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  PROLOGUE


  Again, the dream creeps in.


  It’s a foggy, gray day and I’m in the kitchen, on the phone, talking to someone . . . but that part changes. Sometimes it’s my husband, Wyatt; other times it’s Tanya, and sometimes it’s my mother, though I know she’s been dead a long, long time. But that’s how it is. . . .


  From the family area, the room right next to the kitchen, here in this house, I hear the television, soft cartoon voices speaking, and I know that Noah’s playing with his toys on the rug in front of the flat screen.


  I’ve baked some bread—the kitchen is still warm from the oven—and I’m thinking about Thanksgiving. As I glance out the window, I notice that it’s nearly dark outside, dusk at hand. It must be cold, too, as the trees shiver in the wind, a few stubborn leaves hanging on to thin, skeletal branches. Across the bay, the town of Anchorville is invisible, shrouded by fog.


  But inside this old mansion, the one my great-great-grandfather built, it’s cozy.


  Safe.


  Smelling of cinnamon and nutmeg.


  And then, from the corner of my eye, I see movement outside. It’s Milo, our cat, I think, but I remember that Milo, a prince of a tabby, is dead. Has been for years.


  I squint, suddenly fearful. It’s hard to see through the fog rolling in from the sea, but I know something’s out there, in the yard, behind the hedgerow of roses where the scraggly bushes are thin and bedraggled, a few shriveled petals visible in the dead blooms and thorns.


  Creeeaaaak!


  My skin crawls as a shadow passes near the porch.


  For the briefest of seconds, I fear there’s something evil lurking just beyond the arrow-shaped spikes of the surrounding wrought-iron fence.


  Creeeaaaak! Bang! The gate’s open, swinging in the buffeting wind.


  That’s when I catch a glimpse of Noah, my son, in his little hooded sweatshirt and rolled-up jeans. He’s gotten out of the house somehow and wandered through the open gate. Now, in the twilight, he’s running joyfully, as if he’s chasing something, down the path to the dock.


  “NO!”


  I drop the phone.


  It knocks over my water glass in slow motion.


  I spin around and think I’m mistaken, that surely he’s in front of the couch by the TV, that . . . I see the room is empty, some Disney thing—Aladdin?—still playing. “Noah!” I scream at the top of my lungs, and take off at a dead run.


  I’m in my pajamas and my feet feel as if they’re in quicksand; I can’t get through this damned house fast enough, but as I race past each of the windows looking out at the bay, I see him running through the descending darkness, getting closer and closer to the water.


  I pound on an old pane with a fist.


  The window shatters.


  Glass sprays.


  Blood spurts.


  Still he doesn’t hear me. I try to open the windows to the veranda overlooking the bay. They don’t move. It’s as if they’re painted shut. Blood drizzles down the panes.


  I slog forward. Screaming at my son, and for Wyatt, I run in slow motion to the doors. They’re unlocked, one swinging open and moaning loudly as I push myself onto the porch. “Noah!”


  I’m crying now. Sobbing. Panic burns through me as I nearly trip on the steps, then run past the dripping rhododendrons and windswept pines of this godforsaken island, the place I’ve known as home for most of my life. “Noah!” I scream again, but my voice is lost in the roar of the sea, and I can’t see my boy—he’s disappeared beyond the dead roses in the garden, no sight of him in the low-hanging mist.


  Oh, please, God, no . . . let him be all right!


  The chill of the Pacific sweeps over me, but it’s nothing compared to the coldness in my heart. I dash down the path strewn with oyster and clam shells, sharp enough to pierce my skin, and onto the slick planks of the listing dock. Over the weathered boards to the end where the wharf juts into the mist as if suspended in air. “Noah!” Oh, for God’s sake! “NOAH!!!”


  No one’s there.


  The pier is empty.


  He’s gone.


  Vanished in the mist.


  “Noah! Noah!” I stand on the dock and scream his name. Tears run down my face; blood trickles down my cut palm to splash in the brackish water. “NOAH!”


  The surf tumbles beyond the point, crashing and roaring as it pummels the shore.


  My boy is missing.


  Swallowed up by the sea or into thin air, I don’t know which.


  “No, no . . . no.” I’m wretched and bereft, my grief intolerable as I sink onto the dock and stare into the water, thoughts of jumping into the dark, icy depths and ending it all filling my mind. “Noah . . . please. God, keep him safe . . .”


  My prayer is lost in the wind . . .


  Then I wake up.


  I find myself in my bed in the room I’ve occupied for years.


  For the briefest of instants, it’s a relief. A dream . . . only a dream. A horrible nightmare.


  Then my hopes sink as I realize my mistake.


  My heart is suddenly heavy again.


  Tears burn my eyes.


  Because I know.


  My son really is gone. Missing. It’s been two years since I last saw him.


  On the dock?


  In his crib?


  Playing outside under the fir trees?


  Oh, dear God, I think, shattered, heart aching . . .


  I can’t remember.


  CHAPTER 1


  “I’m serious, you can’t tell a soul,” a breathy voice whispered. “I could lose my job.”


  Ava Garrison opened a bleary eye. From her bed, she heard the sound of voices beyond the big wooden door that stood slightly ajar.


  “She doesn’t even know what’s going on,” another woman agreed. Her voice was deeper and gruffer than the first, and Ava thought she recognized it, a headache pounding behind her eyes as the nightmare retreated into her subconscious. The pain would recede, it always did, but for the first minutes after waking, she felt as if steel-shod horses were galloping through her brain.


  Inhaling a deep breath, she blinked. The room was dark, the curtains pulled, the rumble of the ancient furnace forcing air through the registers, muting the conversation beyond the heavy oak door.


  “Shhh . . . she should be awake soon . . .” Breathy Voice again. Ava tried to place it and thought it might belong to Demetria, Jewel-Anne’s dour nursemaid. For a woman not yet thirty, tall, slim Demetria always wore a severe expression that matched her harsh hairstyle, dyed black and pulled back, restrained by a heavy clip at her nape. Her only concession to whimsy, it seemed, was the hint of a tattoo, an inky tendril that curled from beneath the clip to tease the back of her ear. The tattoo reminded Ava of a shy octopus, extending one questioning tentacle from beneath its hiding spot of thick dark hair and tortoiseshell clip.


  “So what is it? What’s going on with her?” the second voice demanded.


  Oh, Lord, did it belong to Khloe? Ava felt a jab of betrayal; she knew they were talking about her, and Khloe had been her best friend while growing up here on this remote island. But that had been years ago, long before fresh-faced and happy-go-lucky Khloe had turned into the unhappy soul who couldn’t for the life of her let go of a love that had died so swiftly.


  More whispering . . .


  Of course. It was almost as if they wanted to have her overhear them, as if they were taunting her.


  Ava caught only phrases that were as crippling as they were true.


  “. . . slowly going out of her mind . . .” Khloe again?


  “Has been for years. Poor Mr. Garrison.” Breathy Voice.


  Poor Mr. Garrison? Seriously?


  Khloe, if it were she, agreed. “How he’s suffered.”


  Wyatt? Suffered? Really? The man who seemed intent on being absent, always away? The man she’d contemplated divorcing on more than one occasion? Ava doubted her husband had suffered one day of his life. She could barely restrain herself from shouting, but she wanted to hear what they were saying, what the gossip was that ran rampant through the wainscoted hallways of Neptune’s Gate, this hundred-year-old house built and named by her great-great-grandfather.


  “Well something should be done; they’re richer than God!” one of them muttered, her words thin and reedy as she walked away.


  “For God’s sake, keep your voice down. Anyway, the family’s making sure that she gets the best care that money can buy . . .”


  The family?


  Ava’s head was throbbing as she threw off the thick duvet and her bare feet hit the plush carpet that had been cast over hardwood. Fir . . . it was fir planks . . . she remembered, planed by the sawmill that once was the heart of Church Island, named without a drop of modesty by that same great-great-grandfather who had built this house. One step, two . . . She started to lose her balance and grasped the tall bedpost.


  “Everyone in the family . . . they need answers . . .”


  “Don’t we all?” A sly little snigger.


  Please, God, that it wasn’t Khloe.


  “But we don’t own any part of this damned island.”


  “Wouldn’t that be something . . . if we did, I mean.” The voice sounded wistful as it retreated.


  Ava took a step and a wave of nausea washed up her throat. She thought she might throw up as bile teased her tongue, but she bit down hard, took a deep breath, and fought the urge to vomit.


  “She’s crazy as a loon. But he won’t leave her,” one of them, she couldn’t tell which, said, and the words were as crippling as they were true. She silently cursed her cloudy memory, her fractured brain.


  Once, she’d been brilliant, at the top of her class, not only a stellar student but also a businesswoman with the acumen of . . . of . . . what?


  Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to the doorway and peeked out. Sure enough, two women were stepping down the stairs, their bodies slowly disappearing. But neither one was Khloe, as Ava’s mind had suggested. They were Virginia Zanders, Khloe’s mother—a woman twice the size of her daughter and the cook for Neptune’s Gate—and Graciela, a part-time maid, who, as if sensing Ava in the doorway, glanced over her shoulder and offered a smile as saccharine as the iced tea that Virginia poured on hot summer days. Half the size of her companion, Graciela was petite, with lustrous black hair knotted at the base of her skull. If she wanted to, Graciela could turn on a brilliant smile that could charm the coating off an M&M. Today, her smile was more like that of a Cheshire cat, as if she knew some deep, dark, and oh-so-private secret.


  About her employer.


  The hairs on the backs of Ava’s arms lifted. Like a snake slithering along her vertebrae, cold seeped down her spine. Graciela’s dark eyes seemed to glint with a secret knowledge before both she and Virginia were out of sight, their footsteps fading.


  With a quick push, Ava slammed the door shut, then tried to lock it, but the dead bolt was missing, replaced by a matching faceplate to cover the hole left in the door. “God help me,” she whispered, and drew in a long, calming breath as she leaned against the door.


  Don’t give in. Don’t let them make you the victim. Fight back!


