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Chapter 1
“What brings you to Redemption?”
I jerked, spilling my coffee. It spread across the table in a brown puddle, like blood pooling on a hardwood floor.
“Oops,” the waitress said. A rag appeared as if by magic, and she deftly cleaned it up. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
“It’s okay,” I said. I had been staring out the window, mulling my choices for the hundredth time. Maybe I should have stayed. Maybe Annabelle was right. Maybe I was exaggerating.
But then my side twinged, and everything came flooding back. The taste of blood. The violence in his eyes. Waking in the hospital bed. The dreams that started that night. 
Dreams I couldn’t resist. 
This was the right decision. The only decision.
The waitress refilled my coffee cup. “What brings you to Redemption?” she repeated. She was young, probably my age, with strawberry-blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail and hazel eyes.
“Just passing through,” I said.
“Oh, where are you headed?”
As far away from New York as I can get. “California. I think.”
“You think?” When she smiled, her eyes crinkled up. I couldn’t help but smile back.
“Let’s just say I’m open to possibilities.”
She laughed. “I’m Claire.”
“Charlie.” I was amazed at how easy it slipped out. Until that moment, I hadn’t known what my name would be.
Her smile widened. “Well, Charlie, nice to meet you. How long are you staying?”
“Not long,” I said, but my answer was lost as someone called Claire’s name from the kitchen. 
“Oh, sorry. Gotta go. I’ll be back.”
“Of course,” I said, but she was already hurrying over to the kitchen, her long, lanky body covering the length of the dining room in just a few short strides.
I picked at my made-from-scratch buttermilk biscuit and went back to looking out the window. Truthfully, I had no idea how I had even found the town, much less why I decided to stop at this particular little diner. It was only a couple of hours before that I had checked out of my hotel room with a solid plan to drive as long as I could bear. 
And then, I somehow got myself turned around (I have always been hopeless when it comes to reading maps) and found myself in the quaint little town called “Redemption.” 
I had no intention of stopping. I had no intention of doing anything other than driving through as quickly as possible and figuring out how to get back on the highway.
When I saw the little diner, Aunt May’s, I thought it was cute and whimsical. I slowed down to take a closer look, and realized my bladder was uncomfortably full. Perfect time for a quick bathroom break, I figured. I could get a coffee to go while I was at it.
Instead, I found myself seated at a window table with a plate of bacon and biscuits in front of me. Never mind that I was never much of a breakfast eater. Never mind that I had already eaten an apple that morning while I was driving, which was normally more than enough. There I was with a plate full of food in front of me and no appetite. 
I should be on the road, I thought.
I should be putting as many miles as I could between myself and HIM.
My side twinged again, right below my left breast. I reached over to rub it, feeling the rough edges of the torn skin underneath my thin cotton shirt. No question I would have a scar.
Suddenly, I couldn’t stand it. I wasn’t safe. I needed to go.
I stood abruptly, shaking the table and jarring my coffee cup again, searching the restaurant for Claire.
She was taking an order at another table, but she glanced my way. I made a movement in the air like I was signing a check and she nodded, holding a finger up.
I didn’t want to wait. I wanted to leave right then and there. I also knew I was being irrational. So, instead of doing what I wanted to do, which was throw some money on the table and run out the door, I sucked in a deep breath and sat back down. A few more minutes wasn’t going to change anything. Maybe I should even take the time to finish my breakfast. Then, I wouldn’t have to stop for lunch … I could maybe even make it to a late-night dinner.
“Anything wrong?” Claire appeared at my elbow, riffling through her order pad.
I forced myself to give her a crooked smile. “No, I just didn’t realize how late it was. I’m running behind. I wanted to get a lot of driving in today.”
“Of course,” Claire said neutrally, but the pointed expression in her eyes said something else. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, wanting to shield myself from her penetrating gaze. It felt like she could see directly into my soul.
Get ahold of yourself, Charlie. You’re being ridiculous. You barely know her.
I had to get back on the road. My mind was playing tricks on me. And with everything that had happened, I shouldn’t be surprised.
Claire placed the check on the table. “Want a doggy bag?”
“Sure,” I said, although I didn’t think I’d be real eager to eat cold bacon later. On the other hand, not having to stop for food may make it worth it.
She disappeared, and I dug my wallet out of my purse, frowning at my dwindling cash reserves. I should have taken more out before I left. Paying cash for everything was more expensive than I thought it would be. Which didn’t make any sense, of course. But that’s what happens when you grow up surrounded by credit cards and expense accounts. There had never been any reason to look at the how much things actually cost when other people were footing the bills.
Poor little rich girl. What an idiot. I was so disgusted with myself.
“Here,” Claire said, depositing a cardboard box and coffee cup in front of me. “I brought you a to-go coffee, as well.”
“Thank you.” I was touched. I couldn’t even remember the last time anyone had done anything for me without knowing who my family was.
“Hey, none of that,” Claire said, as I dabbed the corner of my eyes with my napkin. I wasn’t usually so emotional, and I rarely cried, but now, the smallest thing could set me off. I definitely needed to get my head on straight. “Consider it a parting gift for visiting our out-of-the-way town.” She smiled again, crinkling up the corners of her eyes. “We love it when tourists visit, but people don’t always find us. I’m glad you stopped.”
“Me too,” I said. 
“If you’re ever back this way, come by and see us.”
“Definitely.”
She gave me a quick, final nod before bustling away. I transferred my food to the box and added a generous tip. It’s not like I don’t have money, I lectured the part of myself that cringed at how little cash was left in my wallet. I had a whole trust fund. The problem was, I wasn’t sure how to access it without letting him know where I was.
I was eventually going to have to figure it out.
I was just hoping it would be later rather than sooner.
I was especially hoping he would forget me by then.
I stood up, giving myself a little shake. Enough of this. It was time to get back on the road. I could figure the rest out later. 
When I was farther away. Much farther away.
I was heading to the door when I realized I still wasn’t sure where the highway was. Claire was talking to another waitress behind the counter when I approached.
“Need something else?” she asked.
“Just directions,” I said. “Can you tell me the easiest way to the I-12?”
“Of course.” She rattled off a laundry list of streets and turns, which I tried to keep track of in my head. I wished I could write them down. 
She must have seen my face, because she whipped out her pen and wrote the directions on the back of an order form and tore it off to hand to me.
“Thanks, this is really helpful,” I said. 
“Happy to do it,” she replied, glancing toward an older couple trying to get her attention. “Drive safe.”
I nodded and headed out of the restaurant, hearing the cheerful jangle of the bell above the door.
I got into my car, an older model Chevy Impala without the extras, placing the food next to me and the coffee between my legs. Well, it wasn’t exactly my car. I had begged my old nanny to let me borrow it, promising to either return it or send her a check for it later, once I was settled somewhere.
Actually, I didn’t have to beg much. Once she saw what he had done to me, she couldn’t get the keys into my hand fast enough.
I’d have to figure out a way to make it right for her. Just one more thing to add to the list.
I took a moment to pull the map out and compare it to Claire’s directions. It didn’t seem too difficult. I should be able to do it just fine.
I put the key in the ignition and turned it. The engine roared to life with a horrible grinding noise. I tried to put it into reverse, but all I heard was a dreadful clunking sound.
Oh no. 
I turned the key off, listening to the engine’s death throes while trying to keep myself from throwing up. The coffee’s hot acid seemed to burn a hole in my stomach.
I banged my forehead against the steering wheel. What was I going to do?



Chapter 2
“It’s your transmission,” the mechanic said.
He was tall with broad shoulders and rugged good looks. His black, longish hair fell into dark, soulful eyes that sent electric shocks down my spine every time they met mine.
Focus, Charlie. Technically, you’re still engaged. 
True. Although it wasn’t like that marriage was ever going to happen now. Still, my focus should be on getting back on the road as quickly as possible, not flirting with the first cute guy I saw (especially since I could see the glint of a gold ring on his finger).
Definitely off limits.
“How long will it take to fix?” I asked. I was starting to feel desperate.
He shrugged. “A few days. Maybe longer if I have to order parts.”
A few days? Ordering parts? My heart sank. It was also starting to sound expensive.
I hugged my arms closer to my chest. “How much does it cost to fix a transmission?”
He named a figure, and my jaw dropped. “That much?”
He shrugged. “I’ll know more once I get it back to the garage.”
We were still in the parking lot of Aunt May’s. After I had finished banging my head against the steering wheel, I went back into the diner.
Claire smiled when she saw me. “Back already? I always knew our coffee was good, but not that good.”
I couldn’t help but smile back, even though my insides were churning as the words “leave, leave, leave” repeated in my head like a drumbeat. “Actually, something’s wrong with my car. I was hoping you could recommend a mechanic.”
Her smiled dimmed. “Oh, that sucks. Well, Grant Street Auto is just a couple blocks away. That’s where I go. They do a good job. You can call them from the payphone back there, if you’d like,” she pointed behind me. “Or, like I said, you could just walk over and talk to them. You can’t miss it.”
“Thanks,” I said. Despite my inherent hopeless sense of direction, I decided to walk to the shop in the hopes of relieving the anxiety that was twisting and turning inside me. With any luck, Claire would right, and I wouldn’t get lost.
It was a beautiful day. The sun was out accompanied by a fresh breeze that smelled like spring. The sky was a rich, dark blue dotted with white, fluffy clouds. All the storefronts displayed pots of colorful blooming flowers, and the streets were lined with tall, majestic trees. The few people I passed smiled and nodded to me.
I felt like I had gone back in time to a simpler, more innocent era—nothing like the rush and noise of New York, where everyone jostled each other for the next cab or a spot on the sidewalk.
Despite myself, I found my steps slowing and my chest loosening as I relaxed into the day. Truly, I must be safe. I was in the Middle of Nowhere, Wisconsin. How could he possibly find me?
Claire was right; I couldn’t miss Grant Street Auto. It was right on the corner, a huge cement garage with a big blue sign.
The mechanic I spoke with was an older man with greying hair and skin as tough as leather. He listened to what happened and told me he would send someone over to Aunt May’s as soon as possible. He asked if I wanted to wait and drive over with the mechanic, but as I didn’t see anywhere to sit, I let him know I’d walk back and wait by my car.
