certainly would be in this case, he thought.




  But if he took on Blue Peacock Manor, no doubt he would see Sarah again.




  Frowning, he grabbed one of the damned bits of candy, and unwrapping a tiny Kit-Kat bar, leaned back in his chair. He and Sarah hadn’t seen each other for years, and if he were honest with himself, he knew that their split hadn’t been on the best of terms. He tossed the candy into his mouth, then wadded up the wrapper and threw it at the waste can.




  High school romance, he thought. So intense, but in the larger scheme of things, so meaningless, really.




  Why, then, did the memory of it seem as fresh now as it had half a lifetime ago?




  His desk phone jangled, and he reached for it willingly, pushing thoughts of Sarah Stewart and their ill-fated romance to the far, far corners of his mind.




  CHAPTER 2




  “That’s it. I’m outta here,” Rosalie Jamison said as she stripped off her apron and tossed it into a bin with the other soiled towels, aprons, jackets, and rags that would be cleaned overnight, ready for the morning shift at the three-star diner. She slipped her work shoes onto a shelf and laced up her Nikes, new and reflective, for the walk home. “I’ll see you all later.”




  Located a few blocks from the river, the restaurant had been dubbed the Columbia Diner about a million years ago by some hick with no imagination. It was located at one end of the truck stop about a half mile out of Stewart’s Crossing. Rosalie had spent the past six months here, waiting tables for the regulars and the customers just passing through. She hated the hours and the smell of grease and spices that clung to her until she spent at least twenty minutes under the shower, but it was a job, one of the few in this useless backwoods town.




  For now it would do, until she had enough money saved so she could leave Stewart’s Crossing for good. She couldn’t wait.




  “Wait!” Gloria, a woman who was in her fifties and perpetually smelled of cigarettes, caught up with Rosalie before she got out the door where she stuffed a few dollars and some change into Rosalie’s hand. “Never forget your share of the tips,” she said with a wink, then continued, “They keep me in all my diamonds and furs.”




  “Yeah, right.” Rosalie had to smile. Gloria was cool, even if she continually talked about how long it would be before she collected Medicare and Social Security and all that boring stuff. A frustrated hairdresser, she changed her hair color, cut, or style every month or so and had taken Rosalie under her wing when a couple of boys, classmates from high school, had come in and started to hassle her with obscene comments and gestures. Gloria had refused to serve them and sent them out the door with their tails between their legs. The whole scene had only made things ugly at school, but Rosalie had solved that by cutting classes or ditching out completely.




  “If you wait a half hour, I’ll give you a ride home,” Gloria said, sliding a fresh cigarette from her pack as she peered outside and into the darkness. “I just have to clean up a bit.”




  Rosalie hesitated. It would take her at least twenty minutes to walk home on the service road that ran parallel to the interstate, but Gloria’s half hours usually stretched into an hour or two, and Rosalie just wanted to go home, sneak up the stairs, flop on her bed, and catch an episode of Big Brother or Keeping Up with the Kardashians or whatever else she could find on her crappy little TV. Besides, Gloria always lit up the second she was behind the wheel, and it was too cold to roll down the windows of her old Dodge. “I’d better get going. Thanks.”




  Gloria frowned. “I don’t like you walking home alone in the dark.”




  “It’s just for a little while longer,” Rosalie reminded her, holding up her tips before stuffing the cash into the pocket of her jacket, which she’d retrieved from a peg near the open back door. “I’m gonna buy my uncle’s Toyota. He’s saving it for me. I just need another three hundred.”




  “It’s starting to rain.”




  “I’m okay. Really.”




  “You be careful, then.” Gloria’s brows drew together beneath straw-colored bangs. I don’t like this, y’know.”




  “It’s okay.” Rosalie zipped up her jacket and stepped into the night before Gloria could argue with her. As the diner’s door shut behind her, she heard Gloria saying to Barry, the cook, “I don’t know what her mother is thinking letting that girl walk alone this late at night.”




  Sharon wasn’t thinking. That was the problem. Her mom wasn’t thinking of Rosalie at all because of crappy Mel, her current husband, a burly, gruff man Rosalie just thought of as Number Four. He was a loser like the others in her mother’s string of husbands. But Sharon, as usual, had deemed Mel “the one” and had referred to him as her soul mate, which was such a pile of crap. No one in her right mind would consider overweight, beer-slogging, TV-watching Mel Updike a soul mate unless they were completely brainless. He owned a kinda cool motorcycle that she could never ride, and that was the only okay thing about him. The fact that Mel leered at Rosalie with a knowing glint in his eye didn’t make it any better. He’d already fathered five kids with ex-wives and girlfriends that were scattered from LA to Seattle. Rosalie had experienced the dubious pleasure of meeting most of them and had hated every one on sight. They were all “Little Mels,” losers like their big, hairy-bellied father. Geez, didn’t the guy know about waxing? Or man-scaping or, for that matter, not belching at the table?