  “Against what?” she asked the dark room; then angry with her plight and her attitude, she stalked to the windows. When had she become such a wimp? When? Hadn’t she always been strong? Independent? A girl who raced her mare along the ridge over the sea, who climbed to the topmost spire of the mountain on this island, who swam naked in the icy, foaming waters of the Pacific where it poured and swirled into the bay? She’d surfed and rock climbed and . . . and it all seemed like a thousand—no, make that a million—years ago!


  Now she was trapped here, in this room, while all those faceless people were speaking in hushed tones and assuming she couldn’t hear them, but she could; of course she could.


  Sometimes she wondered if they knew she was awake, if they were taunting her on purpose. Perhaps their soft, condoling tones were all part of a great façade, a horrible, painful labyrinth from which there was no escape.


  She trusted no one and then reminded herself that it was all part of her paranoia. Her sickness.


  With pain shooting behind her eyes, she stumbled to the bed and fell onto the pillow-top mattress with its expensive sheets, waiting for the pain to abate. She tried to raise her head, but a headache with the power to make her tremble stopped her, and she had to bite down so that she didn’t cry out.


  No one should suffer like this. Weren’t there painkillers for this sort of thing? Prescriptions to stave off migraines? Then again, she took a lot of pills and couldn’t help but wonder if the pain slicing through her brain was because of the medication rather than in spite of it.


  She didn’t understand why they were all out to torment her, to make her feel as if she were crazy, but she was pretty damned sure they intended just that. All of them: the nurses, the doctors, the maid, the lawyers, and her husband—most certainly Wyatt.


  Oh, God . . . she did sound paranoid.


  Maybe she was.


  With extreme effort, she gathered her strength and eased off the bed again. She knew that eventually the stab in her brain would slowly dissipate. It always did. But when she first woke up, it was always a bitch.


  With a hand on the bed to steady herself, she walked carefully to the window, pushed back the curtains, and opened the blinds.


  The day was gray and grim, as it was on that day . . . that horrid day when Noah . . .


  Don’t go there!


  It serves no purpose to relive the worst moments of your life.


  Blinking, she forced her mind back to the present and stared through the watery, leaded-glass panes that looked out from the second floor of this once-elegant mansion. Autumn was seeping toward winter, she thought as she squinted, looking toward the dock where twilight was descending, fingers of fog sliding over the blackened pier.


  It wasn’t morning but nearing evening, she realized, though that seemed wrong. She’d been asleep for hours . . . days?


  Don’t think about it; you’re awake now.


  Placing a hand against the cool panes, she took in more of her surroundings. At the water’s edge, the boathouse had grayed over the years, the dock next to it listing toward the wind-ruffled waters of the bay. The tide was in, foamy waves splashing against the shore.


  So like that day . . .


  Oh, sweet Jesus.


  A chill, as cold as the depths of the sea, washed over her, a chill that was born from within.


  Her heart clutched.


  Her breath fogged on the window as she leaned close to the glass.


  The back of her neck tightened in a familiar way; she knew what was coming.


  “Please . . .”


  Squinting, she stared at the end of the dock.


  And there he was, her tiny son, teetering near the edge, a ghostly image in the fog.


  “Noah,” she whispered, suddenly terrified, her fingers sliding down the pane as panic surged within. “Oh, God, Noah!”


  He’s not there. It’s your fractured mind playing tricks on you.


  But she couldn’t take the chance. What if this time, this one time, it really was her boy? He stood with his back to her, his little red hooded sweatshirt damp in the misting fog. Her heart squeezed. “Noah!” she screamed, beating on the glass. “Noah! Come back!”


  Frantically she tried to open the window, but it seemed nailed shut. “Come on, come on!” she cried, trying to force open the sash, breaking her nails in the process. The damned window wouldn’t budge. “Oh, God . . .”


  Propelled by fear, she yanked open the door and raced barefoot out of her room and down the hall to the back stairs, her feet slapping against the smooth wood of the steps. Down, down, down she ran, breathless, one hand on the rail. Noah, oh sweet, sweet baby. Noah!


  She burst from the stairway into the kitchen, then through the back door off the kitchen, across the screened porch, and out to the sweeping grounds of the house and beyond.


  Now she could run. Fast. Even though night was falling swiftly.


  “Noah!” she yelled as she sped along the weed-choked pathways, past the deadened rosebushes and through the dripping ferns to the dock where darkness and fog had disguised the end of the pier. She was breathing hard, screaming her son’s name, desperate to see him, to witness his little face turn around and look up at her, his wide, expectant eyes trusting . . .


  The dock was empty. Fog playing in the shadows of the water, seagulls crying hollowly in the distance.


  “Noah!” she screamed, running over the slick boards. “Noah!”


  She’d seen him! She had!


  Oh, honey . . . “Noah, where are you?” she said over a sob and the rush of the wind as she reached the end, the last board cutting into her feet. “Baby, it’s Mama . . .”


  One last, wild search of the dock and boathouse told her he was gone. She didn’t hesitate but jumped into the icy water, feeling the rush of frigid cold, tasting salt water as she splashed and flailed, frantically searching for her son in the dark depths. “Noah!” she yelled, coughing and sputtering as she surfaced. She dived back down into the black water again and again, searching the murky depths, desperately hoping for some glimpse of her son.


  Please, God, let me find him. Help me save him! Do not let him die! He’s an innocent. It’s I who am the sinner. Oh, dear Jesus, please . . .


  Again and again, she dove, five times, six, seven, her nightgown billowing around her, her hair loosened from its rubber band, exhaustion overtaking her as she drifted farther and farther from the dock. As she surfaced slowly one more time, she was vaguely aware of a voice.


  “Hey!” a man yelled. “Hey!”


  She dove down again, her hair floating around her, her eyes open and burning in the salty water, her lungs so stretched she thought they might burst. Where is he? Noah, oh, God, baby . . . She couldn’t breathe, but she couldn’t stop searching. Had to find her son. The world grew darker and colder, and Noah grew ever more distant.


  Someone dived in next to her.


  She felt strong arms surround her rib cage in a death grip. She was weak, about to pass out, when she was jerked upward, roughly dragged toward the surface, a ripple of air escaping her lungs.


  As they broke through the water, she gasped, coughing and spewing as she found herself staring into the stern, uncompromising gaze of a total stranger.


  “Are you out of your mind?” he demanded, slinging the water from his hair with a muscular twist. But before she could answer, he snarled, “Oh, hell!” and starting kicking hard, holding her tightly, dragging her to the shore. She’d drifted away from the dock, but his strokes, strong and sure, cut through the water and pulled them both to the sandy beach, where he deposited her in the waist-high water. “Come on!” he snapped. His arm steadied her as they slogged through the lapping water and up the sandy shoreline Her teeth were chattering, and she was shivering head to toe, but she barely felt anything other than a deep-seated and painful grief. Swallowing against the pain, she tasted salt and finally roused herself enough to look at this man she’d never met before.


  Or had she? There was something remotely familiar about him. Over six feet tall, in a wet, long-sleeved shirt and soaked jeans, he was rugged-looking, as if he’d spent most of his thirty-odd years outdoors.


  “What the hell were you thinking?” he demanded, shaking the hair out of his eyes. “You could have drowned!” And then, as an afterthought, “Are you okay?”


  Of course she was not okay. She was damned certain she would never be even remotely okay again.


  “Let’s get you inside.” He was still holding on to her, and he helped her past a pair of boots thrown haphazardly on the grass, then up the overgrown sandy path toward the house.


  “Who are you?” she asked.


  He eyed her up and down. “Austin Dern.” When she didn’t respond, he said, “And you’re Ava Garrison? You own this place?”


  “Part of it.” She tried to wring the cold salt water from her hair, but it was impossible.


  “Most of it.” His eyes narrowed on her as she shivered. “And you don’t know who I am?”


  “Not a clue.” Even in her state of shock, the man irritated her.


  He muttered something under his breath, then said, “Well, now, isn’t that something? You hired me. Just last week.” He was pushing her toward the house.


  “Me?” Oh, God, how bad was her memory? Sometimes it seemed as thin and fragile as a cheesecloth. But not about this. Shaking her head, feeling the cold water drip down her back, she said, “I don’t think so.” She would have remembered him. She was sure of it.


  “Actually it was your husband.”


  Oh. Wyatt. “I guess he forgot to tell me.”


  “Yeah?” His gaze skated over her bedraggled, freezing form, and for a second, she wondered just how sheer her sodden nightgown was.


  “By the way, you’re welcome.” He didn’t so much as crack a smile. Though darkness was settling over the island, she saw his features, set and grim. Deep-set eyes, their color undetermined in the coming night; square, beard-shadowed jaw; blade-thin lips; and a nose that wasn’t quite straight. His hair was as dark as the night, somewhere between a deep brown and black. They trudged together toward the behemoth three-storied manor.


  On the back porch, the screen door flew open, then banged shut behind a woman running from the house. “Ava? Oh, God, what happened?” Khloe demanded, her face a mask of concern as it caught in the porch light. She sprinted past the garden and jumped over a small hedge of boxwoods to grab Ava as the stranger released his grip on her body. “Oh my God, you’re soaking wet!” Khloe was shaking her head, and her expression was caught somewhere between pity and fear. “What the hell were you doing . . . oh, don’t even say it. I know.” She held Ava close and didn’t seem to care that her jeans and sweater were soaking up the water from her friend’s nightgown. “You have to stop this, Ava. You have to.” Glancing up at the stranger, she added to Ava, “Come on, let’s get you into the house.” Then to Dern, “You too. Dear God, you’re both soaked to the bone!”


  Khloe and Dern both tried to help her up the path, but she shook them both off, startling Virginia’s black cat, Mr. T, who had been hiding behind a withering rhododendron. With a hiss, the cat slid into a crawl space under the porch just as Ava’s cousin, Jacob, came running from his burrow of an apartment in the basement of the old house.


  Some of her old pluck began returning. She was tired of playing the victim, bored with the pitying stares and the knowing glances shared between others as if to say, Poor, poor thing. So they thought she was crazy.


  Big deal.