And now, watching the one he sent, I was glad I did. I had assumed it would be another grizzled old guy who came … not the hot specimen who was currently peering under my hood.
Charlie, stop it.
“I’m going to have to get a tow,” he said. “You don’t have to wait here, though. Where are you staying?”
I blinked. Staying? Crap, I hadn’t calculated the cost of a hotel and meals with the repair bill. This was turning into a nightmare. How was I going to get the money I needed without letting everyone know where I was? Maybe Annabelle would help. Although I wasn’t about to hold my breath.
He cocked his head, studying me. “Don’t you have a room?”
“I ... I was just passing through,” I said weakly. “I guess I’ll have to find somewhere to stay.”
“That would be a good idea,” he said, wiping his hands on a rag and looking over the car. “So, New York, huh?”
Instantly, I felt all my senses go on high alert. “How did you know I was from New York?”
He shot me a look before pointing to my license plate. Oh. Of course.
“Yeah, I grew up there,” I said sheepishly.
“Our little town must be a bit of a culture shock to you.”
“You could say that.”
He leaned against the back of the car and gave me a crooked smile. I thought my heart might stop. “So, where are you headed all by your lonesome?”
More warning bells. “Who says I’m by my lonesome?”
He flashed that crooked smile again. “I don’t see anyone standing next to you.”
“I’m meeting someone,” I countered, and immediately cursed myself. Meeting someone? Where? It’s not like I have dinner plans. I’m driving across the country.
But there was something about him. Something dangerous. I didn’t want to tell him the truth. It felt ... safer, for him to think I wasn’t available.
He raised an eyebrow. “You’re meeting someone in Redemption?”
“No, not exactly. I got lost.”
“Lost?”
“Yeah, I was looking for the interstate ... oh, why does it matter? I can’t get back on the road anyhow until my car is fixed.”
“That’s true. So, where are you headed?”
“Somewhere else,” I said impatiently. “Look, I have things to do. I’m sure you do, as well.” Hopefully, he would take the hint and get to work on my car.
“Yeah, I have a few things to do,” he said, but he didn’t move. I wanted him to leave so I could get my suitcase, but he just stood there, watching me.
“Well?” I finally asked.
“Well, what?”
“I thought you needed to get a tow for my car.”
“I do.”
He was infuriating. “So, what are you waiting for?”
He cocked his head. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
What was he talking about? “What am I forgetting?”
He grinned, clearly amused. “Well, let’s see. You’re willing to hand your car over to me, but you haven’t told me your name or where you’re staying.”
I felt myself flush. What was it about him that got me so flustered? “I’m Charlie.”
“Got a last name, Charlie?”
 “Kingsley” was on the tip of my tongue, but I stopped myself. I didn’t want the paper trail. At least until I knew I was safe. “Just Charlie.”
He gave me a funny look before pushing off the side of my car. “Okay, ‘just Charlie from New York.’ I’ll get everything taken care of.” He began ambling toward his truck.
As I watched him get in, it hit me how alone I was. There I was, in a town I’d never heard of, and no one had any idea where I was. Not my friends, not my family. And to top it off, I didn’t even have a working car.
He turned the key to his truck, and the engine roared to life. Suddenly, I didn’t want him to leave.
I rushed forward. “Wait,” I called out.
He paused and unrolled his window. “Yes? What can I do for you, ‘just Charlie’?”
“I ...” I licked my lips. “Who should I ask for?”
He cocked his head. “What do you mean?”
I cursed under my breath. I sounded like a gawky, self-conscious teenager in high school. “Your name. What’s your name, so I can find out about my car?”
He smiled, and I felt my stomach flip over. 
“I’m Jonathan. Jonathan Decker.”



Chapter 3
Since I wasn’t sure how long I would be stuck in Redemption, I hauled both suitcases out of the trunk and wrapped my makeup and bathroom bag across my shoulders. Even though I had packed in a rush, anxious to get on the road well before he got home from work, I had still spent precious time boxing up a few important items: my beloved books, a few pieces of jewelry, family pictures, and an antique vase my grandmother had given me. I hated that I had to leave so much behind, so many things I treasured, but I was also relieved and grateful to have escaped safely.
Belongings, I could replace. My health and wellbeing? Not nearly so easy.
I lugged the two suitcases into Aunt May’s. Claire’s eyes widened when she saw me. “Not good news then,” she said.
“Nope,” I sighed. “It looks like it’s going to take at least a few days to get it fixed.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
“Recommend a hotel?” I asked. “Preferably within walking distance.”
Her face brightened. “I know just the place. I’ll show you.” She took one of my suitcases over my protests and walked me back out the door. “Just down the street, make a left, then another left, and you’ll see the sign. Redemption Inn. Can’t miss it.”
“Thanks,” I said, taking my suitcase back. “Not sure what I’d do without your help.”
She waved it off. “Don’t mention it. And if for some reason there’s no room there, just give me a call. I’m working until four, but I’d be happy to help you find somewhere else.”
I was touched. “You don’t have to do all that.”
“It’s my pleasure. You’re our guest here, and I want you to feel welcome.” She pursed her lips. “Actually, would you maybe want to meet up later? A group of us is going to the Tipsy Cow.”
I blinked. “Tipsy Cow?”
She laughed. “It’s a bar. Down here on Main street.” She pointed, and I could barely make out the logo of a cow standing on its hind legs with what appeared to be a lampshade on its head. “Come on, it will be fun. You don’t want to sit in your hotel room all alone.”
I wasn’t convinced. “I don’t want to intrude ...”
“Nonsense. Come by around eight? First round is on me.”
A part of me wanted to say “no”—the same part that was desperate to get away and was pushing me to get on the road as quickly as possible.
As if sensing my reluctance, Claire reached out to touch my hand. “You know, I don’t normally invite people I just met to join us at a bar. But, there’s something about you. I feel so comfortable around you, like I already know you. Like we’re already great friends.”
I laughed. “Okay, you got me. I’ll come.”
She beamed, clapping her hands. “That’s wonderful! I have to get back to work, but I’ll see you tonight.”
I smiled and watched her head back into the restaurant, trying to squelch down the part of me that felt like I had just agreed to a really bad idea.
It’s just one night out. A couple drinks. What’s the harm? And if I don’t feel like going, then I won’t. It’s not like I’ll see anyone here ever again.
Squaring my shoulders, I faced the direction I needed to go and picked up my suitcases. I had to focus on finding a place to stay. I could figure the rest out later.
It was hard work. Both suitcases were heavy and kept banging into my legs. My bathroom bag kept hitting my hip painfully, no matter how I adjusted it. I was sure I was going to have massive bruises over my entire body. It also felt like it was getting hotter. The nice spring weather from before had somehow turned into a heat wave. How did that happen? I was in Wisconsin, after all. I mean, wasn’t it usually snowing in April? Not that I wanted to be lugging suitcases in the snow, but at least I wouldn’t feel like I was melting.
Needless to say, by the time I made it to the Redemption Inn, I was a hot-and-sweaty mess.
Redemption Inn looked more like a bed and breakfast than a hotel. A large two-story A-frame log cabin was set back from the road and surrounded by giant oaks, maple, and pine trees. As cute as it was, my heart sank. Would it have any rooms available? My arms, chest, and back ached, and the idea of dragging my suitcases anywhere else made me want to curl up in a ball.
Nevertheless, I straightened up and yanked my suitcases up the hard, dirt-packed path. The parking lot was empty. Maybe that was a good sign.
I made it up the steps onto the white painted porch, and after a brief tussle with the door, managed to thrust myself and my suitcases into the lobby.
A large, cozy sitting room greeted me, complete with an impressive stone fireplace, beautiful woodwork, and couches that looked warm and inviting. It was nothing like the places I grew up in. It felt a lot ... homier. 
A woman bustled over to stand behind a little desk. “Welcome! Oh, you poor thing. I didn’t see you pull into the parking lot, or I would have come out to help you with your bags.”
“I walked here,” I said, dropping my suitcases and letting my bathroom bag slide to the floor.
Her mouth fell open in a perfect O. “You walked here? From where?”
I rolled my shoulders, wincing as I hit a particularly sore spot. “From Aunt May’s. I was passing through when my car broke down. I’m really hoping you have a room available.”
“Really? You are one lucky girl.”
I blinked. “Excuse me?” My side twinged again as sweat dripped down between my breasts and the middle of my back. I was feeling anything but lucky.
“I was completely booked, but I just had a cancellation, so yes. I can give you a room.”
“Oh, thank God,” I said as relief swept through me. I left my bags where they were and approached the desk, using my sleeve to wipe the sweat off my forehead.
She watched me with little bird eyes. Her permed, badly dyed hair was the color and texture of dried straw. “You look like you could use a drink. I’ve got lemonade in the back. Freshly squeezed.”
What I really wanted was a Diet Coke, the colder the better, but I appreciated the offer. “Lemonade would be great, thank you,” I said. She smiled and bustled away.
I pulled my wallet out and thumbed through what was left of my cash. The amount hadn’t changed since breakfast, much to my chagrin. I hoped she would also be willing to make some sort of deal.
“There you go, hon.” The woman deposited a tall glass loaded with ice next to me. I drank it gratefully. It was pretty tasty—not too sweet, not too sour. 
She pulled out her guest book. “So, how long are you going to be staying with us?”
I set the glass down. “Not sure. Depends on how long it takes to fix my car, but I would say at least two, three days. Maybe longer.” God, I hoped not.
Nodding, she reached for the pair of reading glasses that dangled around her neck on a gold chain and adjusted them on her nose. “That shouldn’t be a problem,” she said. “I’ll put you down for three nights, and you can let me know if you need to adjust.”
 Finally. Something that seemed to be going my way. Hopefully, she would be as accommodating about the money. “How much?”
Her head was down as she told me, which was good, because she couldn’t see my face. It was a pretty good deal, especially as it included a hot breakfast, but one night was more than I had in my wallet. Hopefully, she wouldn’t require a deposit.
“If you can sign here,” she said, turning the book toward me and pointing to a space. I picked up the pen and scribbled my name, deliberately making my last name illegible. 
“Charlie. What a cute name for a girl,” she said. “I’m Nancy.” She turned and selected a key on a heavy gold keychain.
“Nice to meet you,” I said, feeling the pressure in my chest start to loosen up. She hadn’t even broached the subject of payment. Maybe it was a sign that things really were starting to turn around for me.
