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CHAPTER ONE


Necromania is defined as an obsession with death or the dead. Most of humanity has it to some degree, being very much aware from a young age that life is a temporary and fragile thing. Psychologist Dr. Audrey Harte was familiar with the term, as well as the corresponding paraphilia that sexualized corpses. Fortunately, she’d never met anyone who suffered from the disorder.


Unfortunately, none of her academic or professional research had ever provided a label for those people who seem to have death obsessed with them—people like herself who had to have a grim reaper watching over them just as others claimed to have angels. It was an impossible theory to prove, but she wanted to name it, because if it was possible for death to stalk a person, she wanted a restraining order. Like, yesterday.


Since returning to the East Coast just five months earlier she’d been caught up in two separate murders and had a serial killer become obsessed with her. People always thought Maine was a peaceful state, and for the most part it was, but nothing that crazy had ever happened to her when she lived in California. It made a sort of karmic sense, however, that returning to the place where she’d once murdered someone would attract death’s attention. If her life was one of those paranormal romances her sister liked to read (and Audrey too, occasionally), death personified would be a gorgeous guy with a lot of muscle and incredible sexual stamina, but her life was not a romance novel, and she was a little afraid death was actually a guy who lived in his mother’s basement and had a shrine to her in his bedroom, along with thirty-two copies of The Catcher in the Rye and an autographed, framed photo of Ted Bundy.


She also realized that thinking she’d been singled out by death was somewhat egomaniacal, irrational, and paranoid, even if she had the scars to prove it. So she concentrated on her mother, who was recovering from a partial hysterectomy due to cancer, instead and told herself that death might back off if she didn’t flirt quite so much.


“I’m going to lie down,” her mother said, getting up from the table. Anne Harte was trim and youthful-looking for a woman in her sixties, who usually had a lot of energy, but fighting the cancer, and now the surgery to remove it, had slowed her. Audrey had taken time off from work to help out, which was ironic because just before her mother’s surgery, she’d been shot in the left arm by a teenage psychopath, and consequently hadn’t been as much help as she’d hoped.


“You need anything?” Audrey asked her, watching her tentative movements. Her mother was healing as she should, but she’d still been cut open, and was uncomfortable. If seeing your father vulnerable was scary, seeing your mother vulnerable was a lesson in impotent terror.


“Nope. Maybe a tea in a little while.” Anne tucked her graying brown hair behind one ear. “You should rest too.”


Audrey shook her head. “I’m good.” It was true. It had been almost three weeks now and she felt okay. Her arm ached, but it was healing and that was all she cared about. Surprisingly, she’d done all the things her doctor and physical therapist told her to do to speed recovery. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t a little surprised to discover the practices actually worked.


“Wake me up in an hour or so, will you, babe? I want to make cookies for when Isabelle gets home from school.”


Izzy was Audrey’s five-year-old niece—a fabulous kid who had her grandparents wrapped around her little finger. “Aren’t there any of the ones Jake made left?”


Her mother blushed. “No.”


Audrey laughed—as much at her mother’s sweet tooth as in relief that she was eating. “I’ll ask him to make you some more.”


“Don’t you dare. That boy already feeds us more than he ought. I’ve probably gained ten pounds since the two of you started dating.”


“Dating.” That was such an insipid word to describe her relationship with Jake Tripp. Regardless, her mother needed the extra calories. The cancer and treatments had taken a lot of fat off her frame, and she was only now looking more like her usual self.


“He said he’s bringing chicken potpie tonight. Gracie’s recipe.”


Anne smiled. “If he proposes, you’d better say yes.”


Audrey started. She and Jake had only gotten together in June, but they’d loved each other since they were children. The idea of life without him was unfathomable, but she hadn’t fantasized about marrying him since she was sixteen—and wasn’t about to let herself start again. It wasn’t like either of them was ever going to be free of the other, so why try to put expectations on it? “Have a good nap.”


Her mother left the room and Audrey waited until she was gone to get up from the table and clear the remnants of their late lunch. Her weakened arm made the process take a little longer than it ought, but she eventually got everything put away. She took butter out of the fridge to soften for cookie-making later and carried her laptop into the living room.


Technically she was off work for the foreseeable future, recovering, but she needed to check her e-mail and make sure all was good with the Boston office. What she really wanted to do, however, was work on the proposal for a youth facility she planned to show her boss, Angeline Beharrie, a renowned psychologist.


The two of them had spent a lot of time recently discussing a remark Audrey made once about hoping to someday run a facility for troubled teens. Early next year, Maine was planning to close a couple of state-run properties, creating an opportunity she never would have thought would be available to her at this stage in her career. Angeline was interested, as having a private facility would greatly improve the efficiency of conducting research.


Over the years, Angeline had indulged her—spoiled her, even—but she didn’t want to count on that always happening. And she didn’t want to always be in Angeline’s shadow. Audrey wanted to earn her achievements. Still, she wanted this dream to become reality bad enough that if Angeline did want to indulge her, Audrey wouldn’t try to stop her.


Lately, Jake had begun to show interest as well. She didn’t know exactly how much money he had, but it was a lot, and his backing would allow her that much more control over the project. The proper phrasing and outlining was important, though. It all started on paper.


She was typing away, ignoring the slight ache in her arm, when her cell phone buzzed beside her on the sofa. She glanced at the screen; it was her friend Neve asking where she was and could Neve swing by? Audrey’s reply was Mum’s & yes. She hadn’t seen the other woman in a few days, and she’d welcome the company. Working on the proposal didn’t take the place of having a full-time job.


Neve’s car—the familiar unmarked state police car—pulled into the drive a few minutes later. Audrey opened the door before she could ring the bell or knock. “Mum’s napping,” she explained in a low voice when her friend raised a brow.