  It wasn’t as if she hadn’t questioned her sanity herself, just minutes ago, and yet everyone’s concern was really beginning to get under her skin.


  “What happened?” Jacob demanded. His glasses were off-kilter and his reddish hair mussed, as if he’d been asleep.


  Ignoring him and everyone else, Ava clambered up the stairs, dripping, her nightgown sucked tight to her body. She didn’t give a damn what they thought. She knew she’d seen Noah, and no matter what Khloe or her cowboyesque savior or even the damned shrink Ms. Evelyn McPherson thought, she wasn’t insane. Had never been. Wasn’t ready for the loony bin.


  “Let me help you,” Khloe said, but Ava was having none of it.


  “I’m fine.”


  “You just jumped into the ocean, Ava! You are definitely not anywhere close to fine.”


  “Just leave me alone, Khloe.”


  Khloe glanced at Dern, then backed up, lifting her hands, palms out. “Ooookay.”


  “No need to be melodramatic,” Ava muttered.


  “Oh, yeah. I’m the drama queen!” Khloe sighed heavily. “Just for the record, who was it who flung herself into the bay a few minutes ago?”


  “Okay, okay.” Ava was up the stairs and opening the screen door. “I get it.” Once inside, where the heat hit her like a wall and the tangy scent of tomatoes and clams swept through the hallways, she hurried past the wall of windows that overlooked the yard, taking another quick glance. Now, aside from a few security lights, the grounds were dark, the fog too dense to see the end of the pier. Her heart ached at the thought of her son, but she pushed her grief aside.


  At least her mind had cleared somewhat; her headache, if not completely gone, at least had receded to somewhere far away from her frontal lobes. She heard the screen door open and close behind her and knew that her confrontation with Khloe, and possibly the man who had leaped in after her, wasn’t yet over.


  Great. Just what she needed!


  Teeth chattering so hard they rattled, she was heading toward the back stairs when she heard the clunk of the elevator from the shaft that ran along the east side of the stairs, then the whisper of the elevator doors slowly opening.


  She prayed the occupant wasn’t Jewel-Anne. But, of course, she wasn’t so lucky, and within seconds her pudgy cousin emerged, her electric wheelchair carrying her into the hallway. Through thick glasses, she threw a look at Ava, taking in her soggy nightgown, plastered hair, and probably nearly blue skin.


  “Swimming again?” she asked with that smug little smile Ava would have liked to wipe off her face. Jewel-Anne pulled out an earbud from her iPhone, and Ava heard the strains of Elvis’s “Suspicious Minds” sounding tinny at the distance.


  “We’re caught in a trap,” he warbled, and Ava wondered why a woman who had been born long after the rock icon had died had become such a die-hard fan. Of course, she knew the pat answer, because she’d posed the question to Jewel-Anne just this past year. Over her oatmeal, with one earbud plugged in, Jewel-Anne had turned deadly serious. “We shared the same birthday, you know.” She’d added a second scoop of brown sugar to her cereal.


  Somehow, Ava had managed to keep her sarcastic tongue in check and said only, “You weren’t even alive when—”


  “He speaks to me, Ava!” Jewel-Anne’s lips had compressed with certainty. “He was such a tragic figure.” She paid attention to her breakfast, stirring her butter and brown sugar and swirling her hot cereal in her bowl. “Like me.”


  Then she’d looked up at Ava with innocent eyes, and Ava had felt the deep jab of guilt that only her paraplegic cousin could inspire.


  You’re not the only one he speaks to, she’d wanted to say. There are hundreds of Elvis sightings every day. He’s probably “speaking” to those lunatics, too. Rather than escalate a fight with no end, she’d pushed out her chair, scooped out the remainder of her cereal into the sink, and dropped her bowl into the dishwasher just as Jacob, Jewel-Anne’s only full brother, strolled into the kitchen without a word, found a toasted bagel, and walked out the back door, his backpack slung over one thick shoulder. Once an all-state wrestler, Jacob, with his curly red hair and acne-scarred fair skin, was a perpetual student who owned every electronic gadget imaginable. He was a full-blown computer geek and as strange as his sister.


  Now Jewel-Anne, with her straight, waist-length hair and trusting, so-sincere blue eyes, didn’t have to utter a word but Ava knew she still believed she had a special connection to the King of Rock and Roll. Oh, sure, Elvis speaks to Jewel-Anne. Even in nonliteral terms, Ava doubted they had even the most tenuous of connections and quickly took the stairs two at a time.


  Why should she worry about her own sanity when she was living with a group of people who, at one time or another, could have been certifiably nuts?


  CHAPTER 2


  The lights flickered twice as Ava stood under the hot shower spray. Each time darkness flooded the bathroom, she tensed and placed a hand on the tiled shower wall, but fortunately the power didn’t go out. Thank God. That was the problem with this island, which was set off the coast of Washington with no access to the mainland except by private boat or a ferry that ran twice a day to Anchorville, weather permitting.


  It had been a haven for her great-great-grandparents, Ava knew, who had settled here, commanded the largest chunk of real estate, and somehow, through logging and sawmilling, had made a fortune. When other people had settled on the island, Stephen Monroe Church had offered them lumber and supplies and, more importantly, jobs.


  Ava had always wondered about the population back then. Why leave the comfort of the mainland? What had the settlers been running to . . . or, more likely, from?


  Whatever their reasons, they had helped Stephen and his wife, Molly, construct this grandiose home, complete with three sets of stairs, three floors above ground (not counting the attic), and a basement now used for storage and Wyatt’s wine cellar and Jacob’s apartment. Built in the Victorian style on one of the highest points on the island, Neptune’s Gate had nearly a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view from its westerly turret, which rose over a widow’s walk. Hence it was a house of windows that winked and caught in the summer sunlight. This time of year, though, with the fog and rain, sleet and hail, the refracting rays were few and far between.


  Scrubbing with lavender soap and some guaranteed-gentle shampoo, she washed the salt and grime from her skin and hair, letting the soothing water calm the fear that split her soul—fear and confusion about her son.


  What had she been thinking earlier?


  Noah hadn’t been on the dock.


  It was just her willing, weak mind playing tricks on her, vestiges from her dream remaining to confuse her.


  Yet the image of him standing in the rising mist, teetering on the edge of the dock, eerily real, still stayed with her.


  It’s been two years . . . let him go.


  She rinsed off, thinking that her son would be four years old now, had he survived.


  Tears filled her eyes and her throat grew thick. She turned and faced the nozzle, letting warm water wash the damned tears away.


  By the time she’d dressed and combed the tangles from her hair, she felt better. Rested. No longer balanced upon a mental precipice.


  She was just walking out of the bathroom when she heard a tap on her bedroom door. “Ava?” her husband’s voice called softly as the door opened.


  “I thought you were in Seattle,” she said.


  “Portland.” His smile was thin, his features marred with worry, his sandy-colored hair rumpled as if he’d been forcing stiff fingers through it.


  “Oh. Right.” She’d known he’d driven south. Wyatt’s client was from Seattle but had real estate holdings in Oregon and had some kind of lawsuit leveled against him.


  “Doesn’t matter.” Wyatt stepped closer to her, and she tensed but didn’t back up, not even when he brushed an errant curl off her forehead, his fingertips warm and familiar as they grazed her skin. “Are you okay?” he asked, his hazel eyes dark with concern. That same old question that no matter how she answered, everyone had already come up with their own conclusions.


  “I’d like to say fine, but . . .” She tipped her hand side to side. “Let’s just say I’m better than I was an hour ago.”


  She remembered falling in love with him, or at least she thought she had. They’d met in college . . . yes, that was right. At a small private school near Spokane. That had been nearly fifteen years earlier. He’d been handsome and athletic and sexy, and those attributes hadn’t changed over the years. Even now, with his light brown hair mussed from raking his fingers through it and a day’s worth of whiskers darkening his chin, he was a good-looking man. Strapping. Bold. A take-no-prisoners attorney who now looked rumpled, his suit jacket wrinkled, his white shirt open at the throat, his tie loosened. Yes, indeed, Wyatt Garrison was still a sexy, attractive male.


  And she didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him.


  “What happened?” Wyatt asked as he sat on the edge of the bed, on “his” side, the mattress sinking a bit under his weight. How many times had she lain in his arms in that very bed? How many nights had they made love . . . When had they stopped? “Ava?”


  She snapped out of her reverie. “Oh. You know. The same thing.” She glanced to the window where she’d been certain she’d seen her son. “I thought I saw Noah. On the dock.”


  “Oh, Ava.” He shook his head slowly. Sadly. “You’ve got to stop torturing yourself. He’s gone.”


  “But—”


  “No ‘buts.’” The mattress groaned as he climbed to his feet. “I thought you were getting better. When they released you from St. Brendan’s, the doctors were convinced you were on the road to recovery.”


  “Maybe it’s just a bumpy one.”


  “But it shouldn’t have U-turns.”


  “I was getting better,” she said, preferring not to think of the hospital from which she’d been recently released. “I mean I am!” She swallowed hard, didn’t want to think about having to go back to the psych ward at the inland hospital. “It’s just the nightmares.”


  “Have you seen Dr. McPherson lately?” Evelyn McPherson was the psychologist Wyatt had personally chosen upon Ava’s release from St. Brendan’s. He’d said it was because she practiced in Anchorville and was willing to visit Ava on the island, which made sense, but there was something about the woman that bothered Ava. It was as if she were listening too intently to her, was too damned concerned, as if Ava’s problems were hers. It was all too personal.


  “Of course I’ve seen her. Didn’t she tell you?” When had it been? “Last week.”


  His dark eyebrows lifted as if he didn’t believe her. “When last week?”


  “Uh . . . Friday, I think. Yes, that was it.” Why was he doubting her? And why did he care? Ever since Noah’s disappearance, their marriage had been tenuous at best. Most of the time Wyatt was in Seattle on the mainland where he lived in a high-rise only a stone’s throw from the office where he was a junior partner in a prominent law firm. He specialized in tax law and investments.


  She’d suspected that his interest in her had waned, that she was an embarrassment, a “crazy” woman and a wife best left concealed on a small island off the Washington coast.