  Soul mate? Bull-effin’-shit!




  Sharon had to be out of her mind!




  Rosalie shoved her hands deep into her pockets and felt the other cash that she’d squirreled away in the lining of her hooded jacket, a gift from her real dad. The jacket was never out of her sight, and she’d tucked nearly nine hundred dollars deep inside it. She had to be careful. Either Mel or one of his sticky-fingered kids might make off with the cash she was saving for a car. Until she could pay for the Toyota outright, as well as license and insure it for six months, she was forbidden to own one.




  All around, it sucked.




  Her whole damn life sucked.




  As rain began to pelt, striking her cheeks, splashing in puddles, peppering the gravel crunching beneath her feet, she began to wish she’d waited for Gloria. Putting up with a little cigarette smoke was better than slogging through cold rain.




  She couldn’t wait to get out of this hole-in-the-wall of a town where her mother, chasing the ever-slippery Mel, had dragged her. Kicking at the pebbles on the shoulder, she envied the people driving the cars that streaked by on the interstate, their headlights cutting through the dark night, their tires humming against the wet pavement, their lives going full throttle while she was stuck in idle.




  But once she had her car, look out! She’d turn eighteen and leave Sharon and hairy Mel and head to Denver, where her dad and the boyfriend she’d met on the Internet were waiting.




  Three hundred more dollars and five months.




  That was all.




  A gust of wind blasted her again, and she shuddered. Maybe she should turn back and take Gloria up on that ride. She glanced over her shoulder, but the neon lights of the diner were out of sight. She was nearly halfway home.




  She started to jog.




  A lone car had turned onto the road and was catching up to her, its headlights glowing bright. She stepped farther off the shoulder, her Nikes slipping a little. The roar of a large engine was audible over the rain, and she realized it wasn’t a car, but a truck behind her. No big deal. There were hundreds of them around Stewart’s Crossing. She expected the pickup to fly by her with a spray of road wash, but as it passed her, it slowed.




  Just go on, she thought. She slowed to a walk, but kept moving until she saw the brake lights glow bright.




  Now what?




  She kept walking, intent on going around the dark truck, keeping her pace steady, hoping it was only a coincidence that the guy had stopped. No such luck. The window on the passenger side slid down.




  “Rosie?” a voice that was vaguely familiar called from the darkened cab. “That you?”




  Keep walking.




  She didn’t look up.




  “Hey, it’s me.” The cab’s interior light blinked on, and she recognized the driver, a tall man who was a regular at the diner and who now leaned across the seat to talk to her. “You need a ride?”




  “No, it’s only a little farther.”




  “You’re soaked to the skin,” he said, concerned.




  “It’s okay.”




  “Oh, come on. Hop in, I’ll drive you.” Without waiting for an answer, he opened the door.




  “I don’t—”




  “Your call, but I’m drivin’ right by your house.”




  “You know where I live?” That was weird.




  “Only that you said you’re on Umpqua.”




  Had she mentioned it? Maybe. “I don’t know.” Shaking her head, she felt the cold rain drizzling down her neck. She stared at the open door of the pickup. Clean. Warm. Dry. The strains of some Western song playing softly on the radio.




  “You’ll be home in three minutes.”




  Don’t do it!




  The wind blasted again, and she pushed down her misgivings. She knew the guy, had been waiting on him ever since she took the job. He was one of the better-looking regulars. He always had a compliment and a smile and left a good-sized tip.




  “Okay.”




  “That-a-girl.”




  Climbing into the truck, she felt the warm air from the heater against her skin and recognized the Randy Travis song wafting through the speakers. She yanked the door shut, but the lock didn’t quite latch.




  “Here, let me get that,” he said, “Damned thing.” Leaning across her, he fiddled with the door. “Give it a tug, will ya?”




  “Okay.” The second she pulled on the door handle, she felt something cold and metallic click around her wrist. “Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, fear spreading through her bloodstream as she jerked her hand up and realized she’d been cuffed to the door handle.




  “Just calm down.”




  “The hell I will! What is this?” She was furious and scared and tried to open her door, but it was locked. “Let me out, you son of a bitch!”




  He slapped her then. Quick and hard, a sharp backhand across her mouth.




  She let out a little scream.