“Room 22,” she said with a smile. “On the second floor. One of our nicest. It has a lovely view and a nice big tub.” Over my objections, she took one of my suitcases and tried to take the second as well, but I insisted I could handle it. The last thing I wanted was for her to struggle up the stairs lugging my heavy bags.
As it turned out, I was the one who struggled. Despite the fact that Nancy looked at least a couple of decades older than me, she wasn’t even breathing hard when we reached the top. I, on the other hand, was ready for a nap.
“Here we go,” Nancy said, unlocking the door and holding it open with a flourish. “After you.”
The room was charming. It was varying shades of blues and greens, from the quilt on the bed to the curtains and throw rugs over the polished wooden floors. It was like standing in my own peaceful oasis. I felt the knot in my stomach that had been there since I woke up in the hospital begin to soften and unravel.
Maybe this was exactly where I was supposed to be. Maybe this quiet, friendly, off-the-map town was the perfect place to spend a little time licking my wounds and getting my head on straight.
Nancy walked around the room showing me where everything was, including the lovely soaking tub in the bathroom. I nodded, but was only half-listening as my muscles finally started to unwind as I fully relaxed.
“So, that’s the tour,” Nancy said, holding out the key. “I’ll let you get settled in. Any questions, I’m a call away. Just dial zero.” She pointed to the phone on the nightstand.
“Thanks,” I said, taking the key. Nancy let herself out, quietly closing the door behind her with a click. 
I put the key on the dresser and went to gaze out the window. There were acres of forest filled with green leafy trees and bushy underbrush as far as I could see. The wind blew through the branches, causing the limbs to gently sway in an old-fashioned dance. It was all so very peaceful. New York seemed like worlds away.
Although ... I turned to stare at the phone. I really should call Annabelle before I did anything else. I hadn’t reached out to her since I left, and I was sure she would be worried. 
Plus, I needed to get the money piece squared away. And I needed to do it before I unpacked and definitely before I got into that bathtub.
Sighing, I sat down on the bed next to the phone and dialed the operator. Hopefully, Annabelle would be home and accept a collect call.
“Charlotte!” I winced, hearing the sound of my old name on my sister’s lips. “Oh, thank God. I thought something happened to you. Why didn’t you call sooner?”
“It’s Charlie, not Charlotte,” I said. “And I’m fine. I told you I might not always be able to call.”
“Wait. What? Charlie? That’s a boy’s name.”
“It’s not always a boy’s name,” I argued. “And that’s what I’m calling myself now. It’s safer than ‘Charlotte.’”
“Charlotte, you were always safe.” Annabelle sighed. “Look, why don’t you come home so we can talk about it?”
I tightened my grip on the receiver. “You know I can’t.”
“You can. It’s okay. I’ve talked to Alan ...”
“You what?” My voice squeaked.
“He’s really sorry for what he did,” Annabelle quickly said. “He just wants a chance to make it up to you.”
“How could you?” My voice grew louder. “You of all people.”
“But he’s sorry ...”
“Annabelle!” My voice was close to a shout. “You were in the hospital with me. You saw what he did to me. You saw!”
“But he couldn’t have meant it,” she said. “It must have been an accident.”
I closed my eyes. How could this be happening? How could I be having this conversation? “You’re my sister,” I choked out. “My own sister believes him over me?”
“It’s not that simple,” she said.
“Oh, it’s pretty simple to me.”
“No!” Now she was the one nearly shouting. “Charlotte, you don’t understand. He came over ...”
“He showed up at your home?”
“It was okay,” Annabelle said quickly.
“Was Brad there?”
“It was fine,” she said again. “I was perfectly safe.”
“You don’t know that.”
“He ... he just wants to apologize to you, Charlotte. That’s all.”
“You didn’t tell him anything, did you?”
“No,” she said, but her voice was too fast and breathless.
“What did you tell him, Annabelle?”
“I didn’t say anything,” she insisted. “Look, he said it was his fault.”
I blinked. “He did?”
“Yes,” she said eagerly as if sensing an opening. “He said it was all a giant misunderstanding. You were angry, and you got into a fight and in the heat of the moment, you fell down the stairs.”
An image flashed in my head. Alan appearing in the hospital, presenting a dozen red roses. Sweetheart, you must know I would never hurt you on purpose. I love you.
You pushed me down the stairs.
Sweetheart, I would never do such a thing. You tripped. I was trying to keep you from falling.
No, you pushed me.
Sweetheart, does that really sound like me? I reached for you. I tried to grab your arm. Don’t you remember?
The sound of beeping machines. The fog in my head. The look of love in Alan’s eyes. I would never hurt you on purpose.
Was it possible I had gotten it wrong?
No! A sharp pain in my side jolted me back to the present, to the cozy room filled with quilts and surrounded by woods hundreds of miles away. No! He did push me! I remembered.
I refused to let him do this to me anymore. He had confused me enough. I was done.
“He’s still saying it was my fault,” I said quietly. “Don’t you see? I’m the one who misunderstood. I was the one who was angry and started the fight. I was the one who fell down the stairs.”
“You can be difficult,” Annabelle said. “Maybe you did misunderstand ...”
“No.” I cut her off. “I know what happened. Did he tell you what I ‘misunderstood’?”
There was a pause. “Come home, Charlotte. Just come home and we can sort it all out.”
I squeezed the handset so tightly I thought it might crack. “How can you believe him over me?” I asked, my voice soft and broken.
She was silent for so long, I thought she might have hung up. “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” she said, her voice equally jagged. “It’s just … how could we have all been so wrong about him? People like him don’t do things like that. At least not on purpose.”
Not on purpose. In my mind, I saw him. His eyes were flat that night, watching me. You can’t leave me. I won’t allow it. His voice so smooth, with barely a hint of menace, like a shark swimming beneath calm waters. He was always so immaculately put together, with his pressed navy suit and red tie and neatly cut, carefully styled hair. Nothing out of place. Every part of him was perpetually polished and perfect.
Even when he pushed me down the stairs.
“Charlotte?” Annabelle’s voice was tentative. “Are you still there?”
“I need more time,” I said. I could barely get the words out. I felt like my heart was actually breaking.
“I’m not saying you have to stay with him,” she said, her words coming out in a rush, as if it hurt her to say them. “Maybe he isn’t right for you. That’s okay. But let’s talk about it. Face to face.”
“I know he’s not right for me.”
“Okay. I get it. But come home. Please? I miss my sister.”
Tears filled my eyes. I missed her, too. 
Even when she broke my heart.
“I’ll come home,” I said finally, crossing my fingers. It wasn’t exactly a lie, I told myself. Eventually, I probably would go home. “But, not right now.”
“Why not right now?”
“Because I can’t.”
“Why?”
I took a deep breath. It was the perfect opening. “Because I need money.”
“You what?” Her voice was surprised. She wasn’t expecting me to say that. “Why?”
“My car broke down and I have to get it fixed.”
“You don’t have a car.”
“Well, the car I’m driving.”
“Whose car are you driving?”
I gritted my teeth. “Nana’s.”
“You took Nana’s car?” Her voice had a dangerous edge.
“I needed a car.”
“Nana needs that car, too!”
“Well now we’re both out of luck, because the car needs a new transmission. Or new something.”
“I can’t believe this.” I could hear the sound of her heels clicking on granite floors. I imagined her pacing back and forth in the kitchen, as far as the cord would go. “Charlotte, this is so typical of you. Never thinking about anyone but yourself.”
A hot flash of anger shot through me, and I bit back a retort, reminding myself I couldn’t afford to antagonize her. Right now, I needed her to send me money.
“The mechanic told me it was about to go,” I lied. “So, you could say I’m doing Nana a favor getting it replaced for her.”
“How is she getting to the store? How is she buying food if you have her car?”
“She said her neighbor would take her.” That was true. In fact, when she pressed the keys into my hand, she told me her neighbor always takes her, and the car basically sits unused in its very expensive parking spot anyhow. I wasn’t sure how accurate that was, especially since it started up without a hitch, and I suddenly felt a hot flush of shame for not questioning her more. I was so consumed by my own desperation that I was quick to let myself believe whatever she said. 
“You’re going to let Nana rely on her neighbor? Charlotte, I can’t even. Now I’m going to have to go check up on her. Like I don’t have enough to do.”
“You should check up on her. She would love to see you.”
“That’s a low blow,” she snapped. 
I bit my lip. “Sorry.” She was right. It was a low blow. Annabelle had a lot on her plate as it was, raising two active boys and checking up on our parents. “I’ll make it up to you.”
“You can make it up to me by coming home.”
I pressed my lips together. I hated lying to my sister, and she was making it more and more difficult. “Okay,” I said, careful not to promise a date. “But I need money to do it.”
She sighed loudly. “How much do you need?”
I threw a number at her, which was a little more than double what the mechanic told me. I thought that amount would cover my hotel and food, plus some extra if the car ended up costing more.
She sucked in her breath. “Seriously, Charlotte? I can’t get that much without telling Brad.”
I looked down at my hands. “You could. If you took it out of your trust fund.”
“You want me to take money out of my trust fund to pay for this?”
“I’ll pay you back,” I said quickly. “You’ll be able to replace it in a few weeks. You won’t even miss it.”
“What am I supposed to tell Mr. Farley?” Mr. Farley managed both our trust funds—actually, all our family’s trust funds. He had been doing it for years.
“Tell him you’re doing some work on the townhouse and need it to get started.” Annabelle was always in the middle of some sort of remodeling or redecorating project, so Mr. Farley wouldn’t think twice about her request.
There was a tight silence. “How do I get it to you?”
I closed my eyes as relief swept through me. “Thank you, Annabelle. You won’t be sorry.”
“God, I hope not,” she sighed.
“I’ll call you tomorrow with the details,” I said.
“Make it early,” Annabelle said. “I have to take Marguerite to the doctor.”
“Is everything okay?”
“So far. But you know Marguerite.”
Marguerite was our pregnant sister. She desperately wanted a child, but her body didn’t agree. Over the years, she had struggled to get pregnant and had miscarriages when she did. The doctors were not optimistic about her chances of bringing a healthy baby to term. They kept trying to talk her into other options for having a baby, but Marguerite was having none of it. Needless to say, those conversations had spun my already high-strung sister into massive overdrive, which couldn’t be good for the baby she was carrying now.