Neve nodded. She and Audrey were the same age, and had chosen careers in which they could help people, but that was where the similarities ended for the most part, except maybe for resting bitch face. Neve was a tiny bit shorter, her complexion several shades darker, and her hair a riot of corkscrew curls that could be achieved only through genetics. “How’s she doing?” she asked, as she crossed the threshold into the house.


“Better.” Audrey closed the door on the cold November air. She hadn’t re-acclimatized to it yet. Jake laughed at her every time she insisted that Maine was colder than it had been before she left. “Much better than we expected, to be honest.”


The other woman toed off her boots and shrugged out of her coat. “And you? The arm doing okay?”


“Yeah, it aches a bit, but it’s healing.” Once Neve hung up her coat, Audrey gestured for her to walk ahead.


“Dad says you’ll be tender for a while. He also said you must have the devil looking after you that it didn’t tear through all the muscle.”


“I’m sure he did,” she replied dryly. Neve’s father had arrested her and her best friend Maggie for the murder of Clint Jones—Maggie’s father—almost nineteen years ago, and had been convinced ever since that Audrey was Public Enemy Number One. “He needs a hobby.”


“Tell me about it.”


They walked into the kitchen and Audrey put the kettle on. “Biscuit?” she asked.


“Your mom’s or Jake’s?”


Audrey reached for the plastic container on the counter and popped the lid. “Dad’s actually, but he used Gracie’s recipe. Mum was not impressed with him.”


“I’ll try one, sure.”


“Molasses?”


“You know it.”


They made small talk as Neve helped her set the table and make the tea. Audrey asked about Neve’s boyfriend, Gideon, and his daughter, Bailey.


“B’s good. She mentioned that you came to see her last week. It meant a lot to her.”


“I’m glad.” Audrey felt responsible for Bailey’s incarceration at Stillwater—a correctional facility for girls—and that responsibility was part of the reason she was working so hard on making her own facility a reality. Stillwater was where she had gone after killing Clint, and it was one of the properties that would be closing in the spring. There needed to be a place where girls like Bailey could get the help and support they needed while paying for their crimes.


“How much longer are you going to be around before you return to Boston?” Neve asked. “It would be nice if you could stay until after Christmas and not have to worry about driving back and forth.”


Audrey hesitated.


“Are you returning to Boston?” Neve asked as they sat down.


“Probably. Maybe.” Audrey shrugged and reached for the sugar bowl. “I don’t know. I have some things to discuss with Angeline first. I’ve been thinking about what you and Jake both said to me about getting more involved with kids who need help rather than just studying and interviewing them, and the more I think about it, the more I think you’re right.”


“Had to happen sometime,” her friend replied with a smile. She pulled a biscuit in half and slathered it with butter before reaching for the molasses. “You wouldn’t think I was right if it wasn’t what you wanted for yourself.” She took a bite.


Audrey tilted her head in acknowledgment as she dressed up her own biscuit. That was true. “So, what’s up?”


Neve swallowed and creased her brow. “I got a call from a friend of mine a couple of days ago. Before she was killed, Maggie registered with the state adoption registry. Did you know she had a kid?”


She had, and since the father of that child was also Maggie’s father, it was a detail Audrey had kept to herself since finding out several months ago. She had thought about looking for the girl, but frankly, she couldn’t bring herself to do it, knowing the problems the kid might have. The kind of problems that arose when your father was also your grandfather.


Just when she thought she couldn’t despise Clint Jones more, he managed to make it happen from beyond the grave.


“I knew,” she replied. “It was a few months after I went to Stillwater.” The years there had been the worst and best years of her teenage life. Certainly the most life-changing. That’s where she’d met Angeline for the first time, and where she decided that she wanted to be a psychologist too.


Neve winced. “Christ, she was that young? No wonder I didn’t hear about it. Maggie probably wanted that secret to stay hidden. I don’t think Gideon knew.”


Gideon had been married to Maggie. Not a huge dating pool in small towns—it made it all very incestuous, for lack of a better term. “He probably didn’t.” She was fairly sure of that because she hadn’t known either, until she read Maggie’s journal. “Did your friend say anything else?”


“Yeah. So, someone requested Maggie’s contact information, and the registry had to let them know she’d died.”


Audrey’s heart smacked against her ribs. “You think it was her daughter?”


“It was. My friend responded to the request personally, and offered to see if she could find any family. She knew I grew up here so she called me.”


Audrey shook her head. “There’s no one left. Everyone that I knew of is dead. There might be family in New Hampshire. That’s where they lived before coming here.”


“I checked. No one.”


Audrey studied her friend carefully. Why did it feel like Neve wanted more than Maggie’s family tree from her? “Is Gideon considering meeting her?” Talk about a strange situation—him meeting Maggie’s kid after she’d done so much damage to his own daughter, Bailey.


“I haven’t told him yet.” Neve’s hand on the table curled into a fist. “The only person I could think of who might be able to tell this girl who her mother really was is you.”


Oh, no. “You do realize there’s a good chance Clint is the kid’s father.” She let that—and all its implications—sink in.


Neve’s jaw dropped. “Shit. I never thought.” She looked panicked. “She’s already on her way. She’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”


“Here?” Audrey echoed. “As in, here?”


Neve nodded. “She drove down from Calais.”


She ought to be angry at Neve for making presumptions. She should be pissed, because she was sitting there in sweats, with no makeup, and still recovering from a gunshot wound to her left arm. Now was not a good time to meet a kid whose origins she couldn’t possibly begin to explain in any way that wouldn’t be upsetting to either of them.


But she wanted to meet the girl. God, she was almost excited about the opportunity. And it wasn’t just because Audrey wanted to know if she was all right, or if she was loved, but because the kid was all there was left of the Maggie who had been her best friend. The Maggie she had loved and had killed someone to protect before she became … what she had become.


“What were you going to do with her if I hadn’t been here?”


Neve shrugged. “I would have figured something out. You okay with this?”


She laughed. “I kind of have to be, don’t I? She’s going to be here any minute.” She shook her head. “Asking first would have been nice, you know.”