  “There’ll be no swearin’,” he warned her.




  “What? No what?” She swung her free hand at him, across the cab, but he caught her wrist.




  “Ah-ah-ah, honey. You’ve got a lot to learn.” Then, holding her free wrist in one hand, he gunned the engine and drove toward the entrance to the interstate.




  “Let me out!” she screamed, kicking at the dash and throwing her body back and forth, screaming at the top of her lungs. The heel of her shoe hit the preset buttons of the radio and an advertisement filled the interior.




  Dear God, what was this? What did he plan to do to her?




  Panicked, she tried to think of a way out of this. Any way. “I—I have money,” she said, thinking of the cash in her pocket, all the while struggling and twisting, to no avail. His grip was just so damned strong.




  “It’s not your money I want,” he said in that smooth, confident tone she now found absolutely chilling. His smile was as cold as the wind shrieking down the Columbia River Gorge. “It’s you.”




  “Mom!” Gracie’s voice rang through the house. “Mom!”




  Sarah’s eyes flew open. Her heart hammered. “Gracie?” she called, sitting bolt upright from her sleeping bag on the floor. The room was dark, dying embers of the fire casting a blood-red glow on the walls. “Gracie?” she said, one hand searching the flattened sleeping bag beside her, the other reaching for the flashlight. “Where are you?”




  The bag was empty.




  A shiver slid down her spine.




  “Grace?” Scooping up the flashlight, she was on her feet in an instant. “Grace?” she called again, her heart hammering.




  “Here!” was the panicked cry, and Sarah followed the sound, the beam of her flashlight sweeping the floor and hallway ahead of her, her heart hammering in dread.




  “I’m coming!”




  “Mom, hurry!” Gracie cried. “Up here!”




  Sarah reached the stairs, flipped on the switch, and took the steps two at a time as the dim light from the sconces gave off a soft, golden glow. “Gracie! Where are you?”




  “On the stairs,” her daughter responded, and she sounded less panicked, more in control.




  Sarah rounded the landing at the second floor and found her daughter lying on the steps leading to the third floor. Pale, shaking, eyes wide, Gracie was huddled against the wall, which was still covered in faded, peeling wallpaper. Her right hand gripped the railing over her head, as if she needed support to keep from sliding down the worn wooden stairs.




  “Are you okay?” Sarah said, grabbing her child and holding her close. “What happened?”




  “I saw her.”




  “Who?”




  “I saw the ghost.”




  “The ghost?” Sarah repeated.




  “Yes!” Gracie was insistent, and her little body quivered in Sarah’s arms. “I got up to go to the bathroom, and I saw something up here, and I . . . I just followed.”




  “And it was a ghost?”




  “Yes! I already said.” There was a higher pitch to Gracie’s voice, a desperation that Sarah didn’t recognize. “She was dressed in white, a long dress, and hurried up the stairs. It was like she was flying. I . . . I followed her, and she disappeared and . . .” She sagged against her mother. “It was freaky.”




  “It’s okay,” Sarah said, her gaze traveling up the stairs to the third floor of the house, an area that she’d avoided most of her life. She understood about freaking out, about fears, and about believing in seeing a ghost on the premises.




  “You don’t believe me.”




  “Of course I do, honey. I know you saw something, but I’m not sure what it was. You have nightmares,” she reminded Gracie softly, “and sometimes you sleepwalk.”




  “This was different.”




  “That’s what you always say. Come on, let’s go downstairs.” Sarah helped her daughter to her feet, and Gracie dared to look over her mother’s shoulder to the upper floors.




  “She’s real, Mom,” she said, sounding more like herself. Normally, in broad daylight, Gracie was a kid who had few fears. A tomboy, she played sports ferociously and held her own in arguments, even with some of her teachers. “A bit of a loner,” “definitely an individual,” and “certainly knows her own mind” were some of the comments they had made, along with “stubborn” and even “refuses to take orders.” If Gracie hadn’t been such a good student who devoured books, those same traits would have landed her in trouble in school.




  But at night, Gracie was sometimes plagued with insecurities and anxieties that made her seem younger than her years. Her nightmares seemed to have worsened since Sarah’s divorce from Noel and his moving a continent away to Savannah.




  Using the flashlight’s beam, they made their way back to the living room, where they’d camped out for the night. As Gracie scooted into her sleeping bag, Sarah stoked the fire, adding chunks of oak that she’d found, along with split kindling, in the woodshed located just off the back porch. The firewood had been stored in the shed for years, probably since before Dad had died. Tinder dry, the chunks of oak and fir, dusty and covered in spiderwebs, ignited easily.