“Keep me posted,” I said. “And I’ll call early.”
“It would be easier for everyone if you were here,” Annabelle said.
I twisted a lock of hair between my fingers, trying not to feel guilty. “Let me get the car fixed,” I said. I reminded myself that it was true that it would be easier for her if I were there. 
It would also be easier for Alan to hurt me.
We said our goodbyes and hung up. I stared out the window, feeling sick about how I had just misled my sister.
But what choice did she give me? I needed the money.
If there was only a way I could do both—return home and protect myself. But I had been down that road before, thinking through every possible avenue to stay in New York while keeping myself safe.
If I was truly honest with myself, being safe was only part of the issue.
The dreams were the big reasons I had to get out. They were what really compelled me to leave. And they were also why I knew I couldn’t go back, at least anytime soon.
No, what I needed right now was to get enough money to pay for the car repairs, hotel, and other expenses, and get myself back on the road. Once I did that, I could stop at a bank somewhere and access enough money from my trust fund to repay Annabelle and live off the grid for as long as necessary.
Even if Alan did manage to trace my withdrawal to a specific branch, I would be long gone.
That was the only way.
Annabelle would understand. Eventually. She would see I was right. If I was lucky, maybe she would even forgive me one day.
My stomach rumbled, bringing me back to the present, and I thought longingly of the to-go box in my car. Too bad I wasn’t able to take it with me. But there was just no way with two suitcases and my bathroom bag.
A loud knock at the door made me jump. Alan! He had found me after all.
I didn’t want to answer it, even though I knew I was being foolish. There was no way it could be him.
“Charlie?” The voice at the door was muffled, but clearly Nancy’s. “Are you still in there?”
I hurried to the door and unlocked it. “Sorry, I was just on the phone with my sister,” I said.
“Oh, good. You gave her a call.” She was holding a to-go box with a to-go cup on top of it, which she carefully thrust at me. “Here. In case you want a little lunch.”
“You didn’t have to do that,” I said, taking the cartons from her. I would have to find some way to leave her a tip.
She smiled. “I didn’t, actually.” She chuckled at my puzzled look. “Jonathan dropped it off.”
“Jonathan?”
“The mechanic.” She gestured to the boxes. “He said you left these in your car, and he thought you might be hungry.”
My hands started to tingle where they clasped the boxes.
“How ... how did he know I was even here?” I asked faintly. I couldn’t decide how I felt about what was happening. Was he being thoughtful, or creepy?
“There’s not that many places to stay in Redemption,” she said. “And even fewer places you could have walked to. It was just a matter of deduction.”
She didn’t seem all that concerned about it, so I figured I shouldn’t be, either. I thanked her and took my food into the room. I could smell the bacon and coffee, and my stomach growled even more.
I flipped open the lid, expecting to see my cold breakfast, but instead found hot bacon and biscuits.
He had gone through the trouble of bringing me a fresh breakfast.
I felt my heart tighten … until I remembered the wedding ring.
This couldn’t be good.



Chapter 4
In the end, despite my better judgment, I ate it all.
At first, I wasn’t going to. I even went so far as to box it up and toss it in the garbage, but my stomach kept grumbling. Plus, it wasn’t like I had to tell anyone I ate it.
Besides, maybe it was just a sign of how friendly people are in Wisconsin. He was doing a neighborly thing. He felt sorry for me and just wanted to do something nice.
Then, I thought of the heat in his dark eyes when he looked at me. 
No, it wasn’t just him being nice.
But it would also be a waste to throw the food out. Especially with my complaining stomach.
Once I finished my meal, I felt much better, and spent the afternoon unpacking and organizing my clothes. I had left in such a rush that I’d just shoved things into my suitcases without much thought as to what I was doing. Some of the pieces were hopelessly wrinkled, so I borrowed an iron from Nancy and got busy.
After that, I relaxed in a nice, hot bath before dressing in my favorite acid-washed jeans and an oversized hot-pink top. I scrunched up my hair and added some makeup. If I was going to roam around town, I might as well look my best. And if I decided to join Claire at the Tipsy Cow, well, I would be all set.
Nancy described downtown Redemption as “picturesque.” I would have used the word “sleepy.” There were a handful of shops, a coffeehouse, a couple of salons, a dog groomer, and a pizza place about half a mile away. I did locate a Western Union not too far away from the hotel, which was a huge relief. 
I gave Grant Street (and Grant Street Auto) a wide berth. I could thank Jonathan later, preferably when I was picking up my car.
I only got lost once. Well, twice. But the second time didn’t really count, because I was able to recover almost immediately.
All my wandering around made me hungry again, so I ended up back at Aunt May’s for dinner. I didn’t feel like walking all the way back to the pizza place, and the only other restaurant that was serving food within a short walking distance was the Tipsy Cow. I thought it would be weird to be sitting there when Claire showed up.
I was going to order a salad since I had already splurged on the bacon earlier, but instead, I found myself eating a huge meal. Open-faced hot roast beef sandwich served with mashed potatoes and gravy, buttered carrots, and a cup of chicken and wild rice soup.
It was so good, and so different from the salads, grilled chicken, and sushi I normally ate. All my friends and sisters were obsessed with their weight. Calories were watched and agonized over. The bathroom scale was treated as a God, and whatever number it revealed set the tone for the day. 
You could never be too rich or too thin.
It felt very freeing to just eat what I felt like eating. Who cared if I gained weight? No one was around to give me sideways glances or little critical barbs.
I even ordered peach cobbler with ice cream for dessert. Dessert! I couldn’t even remember the last time I allowed myself such a treat.
It was decadent.
When I emerged from Aunt May’s stuffed and sated from my rich meal, the sun was setting, casting long shadows on the street. 
I stood on the sidewalk feeling the warm breeze tickle the hair at the back of my neck and considered heading back to the hotel. After all, I was only going to be here for a few days. Did I really want to start friendships that would never go anywhere?
On the other hand, I owed it to myself to go out and enjoy myself with people my own age. It had been ages since I’d hung out with a group of friends and just had fun. Alan hadn’t wanted me to do anything without him, and all of our plans centered around his relationships and his work. 
I realized how much I missed spending time with my friends, just talking and laughing without Alan’s looming, disapproving presence.
Yes, I decided. I was going to meet Claire. It would be fun! And, besides, it was only a couple of drinks in a quiet little midwestern town where no one knew me. Maybe the temporary nature of my stay was actually a benefit.
What could go wrong?
***
“You came!” Claire squealed when she saw me, skirting around the table to give me a hug. She smelled fresh and clean, like ivory soap. Her hair was still slightly damp, like she had taken a quick shower after work.
“You sound surprised,” I said.
Claire laughed. “I was giving you a 50-50 chance. Here, let me introduce you to the gang.”
Currently, the “gang” was one other woman sitting in the middle of a large, circular booth. She was quite pretty in a wholesome, all-American way with long blonde hair and big cornflower-blue eyes. “This is Louise. Lou, this is Charlie. The girl I was telling you about.”
Louise waggled her fingers as she took a long drink of what looked like a Long Island Iced Tea. “Oh my god, I so needed that,” she said with a sigh. “Hi, Charlie. You can call me Lou.”
“Hi Lou,” I said, awkwardly sliding into the booth. I wondered how many more people they were expecting with a booth that size.
“What are you drinking?” Claire asked. She had what looked like a glass of White Zinfandel in front of her.
“Rum and Diet Coke. Oh, do I need to go to the bar?” I tried to twist around to see it, but Claire shook her head.
“Bill will get it. That’s Lou’s husband. You can see him there.” She pointed and waved wildly, gesturing at me. He glanced at me and moved closer, so Claire could tell him what I wanted.
“I’m impressed,” I said, when Bill went back to the bar. “I thought you said Bill was Lou’s husband.”
“He is.” Claire smirked as she picked up her drink. Louise grinned as well. “But we all grew up together.”
Lou leaned closer to me and loudly whispered. “What she’s not telling you is they were also a thing once.”
“Oh hush,” Claire laughed, playfully hitting her on the arm. “I would hardly call us a ‘thing.’ We dated a couple of times. In high school. Long before he and Lou started going out.”
“Wasn’t that long,” Lou said. “But then Claire discovered true love with her beloved Doug, and everyone lived happily ever after.”
Claire’s smile seemed to dim a bit, but then Bill arrived with the drinks, and I wondered if I had imagined the look.
“There you go,” he said, setting the rum and Diet Coke in front of me. Handing a second drink to Lou and Claire, he said, “I’m Bill.”
Bill was a freshly shaven, clean-cut, average-looking guy with very short brown hair and gentle brown eyes. “Charlie,” I said. “And thanks. What do I owe you?”
He waved it off has he slid next to Lou who was scooting over. “Don’t worry about it. It’s our way of welcoming you to Redemption.”
“I appreciate it,” I said.
“Charlie, this is my brother Jesse,” Lou called out. 
Jesse smiled at me, and it was all I could do to keep my mouth from dropping open. He was hot. There was no other way to say it. He looked like a blonde Rob Lowe.
“Hi,” I managed, hoping I didn’t sound like an idiot.
“So, you’re the one with the car trouble,” Jesse said.
My hand twitched, sloshing my rum and Diet Coke over the side. “How did you know?” I asked, mopping up the spill with the napkin that came with the drink. But then I realized I already knew. This was a small town. Claire must have said something.
Jesse held his thumb out, jerking it behind him. “That guy told me.”
I glanced up and found myself staring into a pair of dark, soulful eyes. My mouth went dry, and I instantly felt both hot and cold. 
It was Jonathan.
“Hey Charlie,” he said, sliding next to Jesse and causing Claire to move closer to me. “Nice seeing you again.”
I tried to swallow, but I couldn’t, so I took a big gulp of my drink instead. “It really is a small town,” I said. “Does everyone here know each other?”
Everyone laughed. I joined in, but it felt forced and shallow.
“I know it may seem that way,” Claire said. “But really, we just all went to school together.”
“Don’t let it intimidate you,” Jesse said, winking at me.
“I’ll try not to,” I said. “And you two are married?” I pointed at Bill and Lou.
“Not just married, but parents,” Bill said. Lou rolled her eyes and groaned in agreement. 