  “I was afraid I’d lost you.” He sounded sincere and her throat closed for a second.


  “Sorry. Not this time.”


  He looked as if she’d slapped him.


  “Bad joke.”


  “Very.”


  She needed to change the subject and fast. “So, Austin Dern,” she said as she pulled the curtains shut. “You hired him?”


  Wyatt nodded. “For the stock.” He threw Ava a glance. “Let’s face it. Ian’s really not cut out to be a ranch foreman, isn’t really a horseman and cattleman. I thought he could take over after Ned retired and moved to Arizona, but I was wrong.”


  “I took care of the horses.”


  “Once upon a time,” he said with a faint smile. “And even then you weren’t the best at keeping up the fence line or taking care of the brush or the barn roof or a frozen pump. Dern’s a handyman. You know, a jack-of-all-trades.”


  “How did you find him?”


  “He worked for a client of mine who sold his ranch.” One side of his mouth lifted. “I thought I’d give Ian a break.”


  “He’ll appreciate that,” Ava said of her cousin, Jewel-Anne’s half brother. Ian wasn’t exactly a ball of fire. She walked to the end of the bed and held on to one of its tall posts. “You know, I’m surprised you’re here.”


  His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. Almost. “I was on my way back anyway. Jacob was waiting with the launch.” Usually his sister’s chauffeur, Jacob had also been the driver assigned to Ava when her license had been taken away.


  Wyatt added, “Khloe called my cell. Luckily I was nearly to Anchorville anyway.”


  “Nice of her.”


  His mouth twisted downward as if in distaste. “Listen to you. Khloe used to be your best friend.”


  That much was true. “She’s the one who pulled away.”


  “Did she?” He threw up his hands and shook his head. “Are you sure about that?” When she didn’t answer, he added with a trace of sarcasm, “Whatever you say. But Dr. McPherson’s on her way. You need to talk to her.”


  “Whatever you say,” she mimicked, then hated the harsh sound of her words when she noticed a wounded light in his eyes.


  “I give up.” He was out the door in seconds, and once again, her throat tightened.


  “Me too,” she whispered. “Me too.”


  “You know that you didn’t really see Noah.” Dr. McPherson was kind, if slightly patronizing. A pretty, slim woman, she wore a skirt and boots, her streaked hair brushing her shoulders, her gaze filled with concern. She seemed sincere and caring at times, yet, true to her paranoia, Ava didn’t trust her. Never had.


  Now they were seated in the library, a room off the living area with floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with old volumes and a fire that was glowing softly in the grate. Propane hissed softly as the wood stacked on ancient andirons caught fire.


  “I saw him,” Ava insisted. She was seated on the worn couch, her hands fisted on her lap. “Whether he was there or not, I don’t know, but I saw him.”


  “You know how that sounds.” Wyatt was standing in a corner, his tie loosened further, his expression dark.


  “I don’t care how it sounds. That’s the way it is.” Ava met the concern in her husband’s eyes with simmering mutiny. “I thought I was supposed to be honest.”


  “You are, you are,” Dr. McPherson said with a quick nod. Perched on the edge of the recliner that was wedged between the hearth and the couch, the firelight caught in her pale hair. Though her office was on the mainland, she often came to the island, a deal she’d worked with Wyatt. “Of course.”


  Now Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at Wyatt, and for a split second Ava thought she saw a tenderness in her gaze, but it was quickly masked. Maybe she’d misread it.


  “I think it might be best if we were alone,” the doctor suggested to Wyatt.


  “It’s all right,” Ava said. “I don’t mind. Maybe we can turn this into a marriage counseling session instead of a determination to find out if I’m off the rails or not.”


  “No one said anything about that,” Wyatt remarked. He walked to the fire and turned off the propane, and the flames withdrew, like frightened snails into their shells, leaving the mossy chunks of fir to glow a deep, pulsing red.


  “Look, I know it sounds crazy. Nuts. Even to me, but I’m telling you, I saw my baby on the dock in the fog.” She wanted to add that she thought the medication she’d been given might have been the cause, but that would have made the doctor defensive, as she was the one who had prescribed the anti-anxiety pills.


  Wyatt walked behind the couch, reached over, and squeezed her shoulder. Fondly? Or out of frustration? She looked up at him and saw nothing but concern in his expression. “You have to let go of your fantasies, Ava. Noah’s not coming back.” With that he left the room, closing the door softly behind him.


  The psychologist’s gaze followed after him; then when the door was shut, it turned back to her patient. “What do you think is going on here, Ava?” she asked.


  “I wish I knew.” Ava glanced to the windows, dark with the night. “I wish to God I knew.”


  Before they could really get into it, there was a tap on the door and Wyatt opened it again. “Thought you should know. Sheriff Biggs is here.”


  “Why?” Ava asked.


  “Khloe called him.”


  “Because I jumped into the bay?”


  “Yeah. She thought you might be attempting suicide.”


  “I wasn’t!”


  “Humor her. Biggs is her uncle.”


  “Big deal.” Ava was having none of it. “What is this?” She looked from her husband to the psychologist. “Are you trying to get me committed?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Good, because just so you know, I don’t need to be on any suicide watch!”


  “No one said a thing about—”


  “You didn’t have to, Wyatt. Okay?” She was on her feet and out the door. “Where is he?”


  “In the kitchen.”


  “Great.”


  She left him and the damned doctor to talk about her state of mind, or lack thereof, and walked through the formal dining room and butler’s pantry to the kitchen, the big warm room painted in shades of yellow, with the scent of coffee and baked goods always lingering in the air. The black-and-white tile floor was worn at the door to the back hallway, and the white cabinets were desperately in need of a new coat of paint, but this was, without a doubt, the cheeriest room in the house. Off to one side was a family area, with a couple of worn sofas, a flat-screen television, and toy box stuffed into a corner. This evening the air was thick with the warm scent of baking bread and the tangy aroma of Virginia’s clam chowder, Manhattan style.


  Aptly named, Sheriff Biggs sat on one of the chairs tucked around a cracked marble-topped table. Spilling over the edges of the woven seat, he’d already accepted a cup of coffee from a grudging Virginia, who now was elbow-deep in dishwater and trying to appear as if she wasn’t interested in eavesdropping on the conversation about to ensue between her employers and Biggs, who just happened to be her ex-brother-in-law and Khloe’s uncle.


  As ever, Virginia was wearing a plain housedress over her heavy frame, and a wildly colored apron was tied across her rounded abdomen and heavy breasts. Scuffed tennis shoes and dark tights completed the outfit. Ava had rarely seen her in any other attire, even years ago, before she’d been hired here, when she was just Khloe’s mother. How they’d all gotten entangled since those grade-school years . . .


  “Hello, Ava.” Biggs stood and extended a hand, which she shook with more than a hint of trepidation. They’d met a few times before and never had it been under anything but tense circumstances.


  “Sheriff.” She nodded and pulled her hand back. Hers was clammy; his was irritatingly cool.


  “I heard you ended up in the drink,” he said, reseating his bulky form and cradling his cup. His eyes narrowed suspiciously as he stared up at her. Then again, she and Biggs had never been friends. Especially not since her brother, Kelvin’s, death nearly five years earlier. “Wanna tell me about it?”


  “It’s not a crime, is it?”


  “To go for a swim?” he asked. “Naaah. ’Course not. But the folks here, they were concerned.” His face was fleshy, his cheeks showing a few capillaries that had burst, his deep-set eyes intense but not unkind. He motioned to the other people in the room. “They seemed to think maybe you were having a spell of some kind, or sleepwalking.”


  “I called Joe,” Khloe piped in as she walked in from the porch, the new hire, Austin Dern, following after her.


  Dern had changed, too. His dark hair was wet and slicked back from his face, and he wore a long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, faded and dry. He caught her gaze with eyes the color of slate. Again, she felt as if she’d seen him before, in that weird déjà vu way, but try as she might, she couldn’t place him.


  Khloe added, “I, uh, I thought we needed help.”


  “So this is unofficial?” Ava asked, since Joe Biggs was Khloe’s uncle.


  Biggs kept his eyes on Ava. “I just swung by ’cause Khloe called.”


  “I was worried, that’s all,” Khloe interjected as Virginia, spying through the open door, scowled, grabbed a towel, and wiped her hands, then pulled the thick door to the porch shut forcefully, as if she were keeping in the heat and making sure whatever lurked outside didn’t get the chance to slip in.


  Just swung by on a damned county-issued sheriff’s department boat on a foggy night? Because a relative called? Oh, sure. Ava wasn’t buying it. Even Virginia, now at the sink again, cast a disbelieving look over her shoulder.


  Khloe seemed a little less prickly as she said, “Come on, Ava, if the roles were reversed and I ran outside in the middle of the night and jumped into the bay in November, you would have panicked, too. It’s not like when we were kids and snuck out to go skinny-dipping in the damned moonlight!”


  In her mind’s eye, Ava saw them as they had been, years before, streaking down to the water’s edge as the moon cast a shimmering beacon of light across the calm sea. She and Khloe and Kelvin . . . God, what she would give to feel that carefree again.


  Khloe was right.


  Damn it.


  Ava felt the weight of everyone’s gaze upon her. From Wyatt to Dern and even to Virginia, whose hands had quit rinsing the dishes, though they were plunged into the soapy water. Everyone waited.


  “I made a mistake—that’s all.” Ava held her hands palm up, as if in surrender. There was just no reason to lie, and she wouldn’t have anyway. “I thought I saw my son on the end of the dock and ran out to save him. It . . . it turns out I must’ve been mistaken. And it’s not ‘the middle of the night.’” A small point, but valid.


  “Feels like midnight,” Khloe grumbled.


  “The boy’s been gone, what, nearly two years?” Biggs asked as Dr. McPherson slipped into the room to stand quietly near the pantry.


  “Yes.” Ava’s voice was careful, her legs suddenly weak. She leaned against the refrigerator, hoping no one would notice. “But I’m fine now, Sheriff,” she lied, forcing a smile. “Thank you for your concern and your trouble coming all the way out here.”