  “What’s going on?” Jade asked, lifting her tousled head and squinting as the fire began to crackle and pop, hungry flames giving off a flickering illumination.




  “Nothing!” Gracie said.




  “I heard you scream.” Jade roused herself into a sitting position.




  “I wasn’t screaming. I just wanted Mom.”




  “Nightmare again?” Jade guessed, yawning.




  “No.” Gracie’s jaw jutted forward.




  “God, what time is it?” She glanced at her phone and then rolled her eyes. “One-thirty? That’s all? I can’t believe I fell asleep. So what happened?”




  “Gracie got lost on her way to the bathroom,” Sarah said.




  “Got lost? How could . . .” Jade frowned. “Oh, God, don’t tell me. Let me guess. You think you saw the ghost again, don’t you?”




  Gracie opened her mouth, then closed it quickly.




  Jade said, “Oh, for the love of God. This place is pretty weird, Gracie, but there are no ghosts. Sure, people may have died here, and maybe there’s a mystery or two, but no damned ghosts.”




  “Let’s not talk about it anymore tonight,” Sarah said.




  “Just sweep it under the rug,” Jade grumbled. “Pretend it’s not a problem. Great idea, Mom.” Jade cast her sister a final glance. “Don’t be talking about this when you try to make new friends at school cuz




  they’ll think you’re a freak.”




  “Jade, enough!” Sarah said. “Go back to sleep.”




  “It’s true,” Jade muttered. She turned her back on her mother and burrowed deeper into her sleeping bag.




  “Come on. It’s late, and we need to get up early,” Sarah said.




  “Why?” Grace asked suspiciously.




  “Lot of work to do.”




  “But no school,” she reminded, making sure.




  “Not tomorrow,” Sarah agreed. “However, if you want to talk to your dad before he goes to work, we have to call early.”




  “It’s three hours later in Savannah,” Gracie intoned before Sarah could say the same.




  Sarah nodded. “Right.”




  “Okay.” Gracie plumped her pillow, then settled back and closed her eyes. Sarah edged her own sleeping bag closer to the old couch and propped her back against the cushions to stare at the fire. The house seemed to close in on her, good memories and bad. Goose bumps rose on the back of her arms, and the shadows in the corners of the room, those spots that weren’t illuminated by the fire, reminded her of her own fears as a child. There was that “incident” on the widow’s walk, one that was still locked in a forbidden part of her memory and one she wouldn’t dwell on, at least not this night.




  Shifting to view both her daughters as they slept, she chided herself for not being honest with Grace. She should have admitted that she too had seen what could only be described as a ghost on those very stairs, that for years she’d thought she’d been going out of her mind, taunted by the rest of her family for what they’d decided were nothing more than “bad dreams” or “silly fantasies.” The worst remark had been a stage whisper made by her own mother. Arlene had confided to Dee Linn that she believed Sarah was only making up stories to draw attention to herself. “That’s what she does, you know. And the sad part is that it works on your father.” The stage whisper had been uttered just loud enough for Sarah to hear it. Unfortunately, the accusation had hit its mark, and Sarah had learned to never again speak of what she’d seen. Just as Arlene had intended.




  Sarah only prayed she didn’t make the same mistakes with her own children. Every once in a while she’d hear Arlene’s words spewing forth from her own lips, and it made her cringe inside.




  You are not like her. You know it. And you’ll find a way to come clean with your daughters. You will. But only when the time is right . . .




  She grimaced.




  She was more like Arlene than she wanted to believe.




  CHAPTER 3




  Fortunately, Gracie slept through the rest of the night, and even Sarah finally dozed off around two. She’d awoken to the sound of her cell phone vibrating its way across the floor and, seeing that the caller was Evan Tolliver, hadn’t answered.




  Evan was one of the reasons she’d left Vancouver.




  A big reason.




  He’d been her boss and had been pressuring her to go out with him. She had. And regretted it. Almost from the get-go he’d wanted to, as he’d put it, “take our relationship to the next level.” Sarah had pointed out they didn’t have a relationship and there were no more levels, but he’d never really taken the hint, and her hours in the offices of Tolliver Construction had become uncomfortable, to say the least. As the son and groomed heir of the company, Evan had thought she’d find him irresistible. He’d been wrong. But so had she. Going out with him the first time had been a mistake, and she’d stupidly compounded the error by accepting another dinner invitation.