The cop didn’t even have the decency to look apologetic. “If I’d given you warning, you would have found a way to avoid her.”


“No, I wouldn’t.” She would have wanted to, but she wouldn’t. “Maggie named her after me, did you know that?”


“Shit. No.” She looked uncomfortable, which made Audrey smile a little. Good. “She told me her name was Mackenzie.”


Weird as having the kid share her name would be, Audrey was a little disappointed the girl or her parents had changed it. “Did she seem developmentally delayed when you spoke to her?”


“I haven’t actually spoken to her. We’ve e-mailed and texted each other.” Neve’s brow puckered. “How bad are you talking?”


“It varies.” She reached for another biscuit. “She could be okay. I’m not looking forward to telling her that I killed her grampie-daddy, but it will be easier if I know she can fully understand why.”


Neve stared down at her cup. “Oh, right.”


“Yeah,” Audrey agreed. That little matter of murder. She sighed. No point in getting wound up.


They sat in silence for a long moment, and then the doorbell rang, startling them both. Audrey hadn’t heard a car drive in. Her heart thumped heavily against her ribs as she walked to the entry way. The knob was cold beneath her palm as she pulled the door open.


Standing on the step in the cold was a young woman with long dark hair and big blue eyes. She had Maggie’s nose and mouth, but she was taller and not as curvy. She smiled uncertainly and extended her hand. “Dr. Harte? I’m Mackenzie Bell. Detective Graham said you could tell me about my birth mother, Maggie Jones.”


Audrey swallowed, fighting the tears that burned behind her eyes. “Hi, Mackenzie,” she said as she wrapped her fingers around the girl’s. “I’ll tell you as much as I can.” But she wasn’t going to have to tell her that she’d killed her father, because there was little to no way the girl belonged to Clint Jones—she had no obvious physical or mental defects.


But if Clint wasn’t her father, who was?


Incest didn’t happen just in small rural towns, but the sheer happiness—the relief—Audrey felt realizing that Mackenzie probably wasn’t both Maggie’s daughter and sister made her feel like she was trapped in a South Park joke.


There was no denying who her mother was, and every time Audrey looked at the girl she saw another little heartbreaking reminder of Maggie—her Maggie—but there was someone else there too and she couldn’t figure out who he was. It wasn’t Clint—she knew this in her bones.


Audrey had taken her to the kitchen, where Neve waited, and made a third cup of tea. When the girl sat down at the table, after saying hello to the other woman, Audrey and Neve exchanged a glance over her head. The girl wasn’t what they’d expected, and that only raised more questions.


“Thank you both for agreeing to meet with me,” Mackenzie said when Audrey set a cup of tea in front of her. “I just turned eighteen in October. I went on to the registry that same day. I couldn’t believe my birth mother died only months before I could find her.”


Audrey shook her head. The emotion on the kid’s face cut deep, even though a part of her was certain reality wouldn’t have lived up to Mackenzie’s hopes. “I can’t imagine how disappointing that must’ve been.”


Mackenzie glanced at Neve. “You knew her as well, didn’t you? Maggie, I mean.”


Neve nodded. “I’ve known both her and Audrey since I was young, but Maggie and Audrey were best friends.”


Audrey shot the other woman a narrow look. What she said was true, but it was also throwing Audrey under the bus as far as explaining all of Maggie’s issues.


The girl smiled, and there was Maggie again in her face. The good Maggie, before life had totally destroyed her. “What was she like?”


That was a loaded question, but Audrey found herself smiling fondly, despite all the baggage she and Maggie shared. “When Maggie moved here I thought she was so exotic. She came all the way from New Hampshire, and I had never been outside of Maine.”


Mackenzie looked at her with delight. “Did you become friends right away?”


“Yeah, we did. The best of friends.” She just let that hang there, uncertain of what else to say.


“Did you stay best friends even after you killed her father?”


Audrey blinked. “Well, that was … blunt.”


“Sorry.” There was no hostility in the girl’s tone, no judgment in her expression, just simple curiosity. She should have known that Mackenzie would know who she was, and what she and Maggie had done. If their situations were reversed the first thing she would’ve done upon finding out her birth mother’s name was a Google search. The records were sealed, but that didn’t stop people from talking, and talking was what people in Edgeport did best.


“For a while. Then we grew apart.”


“Did he really molest her?”


“Yes.”


“She told you and you believed her?”


“Yes, but also I witnessed it.”


Both women stared at her, their eyes wide. Had she never told Neve that part of the story? Hadn’t her father? Everett Graham was the one who had arrested her, who came to the house that night and found Clint’s bludgeoned naked body on the floor of Maggie’s bedroom. Audrey had cracked his skull open like a bone piñata after finding him raping his daughter. There were times when she wondered if Maggie had planned for her to arrive during one of Clint’s “visits” so she’d do exactly what she’d done.


“Jesus,” Neve whispered.


Mackenzie’s face was white—stark white. “Please tell me he isn’t my father too.”


Relief and remorse rushed through Audrey at the same time. She’d been so concerned about how she was going to explain to the girl the situation surrounding her birth, she hadn’t entertained the idea that she would have already put it together. How long had she spent scared and dreading the truth before driving down to Edgeport?


“I don’t think he is.” Audrey braced her forearms on the table and leaned over them. “There are certain characteristics of children born of father-daughter incest that I don’t see in you. I’m not a geneticist, but I have studied the psychological aspects, and I would be very surprised if you were the product of such.” Though a small percent of such births did turn out perfectly healthy.


The girl made a tiny noise as her shoulders sagged. “Oh my God, you have no idea how happy that makes me. I was so scared.” She wiped at her eyes. “How could he have done that to her?”


“I don’t know. I’m not sure I want to.” The thing was, she could try to explain it, but it wouldn’t make sense, because most sane people couldn’t wrap their head around the concept.


Her dark blue gaze locked with Audrey’s own. “You killed him for what he did.”