My jaw dropped. “You have children? You look too young.”
“An eight-year-old who is going on fifteen,” Lou said. “I swear she’s going to be the death of me. But thank you.”
“It’s not just us who has kids,” Bill said. He nodded toward the end of the table. “Jonathan there has two.”
“Wow, two kids,” I said. Jonathan nodded, but he didn’t quite meet my eyes. I wanted to ask why he seemed to be flirting with me if he was not only married, but had children, but I didn’t think it was the appropriate time. 
Instead, I looked at Jesse. “What about you? Married, couple of kids?”
He grinned. “I’m living the single’s dream.”
“Yeah right,” Lou said. “He just hasn’t found the right girl yet to settle down with,” she said to me.
“Maybe I’m not the settling type,” he said to his sister.
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him.”
 I turned to Claire. “And you’re married to … who was it, Doug? Do you have kids, too? And where is Doug?”
“Working,” she said shortly. “He works nights. And no kids.”
“Yet,” Lou said, nudging Claire.
“Never, if I keep listening to your stories,” Claire retorted.
“Your mother probably didn’t curse you the way my mother did,” Lou said.
“Curse?” I asked.
Lou gave me a sideways smile before straightening up. “’I hope you have a child exactly like you are,’” she intoned.
I laughed.
“Except that didn’t happen,” Jesse said. “Jillian is much smarter than you.”
Lou stuck her tongue out at her brother. He grinned and picked up his beer. “I want to hear more about New York,” he said, turning to me. “What brings you to our neck of the woods?”
“I have no idea,” I said.
The rest of the table stared at me in surprise. “What?” Lou asked, her drink precariously in mid-air.
“Redemption wanted her,” Claire said.
Something in her voice made my blood curdle, though I had no idea why. But everyone else seemed to agree, because they all nodded.
“What are you talking about?” I asked. “Is this some sort of inside joke?”
“Unfortunately, no,” Bill said. “It’s very real.”
“What is?”
“The curse of Redemption,” Jonathan said.
I stared blankly around the table. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to have drinks with people I didn’t know. I could hear Annabelle’s voice in my head, telling me how stupid I was. “Curse?”
“Redemption decides who it wants to live here and who it doesn’t,” Jonathan said, his eyes staring intently into mine and causing shivers to run up and down my arms. “I guess it wants you.” 
I licked my dry lips. Focus, Charlie. “You keep saying, ‘Redemption.’ You can’t mean the town.”
“That’s exactly what we mean,” Lou said.
I kept waiting for the punchline. It had to be some elaborate hoax. But everyone looked deadly serious. “But that’s absurd.” I tried to laugh, but it fell flat. “A town can’t decide anything.”
“This town can,” Lou said.
“How?”
“Let me ask you this,” Jesse said, leaning forward and putting his arms on the polished wooden table. The sleeves of his blue shirt were pushed up, revealing tanned, muscular arms. “How did you end up here?”
“Easy. I got lost,” I said. “I have a terrible sense of direction and I can’t read a map.”
“Maybe you didn’t get lost,” he said mysteriously. “Maybe it was because you were supposed to come here.”
“I suppose Redemption sabotaged my car while it was at it,” I said.
“That’s probably exactly what happened,” Jesse confirmed.
“You do know how ridiculous this all sounds,” I said. 
“That’s what a lot of people say,” Lou said. “Until it happens to them.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It’s hard to explain,” Bill said. “You may want to talk to Doug. He wasn’t born here like the rest of us. His family moved here when he was a teenager.”
“She could talk to Felicity, too,” Lou said. “She wasn’t born here.” She nodded her head toward Jonathan. “She’s Jonathan’s wife.”
“Convenient that the two people you want me to talk to aren’t here,” I said drily. Never mind that the last person I wanted to talk to was Jonathan’s wife.
Bill smiled. “I’m not sure about Felicity, but Doug definitely wasn’t a believer. Until he tried to leave for college and couldn’t.”
“But that happens all the time,” I said. “People are always saying they’re going to move, but never do. That’s hardly proof of anything.”
“Yeah, but it happens here a lot,” Bill said. “If you’re supposed to be here, even if you hate it, you can’t leave. And if you’re trying to move here, but the town doesn’t want you, there’s nothing you can do to change it.”
“In that case, you disappear,” Lou said darkly.
I almost choked on my drink. “What?”
“That may or may not be true,” Jesse said. “We don’t know what happened.”
“But what does that even mean?” I asked.
“Over the years, people have simply, well, vanished,” Claire said. “One day they’re here, and the next, they’re not. And no one ever hears from them again.”
“Are you sure they didn’t just move without telling anyone?”
“No, something happens to them,” Lou said. “Like whatever happened to the Abbots. They were here, and then they were gone. That was when we were in elementary school.”
“Something happened to one of the twins, I thought,” Bill said. “And they had to move.”
“No, it was too abrupt,” Lou said. “And they weren’t the only ones.”
“Again, this isn’t uncommon,” I said. “People disappear. People appear. That’s life.”
Claire shook her head. “No, it’s different here. You’ll see. Especially if you really were summoned.” She smiled. 
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. There was something about her smile that made the skin on the back of my neck crawl.
And this idea of the town calling me ... 
I shuddered, pushing the memory of my dream away.
“But, there’s more to the story,” Claire continued. “Something happened back in 1888. It was a terrible winter. Full of deadly blizzards. And then …” She paused dramatically, making sure all eyes were on her. “The adults disappeared.”
I blinked. “What did you say?”
“The adults. They all disappeared. All that was left were the children.”
My brain struggled to process. “But ... why wouldn’t I have heard about this?”
“That was almost 100 years ago,” Bill said. “Things were different back then.”
“Yeah, but wouldn’t there have been an investigation?”
“There probably was,” Jesse said. “But, again, this was 1888. And it is a pretty small town. Things happened, especially over the brutal Wisconsin winters. People did what they needed to do to survive, and not a lot of questions were asked.”
“It’s not the only crazy thing to have happened in Wisconsin during that time,” Lou said. “In Black River Falls, the whole town was gripped by madness for several years—suicides, murder, violence. It was crazy.”
“Plus, there have been other times when groups of people just vanished,” Claire added. “Like Roanoke. An entire colony disappeared.”
“This is nuts,” I said. “What did the kids say about all the adults disappearing?”
“They never did,” Lou said.
“What do you mean, ‘they never did’? How did they explain it?”
“They didn’t,” Lou said again. “All of them claimed to have no idea what happened. One night they went to bed and everything was fine, and the next morning, all the adults were gone.”
I stared at her in disbelief. “And that’s it?”
Lou shrugged. “It’s not a crime for an adult to disappear. It’s not even a crime when a whole bunch of adults disappear. What else can you do?”
“So, then what happened?”
“The town bounced back,” Jesse said. “It took a few years. But the children who were here continued living and working. In some cases, they had relatives move here to help. Other adults also showed up. Eventually, the town not only rebuilt, but it started to grow.”
“It was the children who started to call it ‘Redemption,’” Claire said. “No one really knows why, but it stuck. In some ways, I guess it felt like some sort of redemption. Why were the children spared when the adults weren’t?”
“Probably because the adults protected them,” Bill said.
“Yeah, but from what?” Claire asked.
“Or who,” Lou added.
Bill rolled his eyes. “Nothing more nefarious than the weather.”
“Is that what you think?” I asked Bill. “They froze to death?”
Bill picked up his almost-empty glass and signaled to a waitress to bring another round. “Most likely,” he said. “There were a lot of deaths that year from the blizzards.”
“Most of those deaths were children though,” Claire said. “Have you heard of the Children’s Blizzard?” she asked me. I shook my head. “One particularly bad blizzard rose up really fast in the middle of the day when the children were at school. Killed a lot of them. Mostly across Nebraska and Minnesota.”
“Doesn’t mean it didn’t hit Southern Wisconsin differently,” Bill said. “What if the adults got the children inside while trying to battle it themselves, and they couldn’t? Maybe they were trying to get their animals into barns, or something.”
“You would think there would be some evidence of that,” Claire argued. “Bodies, or something. And why wouldn’t the children say something?”
“Because they were traumatized,” Bill said. “And maybe it did happen overnight.”
“Don’t you think at least one adult would have survived?”
“Maybe a few did, but were so badly injured, they died later,” Bill said.
Claire shook her head. “You’re reaching.”
“Claire is our resident psychic,” Lou said, swigging down the remains of her drink. “She’s convinced there’s some supernatural reason.”
“It’s not just me,” Claire protested. “A lot of people think that.”
“What do you think happened?” I asked Claire.
Claire shook her head. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I ... there’s something here. Something evil. But there’s good here, too. It’s hard to explain.”
“What about the rest of you?” I asked, looking around the table.
Lou pursed her lips. “I really don’t know. Bill thinks it was a storm or maybe a disease that swept through that only afflicted the adults.”
“Or maybe multiple storms,” Bill said. “It’s also possible food stores were so low on supplies that the adults decided to prioritize the children. Or maybe they ran into some trouble with a local Native American tribe.”
“There are Native American burial grounds here as well,” Jesse interjected, wagging his eyebrows.
“Rumored,” Bill corrected. “We don’t know that for certain. And even if there were, this isn’t Poltergeist. There are actually quite a number of logical explanations for what happened.”
“But it’s also true that we do seem to have more than our share of supernatural events,” Jesse said. “Strange things have happened here. People disappearing and going mad. Animal mutilations. UFO sightings. And ghosts.”
“Lots of ghosts,” Claire said.
“Ghosts?” I asked. “Like, here?”
Lou chuckled. “Not here. This building is too new. But for a town this size, we seem to have a lot of haunted buildings.”
“Yeah, like the Witch House,” Claire said.
Something inside me twitched. Almost as if it had woken up. 
A part of me wanted to get up right then and there. To slide out of the booth, throw a few bills on the table, and walk straight out the door, leaving behind all this crazy talk about a town that decides who stays and who goes, with a mysterious and probably bloody past, and any talk about a Witch House. Not to mention getting as far away as possible from the smoldering, sexy, and very married-with-children Jonathan sitting across from me. I refused to look at him, to even acknowledge his presence, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t still feel his eyes on me, hot and hungry. Worse, I could also feel my treacherous body responding.