  “Not a problem.” But his eyes held hers, and she realized they were both lying. It really irked her to be so submissive, but she knew she had to play her cards carefully or she could end up in a hospital under observation, her mental stability in question.


  Again.


  Claiming a headache, which wasn’t a lie, Ava took dinner in her room, which, she decided, was probably the coward’s way out. Too bad. Having Biggs in the house was unsettling, though she couldn’t really name why. It wasn’t as if he was going to arrest her or anything, but she had the feeling that he, along with everyone else, was against her, or at the very least waiting for her to slip up, make a big mistake.


  About what?


  Don’t let your paranoia override your common sense.


  “I’m not paranoid,” she whispered under her breath, then clamped her mouth shut. She couldn’t let anyone hear her talking to herself. No, that wouldn’t do. She needed to regroup and pull herself together and figure out who, if anyone, she could trust.


  But as she dunked the crusty bread into Virginia’s spicy clam chowder and stared through the window to the dock, she found she had no appetite. On clear nights, from this window she was able to spy the lights of Anchorville on the far side of the bay, even watch traffic moving through the sleepy little town.


  Chewing thoughtfully, Ava wondered why Khloe had rushed to call the sheriff. Not 911, but Biggs himself. Because he was her uncle? To avoid an unnecessary trip by the EMTs or to stave off a scandal or any embarrassment? That seemed unlikely.


  She stared at the department-issued boat tied to the listing dock, barely visible in the fog.


  “Odd,” she muttered as she shoved most of the chowder aside. But then everything was and gossip surrounding Church Island certainly wasn’t unheard of. In fact, scandal seemed as carved into the walls of this bit of land as surely as the coves and inlets that split the rugged stone outcroppings of the island. She felt a chill and found her sweater, a brown cardigan she’d had forever that she’d left on the foot of the bed. She slid her arms through the sleeves and pulled her hair out of the neckline before cinching the belt tighter around her waist.


  Tap. Tap. Tap.


  She nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of knuckles rapping against her door. “Ava?” The door opened and Khloe stuck her head into the room. “Hey, how’re you doing?”


  “How do you think?” she demanded, her heart knocking wildly. God, she was a nervous Nellie.


  “Didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “You didn’t.” It was a lie. They both knew it. She settled back at the desk where the reddish broth was starting to congeal. “Why did you call Biggs?”


  “I told you. I was worried!” Khloe admitted, rubbing her arms as if she, too, experienced a sudden chill. “God, it’s cold in here.”


  “Always,” Ava said, “and you’re hedging.”


  Khloe sat on the edge of the mattress. “What if . . . what if something had happened to you and we didn’t report it? You could’ve drowned. Passed out in the water. Been the victim of hypothermia or God knows what else.”


  “I was okay.”


  “You were alive. Barely. And really kind of out of it.” Thin lines of concern etched her forehead. “I probably really should have called nine-one-one, but I was afraid that they would haul you off and . . .” She shrugged her shoulders, then raked frustrated fingers through her short blue-black hair. “To tell you the truth, Ava, sometimes I just don’t know what to do.”


  Neither did she. “I know.”


  “So . . . since Uncle Joe is still here, why don’t you come down and talk to everyone? Show that you’re okay.”


  “You mean fake it?”


  “I mean stop acting crazy. Tell Joe and that psychologist that you know you didn’t see Noah.”


  “But—”


  “Shhh! Don’t argue.” Khloe’s big eyes implored her. “Just say you were confused, a little unclear because of the meds you’re on and that you realize you couldn’t have seen Noah.” She didn’t add that Ava acting calm and rational would probably help her case, that no one would send her off to some kind of psychiatric evaluation if she pulled this off . . . Oh, hell. “Joe is here unofficially, really. He came as a favor to me—”


  “In a department-issued boat.”


  “It was the fastest way over here. But, really, it’s more of a call to check up on you rather than anything remotely official. He even ate dinner with us.”


  “Really?”


  She lifted a slim shoulder. “I would just feel better, since I called him out here, if you’d show him that you’re . . .”


  “Sane? Have my wits about me? Not suicidal?”


  “Whatever. But, yeah.” She was nodding. “Just humor me, would you?”


  It seemed there was no way around facing the sheriff again. “Fine. Just don’t be so quick to call the cavalry next time.”


  “There’s not going to be a next time. Right?”


  Let’s hope, Ava thought, but didn’t answer as she found a jacket hanging inside her closet and slipped her arms through its sleeves. “I think I’m lucky that Sea Cliff is closed. Otherwise Biggs might have hauled me up there.”


  “Very funny,” Khloe said without the trace of a smile at the mention of the old mental hospital. An asylum for the criminally insane located on the southern tip of the island, Sea Cliff had been closed for a little over six years. Everyone at Neptune’s Gate had grown up within five miles of the hospital, which had been permanently closed after one of the most dangerous criminals in Washington State history, Lester Reece, had escaped the thick, crumbling walls and rusted gates of the facility.


  CHAPTER 3


  Bracing herself for what would probably be another interrogation, Ava followed Khloe down the single flight of stairs and walked through the dining room where Graciela had cleared the soup tureen and dishes from the table. They deposited Ava’s dirty dishes on the counter in the kitchen, then made their way through to the library where Biggs had settled into an easy chair and was cradling a mug in his fleshy hand.


  Her cousin Ian, along with Jewel-Anne, had joined Wyatt and Dr. McPherson in the cozy room with its Tiffany lamp shades, cushy old couch, and side chairs. Dr. McPherson worked with Ava’s medical doctor, but was Ava’s primary counselor. The conversation was a quiet hum, the mood sober. Jewel-Anne, for once, wasn’t listening to music, though she had one of her hideous dolls with her. This time it was a Kewpie-type doll with big, staring eyes, exaggerated lashes, and a deep-red mouth curved into a precocious pout. Ava didn’t know whether the doll with its tangled yellow curls was supposed to be a child or a teenager. Either way, it was disturbing, especially the way Jewel-Anne held it, as if the damned thing were her child.


  Ian didn’t seem to notice the doll and kept reaching into his breast pocket where he’d once kept a pack of cigarettes always at the ready. He’d given up the habit a while back, he claimed, though Ava had seen him out near the dock, sneaking a smoke, though why he lied about it was anyone’s guess. Long and lanky, topping six feet, with curly brown hair showing a few strands of gray, Ian had taken a job on the island as a handyman a few years back, and Ava had often wondered why he didn’t move on, get away from this place. He, like her other cousins, had once owned part of Church Island, or “a piece of the rock,” as Ian’s father had often said, a reference to an old slogan for an insurance company that fitted his view of the island.


  No doubt the cozy little group had been discussing Wyatt’s wife and her current mental state, as they all became quiet when she walked into the room.


  Great, she thought as the uncomfortable silence stretched, and the knot already tightening in her stomach twisted a little more painfully.


  “. . . just really needs her rest,” the doctor was saying as Ava entered the room. She and Wyatt looked up, a bit guiltily, she felt.


  “Ava,” Wyatt said, leaping to his feet and quickly crossing the faded rug stretched across the old hardwood of the library. He sent a quick, questioning glance in Khloe’s direction as if he were upset that she’d talked Ava into coming down. As he reached Ava, he whispered, “I thought you had a headache.”


  “I did, but it’s a wonder what a couple Excedrin Migraine tablets can do.”


  “I thought the sheriff wanted to ask her some more questions,” Khloe said stiffly.


  “I do,” Biggs said.


  “Good.” To Ava, Khloe said, “Let me get you some hot chocolate.” But she was too late. As if anticipating Ava’s return, Demetria, Jewel-Anne’s nurse, appeared with a steaming mug in which tiny marshmallows were dissolving in the thick, hot cocoa. She handed the mug to Jewel-Anne. “I’ve got another cup in the microwave,” Demetria offered, some of her severity seeming to have receded, her thin lips stretched into the semblance of a smile. “Just a sec.”


  “Let me help,” the psychologist said, starting for the kitchen.


  “Hey, could you grab me a cup of coffee?” Ian asked with a smile at Jewel-Anne’s nurse.


  Demetria looked about to say, Get it yourself, but instead she smiled coldly. “I’ll see if there’s any made.” Turning on her heel, she found her way back to the kitchen as Wyatt, holding Ava’s hand, helped her to the sofa. They sat together, side by side, stiffly, and Ava was all too aware of everyone watching them, watching her. Wyatt’s fingers remained linked with hers, as if he cared—or was afraid she might bolt.


  To where? We’re on an island, for God’s sake.


  Beneath her sweater, her shoulders stiffened and she couldn’t help but feel Wyatt was acting the part of doting husband, putting on a show for everyone else, which was ridiculous. Everyone who lived at Neptune’s Gate knew their marriage was in trouble. It had been since the night Noah had disappeared.


  Casually, she pulled her hand from his and stuffed it into the deep pocket of her sweater. Her finger brushed something cold and metal . . . a key, she realized as the tip of her index finger scraped the jaw-like serrations on one side.


  A key to what? To where? Hadn’t she worn the sweater earlier today? There had been no key in its pockets, or at least she hadn’t thought so.


  Demetria returned with a cup of hot chocolate for Ava and handed it to her. Evelyn McPherson, on her heels, returned as well, cradling her own mug.


  “No coffee?” Ian asked. At Demetria’s shake of her head, he scowled. “But I smell it and . . .” He glanced at Biggs who was taking a long swallow from his cup of coffee. “Goddamn it!” He pushed himself upright and stormed into the kitchen while Demetria seemed to swallow a smile.


  Small, small victories, Ava thought, weary of all their games.


  Biggs shifted in his chair, his eyes on Ava. “You saw something and ran out to the dock?”


  “I already told you I thought I saw my son and I ran out to save him. I guess I was wrong,” she admitted, though she had to force the words. “But I saw something. Someone. On the dock.”


  From the corner of her eye, she caught Wyatt sneak a look at Evelyn, who stood near the fire, ostensibly warming the back of her legs but really, Ava knew, scrutinizing her patient.


  Her throat thickened and she stared into her cup as the marshmallows disintegrated, like foamy, dark waves on the beach.