She wasn’t completely comfortable discussing this in front of Neve, who might be a friend but was still a cop, but what the hell. She wasn’t ashamed of what she’d done, and truth be told, if she could go back in time she’d probably do it again. Not like they could try her again for it. “Yes. I didn’t want him to hurt Maggie anymore, or hurt anyone else.”


Neve was watching her, because as far as the world was concerned, Maggie had been the one to put an end to Clint. That’s what they had told the police—Neve’s father.


“You owe me.” She could hear Maggie’s voice echoing in her head from a day long ago, just before Audrey left for college. “I took the blame for you. Don’t you ever forget that.”


Mackenzie reached across the table and touched Audrey’s hand. “Thank you.”


Her words struck like a kick to the sternum. It was foolish, really. After all these years, hearing those words from a stranger shouldn’t have any effect. She knew at the time that Maggie had appreciated what she’d done, and she was certain Maggie must have thanked her several times, but after having so much judgment piled on her for that one act, hearing those words from Maggie’s daughter meant more than she could ever articulate. In fact, she had to actually take a moment to compose herself before she could reply, and even then all she could do was nod. There was a band around her throat that made speech impossible.


“Will you tell me about her? Everything about her?” Mackenzie asked. “I’m staying at the Cove. I’d like to find out as much as I can about where I came from.”


Audrey cleared her throat. “I’ll tell you everything I can, but you should know that Maggie’s life was not an easy one.”


The girl laughed humorlessly. “Yeah, I kind of figured that out already.”


“I’ll bring you some of Maggie’s things that Gideon has in storage,” Neve said, but she looked at Audrey. Neither one of them would deny the girl the chance to know Maggie, but there were some things a daughter just didn’t need to know, and it would be their job to weed those things out before letting her comb through Maggie’s short life.


Mackenzie glanced at both of them. “Who killed her? I heard rumors …”


Neve grimaced. “Look, there’s a lot you don’t know—”


“And probably a lot I don’t want to,” the girl interjected. “I know. I don’t want either of you to think I’m judging. I just want to know the truth, no matter how bad it is.”


Audrey and Neve shared yet another glance, and both of them nodded. “Okay then,” Audrey said. “That’s what you get. I’ll give you as much truth about Maggie as I can.”


“Do either of you have any idea who my real father is?”


The girl was asking all the hard questions up front, and each one was like a slap. Audrey didn’t resent her for it, but she had had easier conversations with psychopaths.


“I don’t,” Neve told her. “I knew Maggie, but we weren’t that close.”


“She never said anything to me,” Audrey admitted. “Back then we told each other everything, or at least I thought we did. She always seemed to be in like with some guy, and she was … provocative for that age. Unfortunately, no single person stands out in my mind.”


“Well, maybe there’ll be some clue in her things,” Mackenzie suggested so hopefully Audrey’s heart twisted in an effort to get away from her vulnerability.


“Maybe,” she agreed. “It’s a small town, somebody must know something.”


Neve made a scoffing noise. “Of course somebody knows something. It’s just a matter of whether or not they share it.”


“Why wouldn’t they?” Mackenzie asked, her gaze narrowing.


Neve turned to her with a sympathetic gaze. “Small towns are weird,” she explained. “There are some secrets that will become town gossip no matter how hard you try to keep them, and then there are others that should be public, but get buried so deep they might as well be part of the bedrock.”


“That makes no sense,” the girl argued.


Audrey’s smile was grim. “Welcome to Edgeport.”














CHAPTER TWO


A couple of hours after Mackenzie and Neve left, Audrey was in the kitchen, putting dinner together. Sometimes it felt like all she ever did in that house was get upset, laugh, and eat. Her sister, Jessica, was at the table with their mother. Jessica’s daughter Isabelle lay on her stomach on the floor with a coloring book and colored pencils, while toddler Olivia drooled happily on her mother’s lap. Audrey’s smile lingered on Izzy, who favored her in looks and temperament, right down to the heterochromia that gave her one blue eye and one brown.


“Maggie has an eighteen-year-old daughter?” her mother asked, pressing her hand to her mouth. “God. How awful.”


“At least Clint isn’t the girl’s father,” Audrey remarked. “At least, I don’t think he is.” Really, a DNA test was the only way to tell for certain. Mackenzie, or Mac as she said they could call her, had already asked to take one.


“That’s something, I suppose,” Jessica agreed. She and Audrey had similar faces and dark hair, but Jessica had their mother’s blue eyes. Jessica was also softer-looking, prettier. She didn’t have the same hardness to her that Audrey had, even though Audrey was younger. It was easy to resent her for that. “But who is her father?”


“I don’t know.” Audrey set a pan of chicken in the hot oven and closed the door. “I’m not sure I want to know.”


Both her mother and sister arched an eyebrow. Even the baby looked at her as if she was full of shit. Her nosiness was legendary.


“Okay, I do want to know,” she amended. It was hard to properly articulate, but she felt like it was her duty to find out. “It’s probably someone we know, and if it was anyone over the age of eighteen, it’s statutory.” She didn’t say “rape” because she knew Izzy was listening. “Clint might have even profited from it.”


Her mother winced. “What a vile man.”


Jess shook her head and glanced at her sister. “You did a good thing where he was concerned.”


Audrey didn’t point out that her sister hadn’t spoken to her for years because of that “good thing” she’d done.


“Are you sure Maggie never said anything to you, Babaloo?” Anne asked. “I can’t believe Maggie carried that secret all by herself.”


It was a ridiculous nickname—one that Audrey had no idea as to how she’d earned it—but it was her mother’s pet name for her and she liked it more than she’d admit. It was also weird hearing her mother express sympathy for Maggie. “I’m pretty sure I’d remember if she had.”


She didn’t like Jessica’s scrutinizing gaze. “That’s what really bothers you, isn’t it? That she kept it a secret from you.” Little Olivia chose that moment to laugh. It was just a little hiccup of a sound, but for a second, it felt like mockery, which was completely ludicrous coming from a two-year-old.