I shouldn’t be here. If I stay, something terrible will happen.
But, at the same time, another part of me was strongly aware that this was exactly where I needed to be.
This was what had been calling me. 
This was where I belonged.
It was my destiny.
For a moment, I sat frozen while an internal battle waged inside me. It felt like two wolves clashing, all teeth and claws.
But, even in that moment, I knew. I knew what I had to do. I knew which side would win. I could feel the moment one of the wolves clamped down on the neck of the other, drawing blood, draining it of its strength and will. It still struggled, albeit weakly, as its movements grew more and more feeble.
I picked up my drink. “Witch House?”



Chapter 5
“It’s on the edge of town,” Claire explained. “Actually, pretty close to where I live.”
“It’s called that because a witch lives there,” Jesse said in a mock spooky way.
“She’s not a witch,” Claire started to say, but a waitress came by to deliver the drinks and collect the empties, and she cut herself short. I still had half a drink left and didn’t particularly want a second. I was never a big drinker, but I especially wanted to make sure I was sober enough to find my way back to my hotel in the dark.
“Of course she’s a witch,” Jesse said. “Why else would she still be living in the same house after what her mother did?”
“Things are not always as they seem,” Claire said hotly. “Maybe Helen hasn’t been able to sell it, and she doesn’t want it to fall apart. Or maybe she’s protecting us.”
Jesse’s eyebrow went up. “Protecting us? From what?”
“Not everything is simple and clear-cut,” Claire said. “Sometimes, things look one way but really, something very different is going on.”
Jesse snorted. “There you go with the riddles again,” he said scornfully. Claire gave him a murderous look.
“Oh my God, you two,” Lou said. “Give it a rest.” She glanced at me and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Don’t mind them. Just two exes having a spat.” Claire looked away, shaking her head while Jesse drained his beer. I eyed them both, really wanting to ask who Claire hadn’t dated from high school, but it didn’t seem the time nor place. Nor was it any of my business.
There was definitely something intense between Jesse and Claire—something that clearly went deeper than a simple argument about a homeowner. Could all of that tension really be left over from an old relationship? To me, it felt pretty current, but what did I know? I just met all of them. Still, looking at the red flush on Jesse’s neck and the two high spots of colors on Claire’s face, and how distinctly uncomfortable Bill and Jonathan were, I wondered if Lou was the one who was fooling herself.
“What did her mother do?” I asked. 
Claire glanced at me, her hazel eyes very dark in the dim light of the bar. Her cheeks were still flushed an attractive pink, which made her eyes take on almost an emerald sheen. “Who? Oh, Helen’s mother. She killed her maid and then herself.”
My jaw dropped. “What?”
“Yeah, it was quite the scandal,” Lou said. “Apparently, the new maid was quite young and pretty, and Martha, that’s Helen’s mother, was convinced Nellie, the maid, was having an affair with her husband.”
“Was she?”
Lou shrugged. “Who knows? Lots of rumor and gossip floating around it. What’s important is Martha thought so, and one day, she just snapped. She stabbed Nellie and then hung herself.”
“That’s terrible,” I said.
“So, Martha’s ghost is still believed to be haunting the old house,” Jesse explained.
“Martha’s ghost IS haunting the house,” Claire corrected. “Has it occurred to you that Helen might not be scared living in a house with the ghost of her mother?”
Lou shivered. “After what her mother did? You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“She’s still her mother,” Claire said. “No matter what she did.”
“I suppose,” Lou muttered into her drink.
“Does she live there by herself?” I asked. “Does she have any brothers or sisters? A husband?”
Lou glanced up. “You think anyone would choose to live in that spooky old house with her?”
“She has a brother,” Claire said. “Or, had. He died a few years back. But no, she’s lived there alone all these years.” 
I thought about what that would be like … to know your mother did such an unspeakable thing, and to wonder if you carried the seeds of violence and madness inside you. Then to live in the same house she did it in, and be reminded of it day after day. Even worse, if Claire was right, to also contend with the ghost of your mother right there alongside you.
Why would someone choose such an existence? Such a life? Living alone with your only company the ghost of a murderer. Was it because she was terrified she might follow in her mother’s footsteps? Was she so ashamed of her existence that she didn’t think she deserved any other life? Or was it something else?
“I think we’ve shared enough dirty laundry about our little town,” Jesse said. “Let’s hear more about you. And New York.”
“I’m just amazed you’re on a road trip by yourself,” Lou said. “I would be worried something might happen, and then what would I do?”
“Well, something DID happen,” I said drily. “I managed to get lost and my car broke down. But, on the flip side, I’m sitting here with all of you learning about all sorts of scary stories.”
The rest of the table laughed. “Where are you headed?” Lou persisted. “Are you on vacation, or what?”
My side twinged painfully. I winced and ducked my head, hoping no one noticed.
Alas, Claire did.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Just an injury that’s still healing.” I paused again to sip my drink, still trying to decide how to answer. How much should I reveal? Not the truth, of course. There was no way I was going to tell people I just met that I was running from an abusive fiancé and had no idea where I was going. I definitely wasn’t going to share the dreams that were beckoning me forward. They already seemed to believe they were living in a town that somehow chose who stayed and who left. They most certainly did not need to know that I might be suffering from my own form of madness.
But I had to answer Lou’s question somehow. So, how close to the truth did I want to go?
I opened my mouth to say something, I wasn’t even entirely sure what, but was leaning toward something along the lines of “finding myself.” Instead, something completely different came out, surprising me just as much as them. “Actually, I’m looking for a new place to live.” 
Claire’s eyes widened. “Really?”
Jesse cocked his head. “Why would you want to leave New York?”
A dart of pain shot through my side again. Jesse looked concerned. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I nodded as I moved my hand to rub my side. “I fell down the stairs a couple of weeks ago,” I said, not really sure why I thought I needed to explain myself, but finding myself unable to stop. “I really injured my side, but it’s healing.”
“You did what?” Claire asked. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want someone to look at it?”
I brushed her off. “No, I’m fine.”
Her eyes narrowed slightly as she studied me. “How did you fall down the stairs?”
You can’t leave me. You’re mine. I won’t allow it. 
I shifted in my seat, that feeling rising up in me again that Claire could ‘see’ far more than I wanted—that she knew I was hiding the truth.
“It was an accident,” I said. “I slipped. Silly, really. But truly, I’m okay. The doctor gave me his blessing and told me I was fine to travel.” This wasn’t the complete truth. But he did tell me how lucky I was that I wasn’t injured more severely, and that I should completely heal just as long as I took it easy. I suspected driving cross country wasn’t what he considered “taking it easy,” but I also knew I would be far more stressed if I hadn’t left.
Claire’s eyes didn’t waver. I fidgeted and started playing with my straw. 
“Why did you leave New York?” Jesse asked again. I thankfully tore my gaze away from Claire’s to focus on him.
“It was time for a change,” I said. “I grew up there, and my family is all there, but I wanted something different.”
“Like living in a small town in Wisconsin?” Lou asked playfully.
I half-smiled. “I’m not sure if Redemption is the place, regardless of what the town wants or doesn’t want, but I’m still glad I stopped here.” I could see Jonathan’s eyes watching me, and my cheeks felt warm. I wondered if he was always so quiet, or if something was different, today.
“Where are you thinking about settling down?” Claire asked.
I shrugged. “Not sure. Will probably know it when I see it.”
Claire smiled as Lou nudged her. “You’re right,” Lou said. “Redemption did call her.”
 “What are you talking about?” I asked. “I just said I didn’t think this was the place.”
Lou grinned. “Uh huh. Keep telling yourself that.”
I shook my head and picked up my drink. A part of me wanted to keep arguing, to insist they were wrong. I was NOT going to stay here. But I forced myself to keep my mouth closed. Why was I so interested in making a big scene to prove my point? It didn’t matter. Once my car was fixed, I would never see them again. Why should I care what they believed until then?
It wasn’t like I needed to convince anyone.
Unless … I was really trying to convince myself.
Enough of that. I was being ridiculous. I pushed the thought out of my head and focused on the conversation at the table, which had shifted to Lou’s daughter, Jillian, and the latest battle of wills that had ensued. I didn’t have too much to add, so I nursed my drink and avoided looking at Jonathan. My skin prickled as I felt the heat of his gaze. I didn’t want to inadvertently give him any ideas, so I checked out my surroundings instead.
The bar was full of polished wood, dark from smoke and age. Considering it was the middle of the week, it was surprisingly busy. All the tables were full, knots of people stood in various places, and others were lined up by the bar itself. The whole place smelled of beer, perfume, smoke, and sweat.
I half-listened to Lou talk while I studied the crowd, not really seeing any specific person, yet cataloguing each face. It took me a few minutes to realize I wasn’t just looking around. I was searching for someone.
Someone specific.
Which was silly. Alan didn’t know where I was. He may not even have realized I had left New York yet.
It made no sense to look for him here.
Although ... that guy at the edge of the bar. There was something about him that reminded me of Alan. Maybe it was the shape of his face or his dark-blonde hair, cut military short. He appeared to be alone, nursing a drink, and facing away from me.
Of course it couldn’t be him. I’d barely been in Redemption for a day. He couldn’t possibly have tracked me, much less gotten there so quickly.
Nevertheless ... the more I watched him, the more uneasy I felt.
I wished I could see his face clearly. Then I would know for sure, and I could laugh at my paranoia. 
But he kept his head down and angled slightly away from me, almost as if he didn’t want to be recognized.
Oh, come on. I really was being paranoid. Maybe he had a bad day at work and just wanted to be left alone. Maybe he had a fight with his girlfriend and was stewing about it. Maybe he was waiting for someone and was lost in thought.
There could be a million reasons that had absolutely nothing to do with me. Why would it?
Everyone at the table burst out laughing, startling me. I smiled, pretending I had heard whatever it was Lou had said. Maybe I should be paying attention to the conversation I was in.
But a moment later, I found myself searching the bar again for the guy. If I could just see his face, even for a second, I could stop this nonsense.
He wasn’t there.
For a moment, my brain couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing. Was I looking in the wrong place? Where would he have gone?
Had he left already? Or maybe he just went to the bathroom.
I glanced wildly around, trying to find him.
“Charlie?” Claire asked. “Are you okay?”