  On the third date, when he’d brought up marriage, he’d winked suggestively and said he wanted to “tie her down.” There had been something half serious in the twinkle in his eyes, and she’d told him right then and there that it wasn’t going to work. She’d said flat out that she didn’t want to see him again, which he’d taken as a challenge, trying to woo her, disbelieving that she would actually say no. So, after a month of weighing her options, she’d worked out a deal with her siblings and moved back to a town she’d sworn she’d hated and would never reside in again.




  “Never say never,” she told herself now as she pulled on her jeans and sweatshirt, then made her way around boxes and old furniture and far too many memories as she headed to the kitchen.




  It was a disaster, like the rest of the house, but she was able to locate the coffeemaker she’d moved with her from the condo. She ran the water in the stained kitchen sink for several minutes while she found the bag of ground coffee and filters she’d purchased. Once they were located, she plugged in the machine. Thankfully, there was still electricity and running water in the house, though the ancient furnace had given up the ghost, so they were stuck with the fire until they moved into the guesthouse next week.




  As the coffee brewed, she ran a toothbrush over her teeth, rinsed her face in cold water, quickly snapped her hair into a ponytail and caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror over the cracked pedestal sink. It wasn’t pretty, she thought, noting the circles under her eyes and how pale she appeared from such a short night’s sleep. She looked a lot like her mother in the morning light, which, she supposed, wasn’t such a bad thing. Arlene Bennett had been a striking woman in her youth, and the Bennett genes were strong enough that each of her children, from both of her husbands, had taken after their mother. Sarah had been confused with her older sister, Dee Linn, and been told she was a “dead ringer” for Theresa, their half sister, the oldest. Sarah’s chin was strong, her cheekbones high, her face framed with wild brown curls that she regularly tamed into a bun. She’d overheard that she had “haunted” eyes, but she dismissed that. Yes, they were large, and gray, while most of her siblings’ were slightly bluer, but that whole haunted thing? Ridiculous.




  The smell of coffee permeated the air, and as Sarah poured herself a cup, she decided the main house was in even worse repair than she’d first thought. Sadly, Jade’s observation that Blue Peacock Manor was straight out of Hollywood’s version of a haunted house wasn’t that far off the mark.




  Though she’d managed to find the main water main and get water running, the pipes creaked and groaned, and the hot water was lukewarm at best. Yes, there was electricity running to the home, and the old pump seemed to work, but there was nothing in the way of an electronic connection, which drove both Gracie and Jade nuts. They could use their iPhones and iPad by virtue of some wonky cell phone reception that worked in certain areas of the house, but until the local cable company hooked up the Internet, a telephone landline, and the much-missed television, they were “in hell,” as Jade so eloquently referred to her life these days.




  “No wireless? No cable? Are you kidding me?” Jade had said when she realized just how little service was running to the old manor. “You expect me to live in this mausoleum and go to a stupid parochial school, all without any Internet? Mom, what’s wrong with you?” She’d gazed at her mother with wide hazel eyes rife with accusations. “This is crazy. I mean like really, really crazy.”




  “We’ll just have to camp out for a few days,” Sarah had said, crossing her fingers against the chance she might be lying. “And I’ll make sure all the services are hooked up. I’m pretty sure that cell phones work here,” though she teetered one hand up and down to suggest that the service wasn’t all that great. “As for the parochial school, we already discussed this.”




  “You mean you handed down an edict,” Jade corrected.




  “Well, public school wasn’t really working for you, now, was it?”




  Jade had wanted to argue, and her mouth had opened only to snap shut. Taking a deep breath, she’d said, “Fine. Whatever. Think what you want,” before storming off to the one bedroom that was livable on the main floor, only to later hunker down with her sister and mother in the living room, where the fire was giving off some warmth.




  That was yesterday.




  “Today’s a new opportunity,” she told herself as she sipped from her cup of black coffee, wishing she’d had the foresight to buy some creamer, and looked around the kitchen. A gray dawn was filtering in through the windows near the breakfast nook. She’d tackle cleaning up the kitchen later, she decided. For now she intended to give the house a quick look over, just to get an idea of the condition of every room, then once she had a general overview of the disrepair and assessed the priority of the projects, she’d go through each floor more thoroughly and make detailed notes about what needed to be cleaned, fixed, upgraded, or gutted, so she could report back to her siblings, her not-so-silent partners in the project.




  Jacob and Joseph, identical twins who were day and night in personality, were on board with the whole renovation thing. However, Dee Linn hadn’t been as eager to put up any money to repair the old place. “Walter will have a heart attack if I put one dime into it,” she’d said vehemently when Sarah had called her at the end of the summer. Walter was Dee Linn’s husband of nearly twenty years and definitely ruled the roost. “I . . . I just can’t.”