Audrey hadn’t kept anything a secret from Maggie—not even her feelings for Jake, which was why it had hurt so much when Maggie slept with him. Maggie knew everything about her, and Audrey had known so very little about her friend. Clint had been molesting her for almost a year before she told Audrey about it. Maggie had been very, very good at keeping secrets, or at least one of her alters had been. Perhaps that was an upside to dissociative identity disorder—compartmentalization at its finest. Not that she was making light of it—it was an unsettling thing to witness.


“I’m more bothered by the fact that I didn’t see it,” Audrey admitted. “I cursed this town for not believing what Clint had done to her, and I was just as blind.”


“You were thirteen,” her sister reminded her. She glanced at her oldest, who was being surprisingly un-nosy, before adding, “You K-I-L-L-E-D someone for her, Auddie. What more could you have done?”


“I don’t know, but I can do something now.” Audrey still couldn’t articulate why, but she needed to find out who Mac’s father was—for the kid, for Maggie, and for herself. There was a part of her that still believed she owed Maggie … something.


Jessica bounced Olivia on her knee. Chubby arms and legs waved with delight. “Auntie Audrey has a savior complex.”


“You been taking psychology classes online?” she asked, her tone dry.


Jessica grinned at her. “I don’t need a class to know that, brat.”


No, probably not, Audrey allowed. As a kid she’d dragged home strays and tried to help people whether they wanted it or not—and that was long before she took a cheap door stopper to Clint Jones’s skull. She’d never been a particularly nice or gentle kid, or adult for that matter, but she wanted to make things better for people if she could. And it usually didn’t matter if she liked the person or not. Or if they liked her.


“Just remember, sweetheart, whoever this girl’s father is, he might not even live here anymore.” Her mother was ever the voice of reason.


Right. But really, how many people had left the area and stayed gone? Not many. And most of those who had left hadn’t gone far.


She picked up her dishes and took them to the kitchen.


“Hey,” came her sister’s voice as she closed the dishwasher door. “Seriously, are you okay?”


Audrey turned. Jess had left Olivia with their mother, and while there was never much of what one might call privacy in the house, they had as much as they were going to get. “I’m good. Surprised. Relieved. Nosy—but good.”


“I know how much Maggie meant to you.” Her sister glanced away. “She was more of a sister to you than I was.”


“Maybe once,” she allowed. “But not after I came home. The psych hospital didn’t do her any favors.” If anything Maggie had come back from that worse than she’d been going in—or maybe she’d just be less inclined to hide it. Regardless, she hadn’t been the same.


“I blame myself, you know.” She’d never confided that in any of her family before—only Jake and Angeline. “If I hadn’t killed Clint, she wouldn’t have been sent to that place. Sometimes I think I did more damage than good as far as Mags was concerned.”


“Maggie was damaged long before you ever showed up.” Jess’s tone was blunt to the point of leaving a mark. “You’re not to blame for how she turned out. If anything, she probably would have been worse if not for you. Can you imagine if she’d been here when she had that girl?”


No. Audrey couldn’t. “Fair point.” Mackenzie certainly wouldn’t have had the good upbringing she seemed to have enjoyed. “Thanks, Jess.”


Her sister gave her a quick but tight hug. “I’m here if you need me.” And then she walked away, leaving Audrey standing there with a tight throat and no idea what to do with herself.


Her sister and the girls stayed for dinner. Jessica’s husband, Greg, joined them as well, arriving around the same time that John Harte got home. John—Rusty to many who knew him—was sober, and had been for at least a couple of weeks, but he’d made it that long before. Audrey was waiting for him to fall off the wagon. She wasn’t being a defeatist—she wanted nothing more than for him to stay sober—but the odds were not in his favor. And she’d learned a long time ago not to get her hopes up.


Her father’s hair was a mix of ginger and gray, shaggy and a little long. He wasn’t overly tall, but he was built like an ox. He was well-liked in the community, for the most part—until he went looking for a fight. Then everyone with an ounce of common sense got the hell out of his way. One thing Audrey could never hold against him was his love for her mother. Sometimes he was a total prick, but he’d die for Anne, and that was all that mattered in the end. Mostly.


The girls went nuts with their father and grandfather there, and it wasn’t long before John had one in either arm as Greg put Olivia’s high chair together at the table.


“No Jake tonight?” Greg asked Audrey as he followed her into the kitchen. She liked Greg, and always had. He grew up a couple of towns away, and started dating Jess when she was a college freshman and he was a senior. Audrey had only really started to get to know him since she’d come home. His coloring was similar to Jess’s—dark hair and blue eyes. There was a kindness in his face that was reflected in his youngest daughter. Izzy, unfortunately, was more Audrey than either of her parents.


“Gracie’s is open tonight, so he’s working,” she replied. Gracie’s was the town tavern, which Jake owned. He’d become quite the land baron, for lack of a better term. “I’ll see him later.” She handed him a bowl of mashed potatoes to bring to the table before taking the chicken out of the oven.


“Jess just told me you met Maggie’s daughter today?”


“Yeah.” She carried the pan to the dining room and set it on the trivets on the table. “Mackenzie. She’s eighteen and lovely.”


“God,” he whispered. “Eighteen. How old would Maggie have been?”


“Fourteen. She had her when she was in the psych hospital after Clint’s death.” Audrey walked away, knowing full well that her brother-in-law had changed “death” to “murder” in his mind, even if he would never admit it.


Greg followed her a few moments later and got Olivia’s sectioned plate out of the cupboard. It had Winnie the Pooh on it. “Is Clint the girl’s father?”


“I don’t think so. We won’t know for sure until we do a DNA test.” Maggie had already been pregnant when she had been sent to the hospital, so it had to have happened that spring—before the campground that Jake’s grandparents owned filled up.