  “I guess I was confused, but I was frightened.”


  “You thought you were saving someone?” Biggs asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Is she on hallucinogens?” he asked the psychologist.


  “I wasn’t hallucinating!” Ava argued, then heard a quiet cough and saw Austin Dern standing near the window, ostensibly looking out at the dark night. He caught her gaze in the watery glass for just an instant and gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head.


  “I mean . . . Oh, I don’t know what I mean.” She hated this. She was lying, but Dern’s subtle warning had penetrated her anger.


  “You know Noah’s been gone for nearly two years,” Evelyn McPherson said kindly, and tears threatened behind Ava’s eyes. “He would be almost four now. He would look much different than when you last saw him.”


  Ava swallowed hard and nodded.


  To the sheriff, the doctor said, “Obviously this isn’t a good time.”


  “Is there ever one?” Ava asked. “A good time?”


  “There are better times.” McPherson straightened and Joe Biggs took his cue.


  “Glad this is all straightened out,” the sheriff said.


  Really? Ava stared at Biggs as if he’d gone mad, but if he saw the doubt in her eyes, he ignored it. Squaring his hat on his head, he started out of the room.


  “Thank you, Joe,” Wyatt said, and the big man stopped. “I know it’s an inconvenience.”


  “All in a day’s work.” Biggs shook Wyatt’s hand before walking through the kitchen, his heavy footsteps fading as the back door creaked open.


  In her pocket, Ava’s fingers curled over the unknown key in a death grip. She didn’t know why it felt important. She didn’t know who had left it for her, but she didn’t think it was some random mistake. The key was significant to something.


  If she could only figure out what.


  What the hell had he gotten himself into? Dern wondered as he strode down the broken stone path to the stable where the small herd of horses that were now in his care was locked for the night.


  The whole island was something out of a Hitchcock movie and a bad one at that, the kind his mother had watched far into the nights to accompany her and her ever-present insomnia.


  He glanced back over his shoulder at the house, a huge, rambling beast of a building that rose into the night, its single turret appearing like the long tooth of a monster’s lower jaw, piercing the low layer of clouds huddling over the island. Neptune’s Gate . . . Whose idea was it to name it that? He supposed the building had been dubbed long ago, maybe by the original owner, a sea captain who had settled here and taken up sawmilling back when the virgin forests stretched over the states of Washington and Oregon for thousands of square miles.


  Well, old Stephen Monroe Church begat himself a loony of a great-great-granddaughter in Ava Church Garrison. Beautiful, almost hauntingly so if you believed in those things. Dern didn’t. With her big eyes, as gray as the waters of the Pacific in winter; high cheekbones; and pointed chin, she had the markings of a real beauty, but she was just too damned thin for his taste. Waifishly so. Though it hadn’t always been. He knew.


  He checked on the horses and felt a little calmer as the smell of dry hay, dust, and oiled leather was layered over the more astringent smells of urine and the earthy scent of manure. The horses rustling in the straw, occasionally nickering, was also comforting. Then again, he’d always felt more at home with animals than he had with people, and today the reasons for his feelings had become clearer than ever when he’d met more of the people housed in Neptune’s Gate, a nest of vipers if there ever was one.


  Locking the door behind him, he headed up the exterior stairs to the apartment that was now, at least for a short while, his home. Inside was a studio, smaller by half than the library in which he’d witnessed the interaction of the Church family members, the staff of Neptune’s Gate, and the sheriff. That’s where the lines blurred a bit. Some of the staff were relatives, and even the damned county sheriff was related to Khloe Prescott, who supposedly had been the missing kid’s nursemaid and stayed on after his disappearance to care for Ava, who had once been her best friend.


  It was like a never-ending riddle.


  And he knew they were all liars. Every last one of them. Including the waifish Ava Garrison. He could feel it.


  His room was barren, just a couch that folded outward into an uncomfortable bed, a gate-legged table with a stained top, one “easy” chair, and a television circa 1983 or so. A gas stove painted a deep forest green stood a step away from the front door and offered the only heat in the unit. It was also now covered with his still-soaked pair of jeans. On the wood-paneled walls, pictures of seagoing vessels from an earlier era hid holes in the worn paneling.


  Home sweet home.


  Earlier, upon his arrival, he’d tossed his bedroll onto the couch and packed his few clothes into a tiny closet that fit him just fine. His bath consisted of a shower stall, toilet, and chipped pedestal sink tucked behind a bifold door, and his kitchen was a long closet with a functional sink, tiny counter, microwave, and mini-fridge. From the heat stains on the old Formica counter, it seemed that a previous tenant had once owned a hot plate, but it was nowhere to be found in the tiny, single cupboard that housed dish liquid, two plates, two bowls, and an assortment of jelly jars and glasses. A coffeemaker was tucked into a corner, two cups nearby, but no coffee to be found anywhere.


  He heard a scratching sound at the door and opened it to find a bedraggled dog—a shepherd mix of some kind, probably Australian crossed with a bit of Border collie, all black with three once-white feet. They were now covered in dirt. “Who the hell are you?” he muttered, then said, “Hold up.” Grabbing one of the two towels from a cupboard beneath the television, he wiped the dog’s feet before the mutt wandered inside, made three circles, and dropped onto the worn rag rug that covered the linoleum in front of the gas stove. Head in his paws, the shepherd stared up at Dern, as if waiting.


  “Make yourself at home,” Dern muttered before snagging his still-damp jeans off the stove and turning up the heat. As his new friend watched, Dern carried his Levi’s to the bathroom where he draped them over the shower’s frosted glass door, next to his still-wet shirt.


  The dog didn’t move except to thump his tail when Dern snapped the bifolds shut and returned. “I take it from the way you walked in that you’ve been here before, right, buddy?” Dern bent down—he couldn’t resist scratching the dog’s ears—then twisted his collar around and read a long-expired tag. “Rover?” he asked, rocking back on his heels. “Seriously? That’s your name?”


  Again, Dern was rewarded with a thump of the dog’s wet tail as he unbuckled Rover’s collar and checked to see that it really was a dog collar and nothing else. He’d already swept the small apartment for any signs of bugs, the electronic kind. He’d found nothing suspicious, no hidden microphones or tiny cameras anywhere. He’d even checked what served as an attic and searched every inch of the flooring, walls, and ceiling. It was a habit, something he’d done ever since his days in the military. And considering his motives for being here, a good idea.


  “All clear,” he told the dog as he reattached the collar, then gave Rover another pat before straightening and wishing he’d thought to stock the mini-fridge with a beer or two.


  His plan was that tomorrow morning, after taking care of the stock, he would boat across the bay to Anchorville, check out the tone, nose around a bit. If he had the time, he hoped to sift through the local gossip without arousing any suspicion and learn more about Church Island and its inhabitants.


  If possible.


  Now he walked to the window facing Neptune’s Gate and looked up at the gargantuan house. Lights were still glowing in some of the windows, though he couldn’t spy Ava Garrison’s room from this vantage point. That bothered him a little, especially now, after her surprising dive into the bay a few hours earlier. But he couldn’t make a scene about where he lived, about the fact that he needed a spot where he could keep an eye on her, or he would arouse suspicion. As it was, he had to be careful.


  After yanking the blinds closed, he double-checked his hiding spot, one of the holes in the wall covered by a picture of a clipper ship riding angry waves. Earlier, he’d carefully superglued a strong, waterproof pocket to the inside of the paneling, as far down the hole as he could reach. The pocket had a Velcro flap, and inside were several items, including a prepaid cell phone that couldn’t be traced, at least not easily; an Internet connective device that he didn’t want anyone to find; and a small jump drive that held all the information he dared keep on the island. The backup info was tucked far away at a private data backup site on the mainland, one that kept it away from prying eyes. The last item was his gun. A Glock that couldn’t be traced to him.


  Nonetheless, he never felt completely safe, was always wary.


  “Comes with the territory,” he reminded himself as he extracted the Internet connection device and the data stick from their hiding spots. After checking the dead bolt, he opened his laptop and connected to the Internet, ready to write his notes on what he’d discovered on his first day under the employ of Ava Garrison.


  Unfortunately, at this point, he had more questions than he had answers.


  But that would change.


  The dog let out a long sigh and closed his eyes.


  Dern glanced at the smelly shepherd.


  He figured the beast might just be his only friend on the island.


  Then again, that suited him just fine.


  CHAPTER 4


  She awoke alone.


  Again.


  Wyatt’s side of the bed was cold, as if he’d never joined her.


  “Good,” she whispered, then made a face at the sound of her relief. It was just wrong. She’d already lost her son and, it seemed, her own identity, so she should be holding fast to her husband and her marriage. But she was seriously in danger of losing both and all she felt was relief.


  When had that started?


  At first, after Noah’s death, she and Wyatt had clung together, holding each other, tasting each other’s tears. There had been a tenderness and a desperation to their lovemaking that had evaporated over the months with the realization that he wasn’t returning, that their boy was gone forever.


  Wyatt began staying on the mainland, and when he returned, they rarely slept together.


  Despite her need for another baby.


  One child cannot replace another. She knew that. But she wanted another child. Someone to love.


  Through the closed door, she heard the sound of Jewel-Anne’s wheelchair whirring outside her door. Had her invalid cousin been spying again? Jewel-Anne was getting creepier by the minute, and Ava found her patience with her cousin wearing thin. And why the hell would Jewel-Anne be hiding and watching her, eavesdropping on her conversations? Was her cousin that bored? It just didn’t make a helluva lot of sense.


  Again, Ava’s headache raged, and again she felt as if the world were collapsing around her. She was groggy, the remnants of deep sleep dragging her down, but she fought it. She’d always been a light sleeper, but lately . . .


  You were drugged. Obviously. Since you have been ignoring the sleeping pills Dr. McPherson prescribed, she probably slipped them into that damned cocoa you sipped so greedily last night. Hadn’t she been in the kitchen with Demetria?


  She drew a breath. Don’t go there. Evelyn McPherson is a well-respected doctor, a psychologist trying to help.