  “Then I’ll cover your share, but you’ll owe me,” Sarah had said.




  “I don’t see what good fixing that monstrosity is to me.”




  “It’s an investment, okay? You own a quarter of it.” And that much was true. Franklin’s will had made it clear that the house and property were to go to his children upon his death, and though Arlene had been aghast at the idea, she hadn’t had a legal leg to stand on. Still, she’d resided in the house after her husband’s death. None of her children had wanted to force her to move until her health had declined to the point where she could no longer care for herself.




  Unfortunately, she’d been unable or unwilling, or both, to keep up the maintenance of the house.




  “I know, I know.” Dee Linn had said. “I’m not trying to be unreasonable, but, seriously, Walter will kill me if I give you any money.”




  “All right, I’ll have you sign a note to me. For your quarter of the place.”




  She’d hesitated, the silence stretching thin on the connection until she’d finally acquiesced. “Okay, Sarah, but this is just between you and me, okay? Don’t tell the boys or anyone. If Walter found out . . .”




  “Got it.” Sarah had cut her off, sick of hearing about her controlling brother-in-law and hating the way Dee Linn seemed to be afraid of the man she purportedly “loved as much as life itself ” or some such crap. Walter Bigelow, DDS, was as much a tyrant at home as he was at his dental practice. Everything was his way or the highway, and Sarah had hoped more than once that Dee Linn would find the highway and thus regain her smile and self-confidence. The woman was a registered nurse, for God’s sake!




  Then again, who was Sarah to judge? Her relationships with men had been far from stellar.




  Dee Linn had let out a long breath, as if she were incredibly relieved. “Then it’s settled. So, now, after you and the girls are all




  moved in, I want you to come over for a little get-together.”




  “Oh, I don’t think I’ll have time—”




  “Of course you will,” Dee Linn had said, cutting in and taking control, now that the conversation was on comfortable and familiar ground. “You know, for the family, and maybe just a few friends.”




  “All the family?”




  “Of course.”




  “What about Roger?”




  “Well, no. I don’t think even his parole officer knows where our dear brother is, but the twins and their wives, of course, and Mom, if she can make it.”




  “Really.”




  “Don’t worry, there’s no way,” Dee Linn said. “But if I’m inviting Aunt Marge and her family, I have to include Mom.”




  “I know. But it might be a little too much right off the bat,” she’d said. This “get-together” was starting to sound like too much of a big deal, a Dee Linn extravaganza she and her children would hate. “Dee, I’m not sure about this.”




  But Dee Linn had been off and running. “I’ve scheduled the party for the Saturday before Halloween. That will give you about ten days to unpack and settle in.”




  “Barely. From what I hear from Jacob, the house is a mess, unlivable. So I figure we’ll move into the guesthouse, but it’ll take some time to get it fully functional.” Sarah had been to Dee Linn’s parties before; they were usually lavish and over-the-top and involved more than “a handful” of friends.




  “It’ll be fun! The girls will love it!” Dee Linn had predicted. “I know Becky’s looking forward to it.”




  “What? Wait. She’s already ‘looking forward to it’? So it’s already in the works?”




  “Oh, sorry, Sarah. I’ve got another call coming in. Have to run. See you then! And remember, not a word to Walter or anyone about the money.”




  Dee Linn had been off the line before Sarah could protest, and Sarah had hung up feeling as if she’d been somehow manipulated by her older sister. That feeling resurfaced now as she glanced through the dirty windows in the dining room and toward the tree-lined banks of Willow Creek as it wound under the fence line that divided the land belonging to the Stewarts from the parcel belonging to the Walsh family.




  Sipping her coffee, she ignored the familiar little tug on her heartstrings that she always felt when she thought of Clint, whom she knew was living next door.




  “Water under the bridge,” she reminded herself. “And a very old bridge at that.” Of course, it was inevitable that she’d come face-to-face with him. And the fact that he was the local building inspector cinched it.




  Truth to tell, she and Clint had unfinished business, and that was the upcoming topic that made her dread seeing him again. Their white-hot, teenage affair was long over, cooled by good sense, time, and distance. Her broken heart had long since mended, thank God. She’d sworn she never wanted to see his handsome face again, and, well, she still kind of felt that way.




  “Enough,” she said aloud, then swallowed the last of her coffee and set her cup in the chipped sink, which was large enough to bathe a four-year-old in. With an industrial-sized stove from circa 1940, a butcher block island, and cracked linoleum floor, the room was still cavernous. The refrigerator and dishwasher were missing, spaces in the old cabinetry indicating where they had once existed. She tried several switches and realized only a few of the lights worked. Little could be salvaged here or in the bathroom, with its stained toilet, cracked pedestal sink, and chipped, loose tile.