Greg shook his head, his brown hair falling over his forehead, making him look younger than he was. “That’s crazy.”


“I know. You want me to get Livvie’s plate ready?”


He waved her away. “Nah, I got it.” He glanced at his daughters, playing with their grandfather in the other room. “Fourteen.”


Audrey nodded. “Still a baby herself. Makes me want to know who the son-of-a-bitch father was.” She called the last part over her shoulder as she returned to the dining room.


“Language!” Jessica cried, just as Olivia chirped, “Bitch!”


Audrey cringed under her sister’s glare as their father chortled—Isabelle joining in with unrestrained five-year-old glee. “Sorry.”


Olivia grinned at her. Looked her right in the eye as her chubby cheeks eclipsed her gaze in a big grin. “Bitch.”


Everyone laughed—even Jess. And then she tried to explain to the toddler that the word wasn’t a good one, even though it made the adults laugh. Audrey wished her luck.


After dinner, she stopped by Gideon’s. Neve had promised to have Maggie’s belongings out of storage and ready for her to pick up there, and when Audrey walked into the spacious, modern kitchen, she found three large plastic bins waiting for her.


Gideon—tall, lean, and gorgeous with his ashy brown hair and gray eyes—opened the fridge and pulled out two bottles of beer. “Want one, Audrey?”


“Sure,” she replied, seeing that he’d already reached for another. “Thanks for letting me take this stuff, Gid.”


He shrugged, a lopsided smile tilting at his mouth as he handed her the frosty bottle. “I don’t hold any sentimental value for it. I don’t envy that poor kid, about to be introduced to Maggie for the first time.”


“There was goodness in her once,” Audrey said in Maggie’s defense, albeit without much force. “A long time ago. I’ll try to concentrate on that.”


He eyed her for a moment, eyes like flint, as she took a drink. “Lucky for her you’re the one doing the introductions.”


“Yeah, I suppose I loved her as much as anyone could.”


Gideon raised his bottle as though making a toast. “More than she deserved.”


“Maybe.” But she couldn’t help but think of how most of Maggie’s mental problems had started after Clint died. “Or maybe not enough.”


He just looked at her. It was Neve who said, “Oh, get your head out of your ass. You going to wear the guilt of Clint Jones for the rest of your life?”


Audrey raised a brow. “You know, I hope not.” She smiled. “My head’s not up my ass.”


“It is a little bit,” her friend amended with a grin. “Change of subject.”


That was the end of the conversation about Maggie.


Audrey stayed long enough to finish the beer. She and Neve made plans to drive up to Stillwater to visit Bailey soon.


“I can’t believe they’re shutting the place down,” Neve remarked.


Audrey agreed. The place had been around forever. “Any word on where Bailey will be sent?”


Gideon swore. “We’re trying to work that out. Because of her circumstances, they’re not eager to send her to a juvenile lockup, but there aren’t that many private facilities around that have the psych staff to maintain her therapy.”


Yeah, there wouldn’t be too many who knew what to do with a bisexual teenager tormented with guilt over killing her stepmother/lover. The poor kid. “See if the judge will go with getting her into a private facility with therapy on the side. If necessary, I can treat her until you find someone else.”


Both of them looked as though she’d dropped her pants.


“Can you do that?” Neve asked. “Ethically?”


“I think so. It’s gray, sure, but we can say I was seeing her before I knew she’d killed Maggie.” She had talked to Bailey a few times before she figured out the whole tragic event. “And I would only do it until a replacement could be found.” She could help them find that replacement, and Bailey could help her reacquaint herself with clinical therapy.


Neve smiled—it was a very self-satisfied expression. “Look at you. Dr. Audrey Harte, ready to be an actual doctor.”


Audrey made a face at her. Neve hadn’t been subtle in her belief that Audrey would be happier treating kids rather than studying them, as she had been at her previous job in California. Audrey didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing Neve had figured it out before she had.


Gideon, on the other hand, wasn’t happy with just a smile. He walked over and hugged her. What the hell was she supposed to do with that? Grateful fathers were strange things. Loving, open fathers even more so. Gideon was as odd and wonderful to her as a platypus.


Awkwardly, Audrey extricated herself from his embrace and his appreciation. She finished her beer in one deep swallow and picked up a container by the handles. Gideon and Neve grabbed the other two and brought them out to her Prius. They put two in the trunk and one in the backseat. Then Gideon went back inside.


Neve tucked her hands into her jeans pockets. “Good luck,” she said. “I hope you don’t find anything too awful.”


“Yeah,” Audrey agreed, opening the driver door. She turned to the other woman with a doubtful smile. “I hope so too.”


Mackenzie had sent her a text with her cottage number at the Cove, so Audrey didn’t have to check in at the office when she arrived at the Tripps’ resort. Jake’s sister, Yancy, managed the resort and was probably working that night.


She hadn’t forgiven Audrey for her daughter, Alisha, being kidnapped by a serial killer who was trying to get to Audrey. Audrey couldn’t blame her for that and didn’t want to add to the conflict. There was also the fact that Yancy was part of the Network, the town’s gossip matrix, and while news about Mackenzie would spread soon enough, Audrey would rather not contribute to it. Trouble found her readily enough, so why court it?


The resort, which was located about six miles back the well-maintained dirt road, consisted of a large main building, a couple of smaller outbuildings, and about a dozen cottages. Jake was considering expanding because summers had gotten so busy. It was early November—hunting season—and at least three-quarters of the cottages were occupied by men with rifles, bright orange gear, and the inexplicable desire to kill something that couldn’t fight back. Audrey had eaten her share of deer meat—no one in Edgeport called it venison—when she was younger, but she didn’t now, on principle. At least when she had killed something it had been a full-grown man, and she’d bludgeoned him to death. None of this hiding in the woods, eyeing up your prey through a scope.