“Oh. Yeah,” I said, forcing myself to focus on her. “I just thought I saw someone I knew.”
“From New York?” Lou asked incredulously. “Or did you meet someone earlier?”
I laughed self-consciously. “It was just a guy who looked like someone I knew.”
“Maybe it was his twin,” Jesse said. “We all have one, you know.”
“Yeah, a doppelgänger,” Claire said darkly.
“There she goes again,” Lou said, rolling her eyes good-naturedly.
“What’s a doppelgänger?” Bill asked.
“Your evil twin or double,” Claire said. “Some mythologies say if you meet your doppelgänger in real life, you might disappear, and your doppelgänger takes over.”
I shivered. Is that what happened to Alan? When I first met him, he was so sweet. Buying me gifts, taking me to my favorite restaurant. He swept me off my feet and made me feel like a princess. The day he asked me to marry him was the happiest day of my life.
But, once the engagement ring was on my finger, something changed. He started calling me all the time and would get upset if I wasn’t there to pick up the phone. Then he would grill me for hours as to where I had been. I stopped leaving the house while he was at work, stopped seeing my friends, and saw my family a lot less. It just made things easier.
Was that what happened? Alan met his doppelgänger, and the sweet man who had proposed to me disappeared, leaving a monster in his place?
“Is there a way to know?” I asked Claire.
“A way to know what?”
“If you’re talking to the actual person or a doppelgänger?”
“Why, do you think you’ve met a doppelgänger?” Lou asked.
“I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking,” I said. “Haven’t you ever had a relationship with someone and then one day, everything just changes? Like he becomes someone else?”
Lou opened her mouth to respond, but shut it instead, looking thoughtful.
“I don’t know if there is a way,” Claire said seriously. “Other than what you just said about recognizing a dramatic change in behavior. I mean, they look exactly alike.”
I mulled her words over as I glanced across the room again, searching for the Alan lookalike. 
And my blood ran cold.
There he was.
Alan.
It was just a glimpse. His face was tight with anger, before it faded into the crowd.
I gasped, nearly spilling my drink. Then, I was out of the booth, ignoring the calls from Claire and Lou asking where I was going.
I had to see. Was it really him?
I pushed my way through the crowd, accidentally spilling one guy’s beer all over him. “Hey, watch it,” he snapped.
“Sorry,” I said without a second glance.
Where did he go?
And then I saw him. He was back in his place at the bar, except this time, he was talking to a woman. He was turned sideways toward me, so I could clearly see his profile.
It wasn’t Alan.
I stood there, frozen, staring. He looked nothing like Alan. His nose was too big, and now that I was closer, I could see a jagged scar across his cheek.
How could I have ever mistaken him for Alan?
I felt a strange mixture of relief, embarrassment, and confusion. Was there something wrong with me? I had been diagnosed with a mild concussion, and the doctor had warned me of side effects.
Was that what this was? The effects of a concussion?
Or was it more serious?
No, I wasn’t going there. I was fine. There wasn’t anything wrong with me. This was just a combination of stress and exhaustion. It wasn’t a sign of anything else. Just like my dreams weren’t a sign of anything more serious. I was completely fine.
My real problem was what I was going to do about Claire and my other new acquaintances. I couldn’t go back to the booth like nothing happened. How could I ever explain what I just did?
Maybe I should just leave, I thought. Right then. Just walk out the door. But my purse was back in the booth. I would at least have to go retrieve it.
The entire table was watching me as I slowly made my way back, only stopping to apologize to the guy whose beer I spilled again, and to offer to buy him another one.
“Only if you stay and talk with me awhile,” he said suggestively. He was a big guy with longish black hair and a beard. He leered at me, his eyes glassy and bloodshot from too much alcohol.
“My friends are waiting for me,” I said, backing away. Great. Just what I needed.
“Oh, don’t leave me yet,” he called out as I kept walking. Hopefully, I’d be able to duck out without him noticing.
Everyone stared as I approached the booth. “Are you okay?” Claire asked, her eyes round.
“Yeah, like I said, I just thought I recognized him,” I said, reaching for my purse.
“That was quite a reaction, even if you did,” Bill said.
“I’m pretty tired. It’s been a long couple of days of driving,” I said. “Thanks for inviting me, but I think I’m going to head back to the hotel.” All I wanted to do was curl up under the covers and try and forget the day. 
“Oh, we should walk you back,” Claire said as Lou chimed in. “Jesse, Bill, one of you should walk her back.”
“You don’t have to do that,” I protested. “It’s not that far.”
“Nonsense,” Claire said. “We want to make sure you’re safe.”
“No, really,” I started to say as Jonathan slid out of the booth. 
“I can walk her,” he said. “I need to get going anyway.”
“Are you sure?” Jesse asked. “I don’t mind.”
“Honestly, I’m fine.” I was having trouble breathing. He’s married. With kids! He shouldn’t be walking me home.
Jonathan waved him back. “Truly, it’s no problem.” He turned to me, giving me a crooked smile. “Let’s go.”
I bit my lip and started walking toward the exit. Maybe if I moved fast enough, he would get the hint.
But no. I could sense him behind me, so close I could practically feel his warm breath against my neck.
“You don’t have to do this,” I said to him out of the corner of my mouth.
“Why wouldn’t I want to?”
“You should go home. Be with your wife and kids.”
“I can do that after walking you home.”
I reached the door. “Honestly,” I said in exasperation. “I’m a big girl. I can find my way to the hotel.”
“I’m just looking out for you,” he said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “You’re the one with a lousy sense of a direction.”
I gritted my teeth and pushed open the door. The cool night breeze washed over me, bringing me to my senses. What was I thinking, allowing this flirtation with a married man to continue? I’d be gone in a week. What was my problem?
I took a few steps into the parking lot before turning to face him. “I’m fine,” I said. “I don’t need you babysitting me. Thank you for offering. Actually, thank you for everything, including bringing me my leftovers. I appreciate it.”
He didn’t immediately answer, but instead stood there studying me. His eyes were like hooded shadows under the light of the parking lot.
“If that’s what you want,” he finally said.
“I do,” I said firmly. “It’s like a ten-minute walk. I’ll be fine.”
He nodded. “I’ll keep you posted about your car.”
“Thanks,” I said.
We stared at each other for a moment longer, and I found myself wishing I could figure out the expression in his eyes. Instead, I deliberately turned my back and started walking toward the hotel. 
What I needed was sleep. A good night’s sleep, and everything would look much better in the morning. In fact, maybe being stuck in Redemption for a few days while my car was being repaired was a good thing. Maybe I needed a break to just rest, relax, and heal before getting back on the road.
The street was quiet and peaceful—such a difference from what I was used to in New York where there was always someone around. Here, there was a calmness, a quiet. A cool breeze blew across my face, and I caught a whiff of roses and geraniums. There was a freshness in the air, a hint of spring and rebirth. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the perfumed air.
And then I smelled it. The faint, yeasty smell of beer.
I heard footsteps behind me. My mouth went dry. I spun around, a part of me terrified I would see Alan there, another part of me angry I would see Jonathan.
It was neither. It was the bearded man from the bar.
He grinned at me, revealing stained and yellow teeth. “I thought you might like some company.”
“You thought wrong,” I snapped, taking a couple steps backward. The quiet peacefulness suddenly felt very dangerous. I quickly glanced around to see if anyone was around, but we appeared to be alone. Very alone. The shops and restaurants lining the streets were closed down for the night. I started to regret sending Jonathan away.
“Oh, don’t be like that,” he said, moving toward me. “Don’t you want to be with a real man?”
“I think you should go back to the Tipsy Cow,” I said. I tried to calculate in my head how far away I was from the hotel. If I ran, could I make it there before he caught me?
“But you still owe me,” he said. “Remember? For my spilled beer?”
“I told you I’d buy you another beer. If you want, I’ll meet you back at the bar and buy you one.”
“I’d rather have something else,” he said. He was still advancing, and I was still retreating. It was awkward backing up in the dark, and I kept stumbling. 
“Oops, be careful,” he laughed. 
My blood turned to ice. If I fell, that would be it. He’d be on me. Maybe I should take my chances and run like hell.
“The lady isn’t interested,” said another voice behind the bearded man, who whirled around.
It was Jonathan.
“What are you doing here?” the bearded man asked. “She’s surely not interested in you.”
Jonathan stood there, hands in his pockets. “Sounds to me like she’s made it clear she’s not interested in you, either.”
The bearded man narrowed his eyes as his hands balled into fists. “Stay out of this,” he warned. “It doesn’t concern you.”
“Let me buy you a beer,” Jonathan invited in a friendly tone. “Here, let’s walk back together.”
“I told you,” the bearded man hissed, advancing toward Jonathan. “This doesn’t concern you. Walk away.”
“Sorry,” Jonathan said. He sounded almost regretful. “Can’t do that.”
With a roar, the bearded man charged, his steps unsteady. Jonathan calmly stepped to the side and punched him in the gut. The bearded man dropped, his body hitting the sidewalk with a thud. He let out a groan. 
Jonathan glanced over at me. “You okay?”
I nodded. “Thanks,” I said awkwardly. 
The bearded man groaned again, tried to push himself up, and vomited on the sidewalk. Jonathan made a face, stepping around him. 
“Should we call someone?” I asked. I was torn between leaving him to rot and getting him some help.
“He’ll be fine,” Jonathan said. “I didn’t hit him that hard. He just needs to sober up.” He glanced back as the bearded man collapsed back onto the sidewalk, breathing hard. “I probably did him a favor, getting him to throw up.”
I watched Jonathan come toward me, my feelings tangling inside. “If that offer is still open to walk me to the hotel, I think I’ll take it,” I said.
He gave me a crooked smile as an answer.
I took one last look at the bearded man. He was lying on his side, his chest moving up and down deeply as he snored. 
Jonathan followed my gaze. “See, he’s fine.”
I nodded and began walking toward the hotel. “I thought I’d be safe here,” I said. “Aren’t you supposed to be safe in small towns like this?”
He shrugged. “There are assholes everywhere. If you hadn’t caught his attention in the bar, you would have been fine.”
“How did you know?”
“I saw him follow you. I had a feeling he was up to no good, so I decided to keep an eye on things, just to be safe.”
“Well, I’m glad you did.”