  The other rooms on the floor were in better shape, though, so she gained heart. She ran her fingers over the pillars separating the parlorlike living area from the foyer.




  Both her girls were still sleeping soundly in their sleeping bags in front of the near-dead fire, so Sarah moved on through the massive dining room and single guest bedroom. Off the foyer, a wide, hand-hewn staircase curved upward for two stories. Beneath the flight of stairs on the first floor, just off the pantry and mudroom near the back porch, was a locked door that led to a basement that had never been finished and was probably home to all kinds of creatures who had nested there.




  Sarah had avoided the basement as a child, and just the thought of going down those rickety stairs to an old root cellar and what had once been a laundry area gave her a serious case of the willies.




  “Stupid,” she said as her phone rang; she saw a local number on the screen. “Hello?”




  “Sarah?” a gravelly voice asked. “It’s Hal down at the shop.”




  “Hi, Hal. What’s up?”




  “Afraid I’ve got some bad news,” the mechanic said. “Looks like your daughter needs a new transmission.”




  Sarah felt her shoulders sag. “And how much will that be?”




  He rattled off an estimate that would vary once they were inside and the parts had come in, but it was enough to give Sarah pause. Right now, with no steady paycheck, and every dime she had going into the house, she didn’t need any big hits to her budget.




  “I’ll let you know more as I get into it,” Hal promised, and Sarah hung up, hoping that Jade’s car wasn’t going to be the next money pit. This house was bad enough.




  “Rosalie didn’t come home last night.” Sharon Updike was a little worried and a lot pissed. She’d gone upstairs, peeked in Rosalie’s sty of a bedroom and seen no sign of her daughter. Nor was there any message or text on her phone explaining where Rosalie was. That girl! Why couldn’t she just toe the line, Sharon wondered as she cradled a cup of coffee in one hand and stood in the doorway of the bedroom. “Did you hear me?” she said, a little more loudly to the lump on the bed that was her husband, who, despite the fact that the sun had been up for several hours, was still trying to sleep.




  “Wha—?” he said, then cleared his throat.




  “I said Rosalie didn’t show last night.”




  “Uh. So?” He blinked open a bleary eye, snorted, and ran his hand under his nose. Pushing up a little on the bed, he found his glasses on the night table and in the process caused a pillow to tumble to the floor.




  “She didn’t call. Didn’t text. Nothin’.”




  He looked as if he wanted to roll over and go back to sleep, but catching the expression on his wife’s face, he changed his mind and threw off the covers. “Prob’ly just with a friend.”




  “Maybe.”




  “You worried?”




  “Yeah, a . . . bit.” More than a bit, but she was trying to rein in her concern.




  “You call that Dixon girl, what’s her name?”




  “Debbie. Yeah, I left messages for both her and her mother.” Not that Miranda Dixon would give a flying fig about Rosalie, who, Sharon sensed, wasn’t good enough to be a friend to her little “innocent” princess. What a snob. Just because Miranda had been married to her husband forever and had a nice house? Big effin’ deal. The way Sharon heard it, Miranda had been knocked up when she’d gotten married. Sharon didn’t really care about any of that ancient history. Who was she to judge? But the woman’s holier-than-thou attitude really rankled.




  Now, though, she didn’t want to dwell on all that; she just needed to know Rosalie was safe.




  “What about that guy she was hanging out with? Y’know, the one you didn’t like?”




  “Bobby Morris?” Sharon pulled a face and took a sip from her coffee. She didn’t just not like him; she detested the punk. He was always getting Rosalie into trouble. “That was over. Month or two ago.”




  “Humph.”




  “You don’t think so?”




  “Don’t know.”




  “We should have let her get that car,” she said, sipping from her coffee cup and trying to think straight. Where would she go? Who would she have taken off with? Was she hurt? No, she was okay. She had to be okay.




  “Believe me, a seventies Toyota with two hundred thousand miles on it wouldn’t have changed nothin’. Except maybe she would’ve took off earlier.” Mel gave her a look.




  “You think she just took off?” Sharon asked dubiously. Rosalie would never have done that, never taken off without saying goodbye, not for good, like Mel was suggesting.




  “What? You think she was, like, kidnapped?”




  “Good Lord, I hope not,” she whispered. But her husband was tapping into her most primal of fears.




  “C’mon, Sharon. She was probably just out partying with some of her friends and crashed somewhere.”




  Sharon sent up a silent prayer that her husband’s assessment was somehow the truth. “She’s not answering her phone.”