Still, the hunters brought in money for the town, and that was a good thing. Jake let them hunt on his property, which was generally kept private from the rest of the town. His family had owned all the land back Tripp’s Cove for generations. This provided the hunters with less competition, but it also ensured they didn’t piss off any of the townsfolk. Nothing like a bunch of strangers firing guns behind your home to get the blood up. There was a rumor that back when they were kids, Jake’s father, Brody Tripp, and a bunch of his friends had chased an out-of-town hunter around the field at night, illuminating him with the headlights of their pickup like they were jacking deer. They didn’t kill him, but they did string him up by his feet for a bit. That was the price of getting too close to Tripp property with a loaded gun.


Audrey drove back the smooth, narrow lane that meandered from the main building through the woods. All of the cottages were kept fairly private by trees and scrub. Some had ocean views, while others were surrounded by forest. Number nine was one of the ones near the water. It would be a prime location in the summer, but in the fall the ones surrounded by foliage were more popular. Some stubborn leaves remained in the trees, their colors bold and bright.


She parked in front of the little white cottage, next to the Honda she recognized as Mackenzie’s. She popped the trunk, got one of the bins, and carried it to the covered cement patio. She was setting the second one on top of the first when the door opened. Mackenzie came out in jeans and a sweater and started taking the bins inside.


When Audrey came in with the last of them, she shut the door with her foot and set the container on the wood floor.


The cottage was one of the smaller units—just one bedroom—and decorated in subtle colors with furniture that was both comfortable and durable. Jake employed a couple of local women to do all the cleaning, and judging from how spotless the place was, Audrey guessed he paid them well.


“This is all that’s left of her?” Mackenzie asked, looking at the dull gray tubs with a disappointed expression.


Audrey didn’t tell her it was more than she had expected. She supposed three storage bins wasn’t much when she thought in terms of an entire life, but Gideon hadn’t been keen on keeping much of Maggie around.


“Yeah, that’s it. Most of her clothing and jewelry was donated.” She had a journal of Maggie’s, one that her old friend had kept in her teens and adulthood that had started out as a kind of therapy. All the entries were written as letters to Audrey. It was personal, and she had no intention of showing it to anyone. She’d shared bits of it with Jake, but not even he had looked at it for himself. She wasn’t about to let Mackenzie see it either. There was only one entry that pertained to Maggie’s pregnancy and it didn’t have many details—nothing that would help figure out who the father had been.


“It’s not much, is it?”


“Maybe not in terms of belongings, but the things in these bins were important to her. Those kinds of things stand a better chance of telling us who your father is than old clothes or furniture.”


The younger woman nodded, ponytail bobbing. She looked older under the overhead light, tension pulling at the skin around her eyes. “Do you really think we’ll find out who he is?”


“Maggie might not have told me everything, but someone knows who your father is, or at least has an idea. Hopefully they’ll feel like sharing the information.”


Mackenzie looked up and met her gaze. God, there was something so familiar about that expression.


“If we do find him, do you think it’ll be okay if I ask him why he had sex with a thirteen-year-old?”


Well, at least she didn’t have to worry about the kid having some kind of romantic notion about her father. “You know, he may have been a kid himself.” She wasn’t sure why she felt like defending the guy, but it wasn’t uncommon for young girls to date older boys, especially in small towns with limited selection, and girls who seemed to grow up so much faster.


“He still should have known better.”


It was obvious Mackenzie had strong feelings, and all of her training and experience demanded that Audrey didn’t argue. The girl felt how she felt, and there was nothing wrong with that.


“Where do we start? I guess I should be glad there wasn’t more than three bins.”


“Have you eaten?” Audrey asked. She knew the resort had a small kitchen that provided a limited menu, but she didn’t know how late it was open this time of year.


Mackenzie shook her head. “No. I came here after I saw you and got settled in. Then I called my mom. I fell asleep in front of the television. I just woke up a little while ago.”


She probably hadn’t slept much the night before, Audrey thought. She would have been nervous about traveling to the town where her birth mother grew up, and conspired to kill her own father with one of the women Mackenzie planned to meet. Audrey didn’t have the heart to tell her it was probably going to get more emotionally draining. And crazier.


“First thing we’re going to do is get you dinner. Come on, I’ll take you to Gracie’s.” The place served food, so the girl being under twenty-one really didn’t matter. She’d also have to take Mackenzie grocery shopping so she’d have stuff to eat at the cottage.


“But …” The girl looked at the bins.


“They’ll be here when you get back, and you’ll need energy to go through them. Let’s go.”


Reluctantly the girl got her coat and put on her boots. After making sure she had her keys they left the cottage and got into Audrey’s car. The drive to Gracie’s wasn’t very long. Once they reached the main road, it was a left turn and then maybe two more minutes, if that. They pulled into the parking lot shortly before eight. It was Friday night and the gravel lot was almost full. Audrey took advantage of being with Jake and parked in the employee parking section in the back.


“What is this place?” Mackenzie asked as they walked around to the front of the building. Seventies southern rock filled the cold night air.


“It’s been a lot of things,” Audrey told her. “When I was a kid it was a takeout and pool hall. Now it’s a tavern.” The structure of Gracie’s was actually an old house that had been Frankensteined over the years, as old rural houses often were. Jake had managed to morph it into something a little more appealing. The outside was done in cedar planks. A wide veranda wrapped around the front and both sides. In the summer, people would sit out there, but in the colder months it was a place to smoke or actually hear the person on your cell phone. Neon signs flanked the front door—most of them were liquor company logos.


Inside, Gracie’s looked like any other small-town establishment, maybe a little nicer. The bar was to the right and the stools in front of it were filled. Scattered tables filled up the rest of the space, leaving room for a small stage and dance floor in the back left corner. There were people actually up dancing, one of whom was Albert Neeley, a town institution and an old friend/punching bag of Audrey’s father’s. Bertie’s idea of dancing was to hoist his beer bottle in the air and bend his knees in time with the music. At least he squatted in sync with the beat.