  Closing her eyes for a quick second, Ava tried to force herself out of bed, to face the day, but it seemed daunting.


  You can’t just lie here and feel sorry for yourself, can’t feed the paranoia that everyone’s against you. Get out of bed and do something. Anything!


  Throwing off the covers, she forced herself to roll off the mattress and hunt for her slippers. The cozy, rumpled bed beckoned, but she ignored the temptation of dropping back onto the mussed covers, laying her pounding head on the pillow and closing her eyes again to block out the world. What good would that do?


  Slippers on her feet, she paused to stretch, listening to her spine pop, feeling a yawn coming on.


  Coffee, that’s what you need. Two, maybe three cups of Italian roast or any blend with a crazy lot of caffeine.


  At the window facing Anchorville, she winced a little as a slim shaft of sunlight pierced through the opening between the nearly closed curtains and cut through her brain like a hot knife. God, her head hurt. But then it always did in the morning.


  She flung the heavy drapes aside and stared outside to a day already begun. The sun was up in the east, shafts of bright light hitting the water and sparkling so brightly she had to squint to make out the ferry, just churning away from the shoreline of the town of Monroe—a hamlet, really—on this side of the bay. Little more than a general store with a post office, a café that was open on the whim of its owner, a small inn, and a coffee kiosk surrounded by a smattering of houses, Monroe boasted seventy-eight full-time residents. The few children who lived there caught the ferry to school in Anchorville, and most of Monroe’s residents were employed on the mainland as well or worked at the old hotel, which was now a bed-and-breakfast, the only lodging on the island.


  Now the ferry was churning away from the island, gliding across the sun-spangled water effortlessly. A few recreational boats were chugging their way from the marina to the open sea.


  Instinctively she looked back at the dock, listing in the water, its weathered boards drying in the sun. Nothing looked out of place today; there wasn’t a hint of anything amiss, no physical reminders of her boy in his little red sweatshirt and jeans. No one standing at the misty dock’s edge.


  “You’re losing it,” she whispered. Just like they think.


  She turned to try to catch a glimpse of the stable and the apartment where Austin Dern now resided, but of course she couldn’t see it from this angle.


  Get a move on.


  Turning, she spied her morning meds, three cherry-colored pills placed in a cut glass holder the size of an espresso cup sitting next to a glass of water.


  Someone, Wyatt probably, had brought them in this morning while she slept. She hadn’t heard the person arrive. A chill slid down her spine as she thought of what anyone could do while she slept so soundly. She didn’t want to swallow anything that might dull her mind, but Wyatt and McPherson insisted she needed the meds.


  “Bull,” she muttered under her breath, carrying the glass into the bathroom, tossing the brightly colored pills into the toilet, and flushing them away.


  The water was still running in the old pipes when she returned to the room and replaced the medication glass on the nightstand.


  Throwing on a pair of jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt, she rummaged in her closet for a pair of beat-up tennis shoes and a green fleece pullover, the pullover something she’d worn for years that now was at least a size too big.


  Spying the sweater she’d worn the night before, she scrounged around in the right pocket and slipped out the key that had been left inside.


  “Where do you fit?” she wondered aloud, staring at the jagged, worn notches in the blade of the key. There were no identifiable markings on it, nothing to indicate what it unlocked, but she slipped the slim bit of metal into the front pocket of her jeans, just in case she figured it out.


  Walking out of her room, she thought she might trip over Jewel-Anne, but her cousin was far too clever to be caught spying and had whizzed away. If she’d really been outside Ava’s door at all.


  In the kitchen, Ava found the coffeepot and poured herself a dose of whatever blend Virginia had brewed, then grabbed a napkin and a slice of some apple coffee cake that was already cut and left to cool on the counter. The house was quiet for once, not even Graciela’s off-key humming or Jewel-Anne’s wheelchair disturbing the silence.


  Odd, she thought, but then what wasn’t? Her entire life seemed surreal these days. She walked through the back door and across the porch to the outside where the autumn air was brisk, a few dry leaves skittering over the lawn, the smell of the sea ever present. Today, in the sunlight, the island seemed peaceful and serene, no hint of the evil that seemed to ooze over the hillsides and seep through the walls of Neptune’s Gate at night.


  All in your mind, sweetie. All in your mind.


  Looking over the bay, she sat on the porch swing and slowly rocked.


  The coffee was strong and hot, burning a path down her throat and taking the edge off her headache. Virginia’s coffee cake was still slightly warm and filled with cinnamon and cooked apples, probably from the twisted trees in the orchard that still bore fruit.


  So what the hell are you doing? Waiting for something to happen? That’s not you, Ava. Never has been. You were—make that are—a take-charge woman. Remember? Didn’t you graduate from college in a little over three years? Weren’t you an entrepreneur who started her own advertising business, making a fortune on e-marketing before you sold the company? Didn’t you parlay a nice inheritance into a fortune that allowed you to buy out your cousins and siblings so that you would eventually own most of this island? If it weren’t for Jewel-Anne holding out, Neptune’s Gate would be yours alone and wasn’t that your dream? She bit the edge of her lip and thought. What had become of the woman she’d once been, the one who had set her sights on Wyatt Garrison and never let go? Where was the athlete who’d once run marathons? What had happened to the person who had shrewdly bought out most of her relatives so that she could own Neptune’s Gate herself, a woman who had planned to restore this old house to its former grandeur?


  She’s gone . . . lost when her only child disappeared. A tear rolled from Ava’s eye, and she angrily brushed it away. No more moping around grieving! No more letting others push you around! No more playing the damned victim! Toughen up, Ava. And if the past bothers you so much, then figure it out. Find out what happened to your boy and move the hell on.


  “Oh, God,” she whispered, suddenly afraid to let go.


  Come on, Ava! For the love of Christ, do something!


  Downing the remainder of her coffee, she nearly cracked the glass-topped table as she slammed her mug down onto its dusty top. She crumpled her napkin, stuffed it into her jeans pocket, then walked down to the dock and boathouse. Inside she discovered only the dingy was still there, but the powerboat was missing, its slip empty, the lift down. She’d always been fascinated with the boathouse as a child, how it smelled brackish from the sea, the way the water was always restless, the hidden attic above where the mechanism for the boat lift was hidden along with a few abandoned mud wasps’ nests and a multitude of sticky cobwebs that, filled with the bodies of desiccated insects, dangled and draped over the single dirty window.


  She and Kelvin had hidden there as children, away from parents whose fights were as volatile as their passionate affection.


  Kelvin. Her heart twisted when she thought of her brother, and she walked swiftly from the boathouse, refusing to let the memories of her only sibling draw her back to that dark place that forever seemed to call her. First Kelvin, then Noah.


  Maybe all the members of her family who thought she was crazy were right. There was a good chance that she was certifiable.


  Then again . . .


  From the boathouse, she made her way up a series of rock steps to the garden, where, in the summer, roses, hydrangea, and heather flourished. Today the garden was weed-choked and neglected, grass growing over the stones. She stopped at the marker, a rock carved with Noah’s name. There was no birth date, nor was the day he disappeared etched onto the uneven stone. It contained only his name. She bent and rested on one knee, leaning forward and touching the letters, then kissing her fingers and brushing them over the hard surface. “I miss you,” she whispered, then felt as if she were being watched, studied by unseen eyes.


  She glanced over her shoulder at the house but saw no one in the dark windows that reflected the sea.


  Wyatt was right. She couldn’t go on this way. Living in the past. Not knowing what happened to her boy. You have to find out what happened to him. You. You know you can’t rely on anyone else.


  Straightening, she looked down at the dock and scowled. Why was it that she always saw him there? It wasn’t as if he’d been playing near the boathouse when he’d disappeared, and yet in her dreams or in her waking visions of him, she always viewed his little backside at the edge of the dock, so dangerously close to the water.


  Why did her nightmares always take her there?


  Through a rusting gate, she walked to the rear of the house where she eyed the stable, barn, and outbuildings. The horses and a few head of cattle were grazing in a pasture, sunlight burnishing their shaggy coats. Curious, Ava eyed the area, searching for Dern, but he wasn’t anywhere outside. When she explored the stable and barn and even climbed the stairs to his apartment, she found it locked and no one answered her knock. Dern, like everyone else in the household, appeared to be MIA this morning, which was too bad because she wanted to talk to him, find out more about the man who had pulled her from the bay.


  From the stable, she walked to the front of the house and let herself in the front door. No longer was she alone. Virginia was rattling around in the kitchen. Also, Ava heard footsteps on the floor above, then the smooth hum of Jewel-Anne’s wheelchair.


  No, she was no longer alone.


  And she didn’t know if that was a good thing.


  Or bad.


  She wandered to the kitchen where Virginia, balanced on a step stool, was straightening cans in the pantry, every tin label facing out, the larger cans in the back, smaller in the front. Boxes of pasta, too, were visible, along with an array of spices and the basics of rice, beans, flour, and sugar in square glass jars, all labeled precisely. Glancing over her shoulder, Virginia asked, “You get something to eat?” She righted a crooked carton of chicken stock.


  “I pilfered a slice of your coffee cake. It was good.”


  “That’s not much. You want something more?”


  “No, thanks.”


  A stack of tuna cans was twisted to perfection. Virginia glanced at her watch. “Lunch won’t be for another couple of hours.”


  “I think I’ll make it. So . . . where was everyone this morning?”


  Beneath the shoulders of her housedress, Virginia’s shoulders tightened almost imperceptibly and the tins of canned fish suddenly threatened to topple.


  “Hey, there!” Wyatt’s voice rang through the outer hallway. Ava turned to find him striding toward her. The worry she’d seen etched across his face last night had evaporated, and he even managed a smile. “How’re you feeling?”


  She shrugged. “Not bad.”


  “Good.” He hooked her elbow with a hand and admitted, “I was worried.”


  “I’ll be okay.”


  One corner of his mouth twisted upward. “I’m counting on it.” But there were still doubts in his eyes, doubts he tried to hide. “So what do you say? Want to go into town?”


  “With you?”


  “Of course with me. Maybe get some lunch.”