  “Maybe she’s just sleeping it off.”




  She glared at him. “You’re no help.”




  “You know, honey, you were a teenager once, and had your own share of trouble. Least that’s what your brother says.”




  “Yeah, but this is different. I can feel it.”




  “You want me to do something? Is that it?”




  “Yes!”




  “What?”




  “I don’t know!” She heard the panic in her voice and hated it.




  “Ah, hell.” Mel rubbed a hand over his unshaven jaw, then reached onto the floor, found yesterday’s jeans, and yanked them over his legs before standing, pulling them up so that they rode just below his belly. Sharon couldn’t help thinking he’d gained more weight, but then who would be surprised? This man could down two bacon cheeseburgers, an order of fries, and untold beers at one sitting. She held her tongue about his weight, though, since he’d been quick enough to notice when she’d gained five lousy pounds last Christmas.




  “So what’d’ya want me to do?”




  Care, she thought silently, but said, “I don’t know. Start looking for her, I guess.”




  “She’ll show up.”




  “How can you be sure?”




  “Cuz I remember what it’s like to be a kid her age, even if you can’t or won’t.” He yanked a T-shirt over his head and stretched it over his belly. “Give me a chance to piss and drink a cup of coffee, then I’ll do whatever.” He let out a sigh, saw how upset she was, and whispered. “Oh, for the love of God, Sharon.” Walking around the foot of the bed, he reached the doorway, where he pulled her into his arms. She tried not to notice the foul odor of his breath. “We’ll find her.”




  She almost broke down. Felt her legs go weak.




  “Come on. It’ll be all right.”




  If only she could trust his words.




  “Look, I’ll fire up the Harley, and you and me, we’ll go out search-in’. But when we find that little girl, I’m tellin’ ya, she’s gonna be in big fuckin’ trouble. Okay?”




  “Okay,” she whispered, grateful he was on her side and hoping beyond hope that he was right, that she was freaking out for no reason. But try as she might, as he let her go and playfully swatted her behind to get her moving toward the kitchen, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong.




  CHAPTER 4




  Sarah checked her watch. It was after ten in the morning, and the girls were still asleep. She considered waking them, then thought better of it. Moving had been difficult enough yesterday, and then the night had been interrupted by Gracie’s bad dream, or ghostly encounter, or whatever.




  As she mounted the stairs, she paused in the spot where she’d found Gracie clutching the rail. In the light of day, the staircase looked absolutely normal, with no hint of paranormal activity.




  “Because there was none,” she said aloud. She noted that one or two steps on the first set of risers probably needed to be repaired, but the old banister, the one her brothers had slid down on a daily basis, was still strong. She tested it, putting all her weight into trying to rip it from the wall, but it didn’t move.




  Good. Her intention was to keep as much of the charm and character of the house intact as she could.




  On the second floor, the bedrooms were dirty, of course, and probably needed insulation, but they could remain as they were if they were cleaned and repainted and the wooden floors were revived. Dee Linn and she had had separate rooms, Roger his own while he was still there, and the twins had shared the largest room. The single bath on the floor would also need a complete overhaul, but she’d expected as much.




  On the third floor, things changed. Here was the master bedroom suite, with its marble soaking tub and shower, both in passable shape. It had a commanding view of the river and took up half the third floor. The hall bathroom was also operational, the faucets tarnished but working, the stains in the tub and sinks minimal.




  “Thank God for small favors,” she said.




  But there was still another room to view, the corner bedroom, the one where Gracie had sworn she’d first seen the ghost: Theresa’s room. No one had occupied it in the thirty-odd years since she’d disappeared, and even now, as Sarah walked down the old patterned hallway runner to the corner bedroom, she felt a chill in the air, a slight shifting in the atmosphere.




  All in your mind.




  She reached for the doorknob, and when she turned it, she experienced a chill, a tiny frisson of ice that swept up her hand and arm. With the cold rush came a memory.




  “Don’t you go in there! Sarah Jane, do you hear me, you stay out of your sister’s room!”




  Arlene’s voice seemed to reverberate down the empty hallway, her strict, demanding tone still echoing in Sarah’s head, though that particular warning had happened when Sarah couldn’t have been more than six or seven.




  Theresa had disappeared years before, so Sarah had no real recollection of her eldest sister, and recognized her only from snapshots and pictures taken over the years before Sarah’s birth, photos that ended abruptly when Theresa had been sixteen and disappeared for good.




  Arlene’s warning still hung in the air, the image of her twisted, pained face burned into Sarah’s brain. “You know better than to step foot in that room, so don’t you dare!”
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