Speaking of her father, she didn’t see him there. He wasn’t behind the bar, a position Jake paid him for on occasion, or in his usual spot where he liked to sit when the intention to get drunk struck. If he wasn’t in one of those two places—or fighting with Bertie Neeley—he wasn’t there. Her mother must be wondering if her husband had been replaced by a pod person if he was home with her on a Friday night.


Audrey pointed at a small table near the hall for the restrooms and Mackenzie made her way toward it while Audrey snagged the menu off the bar.


“Hey, good-lookin’,” she said to the man pouring rum into a glass.


He raised his head and grinned. When they were younger, Jake Tripp had been a cute kid. As a teenager he’d been almost pretty with his high cheekbones and lean jaw. He’d grown into his looks, and while he retained some of that prettiness, there was a hardness to him as well. He had lines around his hazel eyes—caused by an equal measure of smiling and frowning—and faint brackets around his mouth. A couple of days’ worth of stubble diminished the almost boyish way his brown hair fell over his forehead. The contrasting dualities of his nature was one of the things Audrey found most fascinating about him. That and the fact that he knew her better than anyone else and still wanted to be with her. Many professionals would look at their relationship as unhealthy, but it was the only thing in her life Audrey had ever felt was completely right.


“Thought I wasn’t going to see you till later!” he shouted over the music.


She nodded her head toward the girl at the table against the far wall. “Got a hungry kid to feed.”


Jake arched a brow, not bothering to hide his curiosity. “Not hard to tell where she came from.”


“Really? Because I’m drawing a blank on the second contributor. You want me just to give her order to Donalda when we’re ready?”


He shook his head. “I’ll send her over in a few.” Then he leaned over the bar, kissed her forehead, and went back to work.


Audrey smiled as she moved toward Mackenzie. Maybe it was silly, but Jake always made her feel centered, like everything was going to be okay—even if it wasn’t. They’d met when Audrey was four years old and had been connected ever since, but it hadn’t been until Audrey came home the past summer that they finally got together. He’d been one of the few to believe that she hadn’t killed Maggie, and even though there’d been some hurt between them, he’d helped her find the real killer.


She hadn’t quite forgiven herself for figuring that one out. Hopefully she wouldn’t have as much regret over helping Mackenzie.


“Is that your boyfriend?” Mackenzie asked when she sat down.


Audrey set the menu in front of her. “I guess you could call him that.”


“He’s cute,” the girl said with a grin. She opened the menu—it wasn’t terribly extensive. Almost one full page of it was drinks. “What’s good?”


“I’m partial to the cheeseburger. The onion rings are really good too.”


Wide blue eyes lifted from the page to meet hers. “Split some with me?”


Maggie. How many times had Maggie asked her to split onion rings, or fries, or a beer—even a guy? Christ, looking at her daughter was painful. Audrey swallowed against the lump in her throat. She shouldn’t eat anything, because she wasn’t the least bit hungry after dinner with the family, but she could never turn down onion rings. “Sure.”


True to Jake’s promise, Donalda bounced up to their table a few moments later. She was in her early twenties, blond, and built like a swimsuit model. She’d been sleeping with Jake’s older brother Lincoln over the summer, but now she was seeing some guy from Eastrock, a neighboring town. She was a sweet girl, though not terribly ambitious. Also, her taste in men was suspect.


“Hey, Audrey! Nice to see you. Who’s your friend?”


Mackenzie smiled up at her, and Audrey’s heart gave a sharp little tap against her ribs. There was Maggie again. This was going to be a lesson in self-torture, seeing her old friend—old enemy—every time Mackenzie’s expression changed. “Mackenzie Bell.”


“Nice to meet you, Mackenzie,” Donalda enthused. “What can I getcha?”


The girl placed the order, and Audrey added a Diet Coke for herself. Normally she’d get some rum in it, but she wanted to stay sharp. There was a very good chance the girl’s father was there, or nearby. She wanted to be able to see how people reacted to her, because those with more than just the usual curiosity probably knew something useful. But word wouldn’t have gotten completely out just yet, so no one seemed to pay them much attention at all.


In fact, there was one guy who didn’t look at anyone except Jake. Audrey frowned. She didn’t know who the guy was—he wasn’t local. She was pretty sure she would remember a six-and-a-half-foot-tall mountain with long hair and a beard. He was oddly attractive for a guy who looked like he could kill you as easily as shake your hand. For that reason, Audrey didn’t like him paying such close attention to the most important person in her life.


She watched as Lincoln approached the man. Lincoln was just a bit shorter than Jake, which put him at around five-eleven or six feet, and he was as lean as a scarecrow. His long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he was dressed in his usual “rock star” fashion. Usually Lincoln had more attitude than sense, but he looked almost nervous as he spoke to the behemoth towering over him. Lincoln knew the guy, and while he might not have been afraid of him, he was wary. Anyone who could make a Tripp wary was someone not to be underestimated.


Who was he and what the hell did he want with Jake?


“Is everything okay?” Mackenzie asked. “You look pissed.”


Audrey shook her head, pulling her attention back to the girl sitting across from her. “I’ve been told I always look pissed.” She smiled. “I think a good place to start would be a DNA test. I want to rule out Clint as a secondary contributor first and foremost.”


Mackenzie shook her head. “Thank you for referring to him by name and not a family title. Whenever I think of him—and I don’t even know what he looked like—it makes me sick.”


“We don’t need to talk about him. Tell me about the people who raised you. Are they good people?”


The girl nodded, a big smile on her face. “They’re awesome.” Then her smile faded. “Most of the time. You know, they’re parents, so sometimes they’re annoying.”


“Yeah, I know.” Audrey grinned. Typical teenage response for parents who were doing their job. Of course, it wouldn’t take much to be better than the Joneses; the fact that Clint and both of his kids had been murdered was proof enough of that.


Audrey was prepared to ignore the fact that all three of them had been killed after an altercation with her.
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