  “I thought you had to work.”


  “I’m leaving later this afternoon, but I thought we could get off this island for a while, pick up some groceries or whatever, just hang out.”


  “Just hang out,” she repeated.


  “I know, I know.” He dropped her elbow and held up a hand as if in surrender. “We haven’t done it in a long time, but I was thinking it might be time to, you know”—he lifted one shoulder and his smile stretched a bit—“reconnect.”


  She glanced upward, toward the landing on the second floor, to make certain no one was listening. Lowering her voice, she said, “So why didn’t you come to bed last night?”


  “I was there.”


  “No . . . Really? But . . .” She shook her head and stepped back from him, remembering their cold bed, how the pillow had shown no impression of his head, that the sheets and covers on his side had been neat and unmussed. He couldn’t have been there. She would have known, would have felt him. “You weren’t there.”


  “I got up early.”


  “Wyatt.” She lowered her voice further, trying to hang on to her patience. “What is this?”


  “You tell me.”


  “Why are you lying?”


  “Good question,” he said, his smile fading. “Why would I?”


  “You weren’t there when I went to sleep or when I woke up.”


  “That’s not exactly news, Ava. Happens all the time . . .” Then he looked away from her and let out a long-suffering sigh. “I was there, Ava. Right next to you. For most of the night. I came in and you were asleep, so I didn’t disturb you, and then later, when you were so restless, I got up and spent the rest of the night from about four a.m. on down here, in the den.” He hooked a finger toward the room on the far side of the staircase, the place he’d claimed when they’d moved in years before and the room to which he’d often retreated, closing the French doors and drawing the curtains whenever he was working from home, which over the past two years had happened less and less.


  “Your side of the bed hadn’t been slept in,” she insisted.


  “Much,” he corrected, holding up one finger as his face flushed a bit. “It hadn’t been slept in much.” Scowling, he said, “Okay, forget about coming into town with me. Maybe it’s not such a good idea. I guess we both need our space.” Shooting her a final look somewhere between disappointment and anger, he walked back the way he’d come, his footsteps ringing hollowly on the marble floor of the foyer.


  She ground her teeth together. It’s your fault, Ava. He was offering an olive branch and you snapped it in half.


  “Uh-oh.” Ian’s voice whispered through the foyer, and she turned to find him leaning on the wall near the elevator. “Trouble in paradise?”


  “What business is it of yours?”


  “Touchy, aren’t we today, cuz? What’s wrong? Off your meds?”


  What was this all about? She thought of the pills she’d flushed down the toilet and refused to feel guilty about it. No way, no how.


  “You know, it’s really not smart to piss Wyatt off,” he said idly.


  “I don’t mean to.”


  “Sure you do.”


  Ian was staring at her, and she said, “Don’t you have a job or something?”


  “Not much of one now. Not since your hubby decided to hire that ex-marine or Navy Seal or whatever he is.”


  “Dern? I thought he was a rancher.”


  “That too.”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “That he’s trouble. I don’t get it. Why Wyatt has to have his spies around . . .” Ian made a face.


  Ava felt her paranoia ratchet up a notch. “Why do you think he’s a spy?”


  “Isn’t everyone? Isn’t that what you think? You’re not the only one who can play the paranoid card, Ava.”


  She glared at him.


  “I don’t know a whole lot, okay. Only what I found out on the Internet. Dern’s had a couple of scrapes with the law. Arrested twice, never even arraigned or convicted.”


  “Arrested for what?”


  “The Internet only gave up so much info, but you might want to ask him.”


  “Wyatt would never hire anyone with a record.”


  Ian gave her a look. “I said he was never charged. That doesn’t mean he’s lily-white, though, does it?” A grin stretched over his teeth. “Then again, who is?” His cell phone jangled and he punched the CONNECT button and strolled away.


  As he spoke in hushed tones, Ava hurried up the stairs and walked to her room, but Graciela was already inside, the bed made, the room freshened. “Good morning,” she said as she tweaked the recently plumped pillows, then ran a hand over the coverlet, smoothing it.


  “Morning . . . but . . . you know you don’t have to make my bed.” Ava had always taken care of straightening up her own room all of her life and preferred it that way.


  “Oh, I know.” Graciela nodded as she swung into the adjoining bath. “But since your . . . um . . . your accident last night, I thought I would help out.”


  Ava walked to the doorway and caught the maid yanking down her towel from a hook near the shower. “I can take care of it myself.”


  “I know.” Graciela’s smile was pinned neatly on her pretty face as she gathered a wet washcloth from the counter near the sink, then bent down and snagged a bath mat from the floor. “But Mr. Wyatt, he asked me to.” She started to straighten, glanced into the toilet bowl, and stopped.


  “Why?”


  The girl lifted a shoulder, then flushed the toilet, and Ava realized at least part of the pills she’d tried to flush away had lingered.


  Graciela knows you’re dumping your meds. . . .


  “I didn’t ask,” Graciela said, and for a second Ava was lost, then realized the maid was answering her question about Wyatt’s request.


  “When?” she managed as if nothing were wrong. “When did he ask you?”


  “Last night.” Her dark eyebrows nearly collided, and her smile fell from her lips. “Is there a problem? Did I do something wrong?”


  “No, no,” Ava was quick to assure her. “It’s just that from now on, I’d like to do it myself.”


  Graciela blinked, appearing a little crestfallen, and Ava felt like a heel.


  “I’m sorry,” the maid said softly.


  “Don’t be. It’s all right. The room . . . looks great.” Ava backed into her bedroom, allowing Graciela to pass. “It’s fine. Just . . . in the future, check with me, okay?”


  “Whatever you want, Miss Ava.” Graciela, towels bunched under her arm, swept past.


  “It’s just Ava,” she reminded her, but Graciela, her back stiff, was already walking out of the room.


  “Yes, Miss—” Graciela said, then snapped her mouth shut and made her way quickly to the elevator.


  For the love of God, Ava, don’t pick fights. Don’t make mountains out of molehills!


  But she returned to the bathroom and peeked into the toilet. If there had been any trace of her medication disintegrating against the porcelain, it had been washed away in Graciela’s final flush.


  “Not a big deal,” she said aloud, as if the maid being onto her wasn’t worth the time of thinking about it.


  But deep down, Ava knew she was lying to herself.


  Again.


  CHAPTER 5


  Ava was hurrying down the main stairs of the house when the phone started ringing. One ring. Two. She was almost in the front hallway when she heard Virginia’s voice as she answered. “Hello . . . oh, yes . . . hello, Mrs. Church . . .


  Mrs. Church? Uh-oh. Ava cringed inside as she ran through the possibilities of who the caller might be: her uncle Crispin’s wife, Piper, mother of Jewel-Anne and Jacob? It certainly wasn’t Crispin’s first wife, Regina, the bitter woman who had borne him his first three children: Ian, Trent, and Zinnia. Regina was long dead, the result of an automobile accident in which Uncle Crispin had been at the wheel. He’d survived and shortly thereafter had taken up with Piper. Ava wanted no part of the conversation with Piper.


  “. . . of course,” Virginia was saying, and glanced down the hallway where she spied Ava gathering her purse. Shaking her head and waving her off, Ava hoped that the cook would get the message. Of course she didn’t. “She’s right here,” Virginia said brightly. “Just a second.”


  With a smile as warm as the frosts of winter, Virginia headed her way. Ava steeled herself.


  Thrusting the phone into her hand, the cook announced, “It’s your aunt.”


  Perfect. Shooting Virginia a don’t-ever-do-this-to-me-again glare, she yanked the phone to her ear and said, “Hello?”


  “Oh, thank God you’re all right! I was so worried after Jewel-Anne called last night.” Piper. In her mind’s eye, Ava conjured her impossibly thin aunt whose flaming red hair shot out of her head like lit firecrackers gone wild, all curly streams that she couldn’t tame without massive amounts of hair straightener. Piper’s fingers would be splayed theatrically over her more-than-ample chest, her breasts out of proportion to the rest of her tiny body.


  “I’m fine,” Ava assured her, and sent Virginia’s broad backside a withering look as the cook lumbered toward the kitchen.


  “Are you? I can’t tell you how upset I’ve been. Ever since Jewel-Anne called me last night, I’ve been beside myself. I couldn’t decide whether to make this phone call or not; then I said to myself, ‘Ava is your niece, damn it, Piper. You need to call and see how the poor girl is doing.’”


  “I’m good,” Ava said dryly.


  “Oh, how can you be?” Piper asked on a sigh. “After all you’ve been through? I know it’s none of my business, but if I were you, I’d sell that drafty old house, move off that sorry rock, and start over. Most of Wyatt’s business is in Seattle anyway, so why stay on the island and relive that horrible night over and over again? I’m telling you, Ava, you need to do this for your sanity. As long as you stay there, you’ll be forever haunted, and that’s just not healthy, don’t you know? You and Wyatt, you need to have another baby and—Oh my, listen to me ramble. More advice than you ever wanted to hear.”


  Amen, Ava thought as her aunt tittered.


  “Anyway, I just wanted to hear your voice, find out how you were doing, and I’ll pass it along to your uncle, too. He’s been worried sick!”


  Crispin, the brother Ava’s father had swindled out of his share of the Church fortune? Ava didn’t believe for a second that he cared one iota what happened to her, the last of his brother’s progeny.


  “Oh, dear, I’ve got another call. We’ll talk later,” Piper said, and clicked off.


  Ava hung up with relief and then hurried through the kitchen and out the back door before some other relative decided to pick up the phone. Who knew who Jewel-Anne had called or texted or e-mailed or Facebooked or whatever? Ava didn’t want to hang around and find out. Besides, she really needed to straighten things out with Wyatt. She’d been short with him. Actually, she’d been a full-blown bitch the last couple of days, always suspicious as hell, always second-guessing his motives. And he, too, was tense. Well, who could blame him? Their fight today was indicative of the state of their marriage. Maybe she should try to start over . . . if it wasn’t too late.


  Casting a glance at the stable again, she thought about the new man Wyatt hired and told herself to trust that her husband had picked the right man for the job.
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