We were both quiet as we walked, our footsteps loud on the sidewalk as the heels of my low boots clicked on the cement. I was acutely aware of him next to me, even though he wasn’t touching me. My skin prickled at his closeness.
“Do you want to talk about it?” His voice was soft, but it still startled me.
“Talk about what?” I asked. “You saw what happened, how he followed me.”
“I meant, do you want to talk about who you thought you saw at the bar?”
My chest tightened. “It was nobody.”
He nodded, but didn’t look at me. Instead, he kept his eyes on the ground. “You probably didn’t know this, but your face went completely white,” he said, his voice almost conversational.
My lungs felt like they were in a vice. I was having trouble breathing. “Did it?” I managed.
He nodded again. “I know it’s not any of my business, but in case you ever do want to talk, I’m a pretty good listener.”
The shadow of the hotel materialized in front of us, saving me from having to answer him. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or disappointed. “Well, we made it,” I said, my voice a little too hearty. “Thanks to you.” 
He flashed a quick, knowing smile at me before pausing at the foot of the path that wove through the lawn. “Want me to walk you to the lobby?”
I made a show of peering down the path. “Looks pretty safe. I think I can make it from here.”
He stepped back, making a flourish with his arm. “Sleep well, Charlie. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”
“Are you saying there are bedbugs here?”
He laughed softly. “Probably a bad choice of words. Sleep well.”
“You too.” I turned and started up the path. I could feel his eyes on my back as I walked, and my neck grew warm.
There was a sign informing me that the door was locked after ten and I needed to use my key. I fumbled in my purse for a moment before I found it and unlocked the door. I glanced back as I twisted the doorknob. He was still standing there, his hands in his pockets. I waved and saw his head bob in return.
The moment I was safely inside, I collapsed, falling backward against the door. My knees were weak and shaky, and I would have slid to the floor if it wasn’t for the door. 
What had I gotten myself into?



Chapter 6
I was back in my car, driving through peaceful, unassuming neighborhoods. The sun was out, the sky was a dark blue, birds were singing, and children were laughing. I could see them running through a sprinkler, screaming as the water hit.
I had no idea where I was, yet somehow, I knew precisely where I was going. I turned down quiet streets, my hands confidently on the wheel, until I discovered an undeveloped neighborhood. There was a farm on one side and a forest on the other.
I turned into a cul-de-sac, and there it was.
The house.
I wasn’t aware of stopping the car, but somehow, I found myself standing in the yard, gazing up at it.
It was a big, sprawling farmhouse, white with black trim and a red front porch complete with a swing. Well-maintained bushes lined the front while stately pine trees graced the sides.
As I stood there in the yard, I could feel my body start to unwind and relax. 
I was home.
I started to walk toward it, feeling a sense of deep belonging inside me. This was where I was supposed to be. 
The house knew it, too. It had been searching for me as much as I had been searching for it. 
A fluffy white rabbit limped in front of me, holding its paw up off the ground. It fixed its dark eyes on me.
I crouched down. “Did you hurt yourself?” I crooned, reaching for it. The rabbit sat back on its haunches, its nose twitching, holding its paw out to me.
I touched it, intending to examine it, but as I held it, I felt a deep, warming sensation in the pit of my stomach. It rose through me, up my chest, down my arm, and into my hand. As it traveled across my body, it lit up in a golden glow.
When it reached my fingers touching the rabbit’s paw, the glow brightened, like a light had been switched on. It was so bright, I had to shield my eyes. My hand began to burn. I instinctively wanted to let go of the paw, afraid the heat would hurt the rabbit, but I couldn’t move. My fingers were clenched tight.
After a moment, everything faded. The heat and light were gone, and I released the paw.
The rabbit stared at me with seemingly brighter eyes. It gave a quick shake to its paw before promptly hopping away. There was no sign of a limp.
That’s your gift.
I glanced around, trying to locate the voice. It was deep, wild, untamed, and ancient. 
But there was nothing there. All I saw were gently swaying trees and bushes dancing in the breeze.
“What’s my gift?” I asked, looking behind me but seeing nothing.
The gift of healing.
“Who are you? And where are you?”
Right in front of you.
I turned my head but still saw nothing. “I don’t see you.”
Because you’re not looking in the right place.
“I’m staring straight ahead of me,” I said, starting to feel exasperated.
Are you?
“Of course I am,” I snapped.
Then you would see me.
“Oh, for God’s sake,” I fumed. I put my hands on the ground to steady myself, when I glimpsed the swish of a tail. A black cat was sitting on the ground, almost hidden by one of the bushes, its dark-green eyes staring at me.
“Are you talking to me?” I asked the cat.
The cat’s tail swished again. I said I was in front of you.
Even though the cat’s mouth didn’t move, I somehow knew it was the source of the words. I leaned backward to sit on the ground so I could better see it. It slowly blinked.
“So, you’re saying I can heal by touch?”
The cat flicked one of its ears. Even though I didn’t hear anything, I had the sense it was chuckling. Not exactly. But you do have the gift. Some might call it a ‘knack.’ You’ve always had it. And now, it’s been unlocked.
“How?”
The tail swished. You know the answer to that.
My side twinged in response, and I winced. Yes, I did know. Alan’s face, white with rage. The fall. The pain. Waking up in the hospital bed and realizing something had shifted inside me. I was different. And I could never go back.
“So, I should become a healer? Just like that?”
Only if you choose to accept it.
“Why wouldn’t I?”
Because of the price you will have to pay.
The sun disappeared behind a cloud, plunging the yard into darkness. The delightful, sweet-scented warm breeze suddenly turned icy. A crow cawed from somewhere close by. I shivered. “What’s the price?”
The front door of the house banged open, and a young girl rushed out. “Stop! You must stop this right now!”
I looked up at her in confusion. “Stop what?”
“This!”
She looked a little like Holly Hobby. She wore a long, old-fashioned-looking muslin dress patterned with tiny blue flowers. Her hair was long, very long, and plaited in two thick braids that hung almost to her waist. A blue bonnet hung around her neck.
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“You must leave,” she said. “Immediately.”
“I can’t. I don’t have a car.”
“Then find another way,” she shouted, her braids bobbing up and down. The crow cawed again, as if agreeing with her. “You must leave now.”
“Why?” I asked, feeling bewildered. “What does it matter if I leave now or in a few days?”
“Because the longer you stay, the more difficult it will be for you to leave.”
It’s already too late for that, the cat said.
The girl jerked her head toward the cat. “Haven’t you done enough damage?”
The cat turned its big green eyes toward the girl. You know it doesn’t matter. What’s going to happen is going to happen. No one can stop it. Those wheels were set into motion long ago. What we do have is a chance to do some good.
“There is no good,” she snapped. “How can there be any good that springs from evil?”
Good and evil have always coexisted together. That’s part of deal. The trick is, which one you allow to be stronger.
The girl stomped her foot. “That is not true. You’re just trying to trick me again.”
I’m trying to help you see the truth.
“Black cats are evil,” she snarled. “Everyone knows that.”
Things are not as they seem.
She crossed her arms and focused her attention back to me. “Don’t listen to that, that thing. Leave now. Before it’s too late.”
“I’ll leave, but I have to wait for my car ...” I started to say.
“Enough with the waiting,” she shrieked. “If you stay, you will open the door to massive suffering—not just for you, either. But for everyone around you.”
You will also set something good in motion. The cat said. Or, thought. Or whatever it was doing. Not just for you, but for everyone around you.
“It will come at a huge cost,” the girl insisted.
So will leaving.
“It would be better than this.”
“Wait,” I said, putting a hand out. “What are you talking about? What’s the cost? What’s going to happen if I stay?”
The cat turned back to me, flicked its ears. You need to wake up. Now.
My eyes flew open. 
I was laying in an unfamiliar bed, soaked with sweat, the sheets tangled around me. The early morning sun streamed through a window and onto the colorful braided rug. Where was I? What just happened?
Then it all flooded back. Redemption. The car. Last night at the bar.
And Annabelle! I cursed as I glanced at the clock before grabbing the phone.
“You’re late,” Annabelle said. “I was just about to leave the house.”
“I know, I’m sorry,” I said, struggling to untangle myself from the sheets.
“Were you out last night?”
“No. Not really.” I pulled out half the covers as I stood up. Now, where was my purse?
“’Not really’? What does that mean?”
I found the purse on a chair across the room where I had tossed yesterday’s outfit. I tucked the phone beneath my chin as I stretched out my arm, and the cord, trying to reach it. “It means I had one drink at a bar,” I said, although I thought it was more like two. Regardless, it didn’t matter. I wasn’t being irresponsible.
“Why were you drinking by yourself at a bar?”
My fingers barely brushed my purse strap. Just a little more. “I wasn’t by myself. I was with a group.”
“A group? Why would you do that? You’re not going to be there very long.”
“I know. But, Claire, she was the one who invited me. She’s been so nice. She helped me find the repair shop and the hotel, so it seemed rude to turn her down.” I managed to snag my purse just as the phone base tumbled to the ground with a loud clatter.
“Oh my God, Annabelle, are you still there?” I hurried over to pick up the phone.
“Yes, I’m here. What just happened?”
“I dropped the phone,” I said, putting it back on the stand. “Here, I’ve got the information to wire the money. I’m sure you have to get going.” I sat back down on the edge of the bed, so I could paw through my purse.
Annabelle didn’t answer. I tried not to think about that as I located the card and rattled off the numbers. “Did you get it?”
“Yes.” But her voice sounded odd. “Charlotte, you are planning on coming home, right?”
“Of course,” I said. Eventually, I silently added.
“The idea is I’m sending you money to get the car fixed so you can come home.”
“Yes,” I said. That is most definitely the idea.
“Okay,” she sounded relieved. “I’ll send it after Marguerite’s doctor appointment.”
“Thanks. “
I waited for her to say goodbye, but there was another long pause. Did she already hang up? “Annabelle?” I asked tentatively.
“You know I only have your best interest at heart,” she said. “That’s all I’ve ever cared about.”
My stomach twisted in an uncomfortable knot. Did she somehow sense I wasn’t telling her the whole truth? “I know that.”
“I only want what’s best for you.”
“And I appreciate it,” I said. “Just like I really appreciate you sending me the money. I owe you.”
“Keep that in mind,” she said cryptically. 
I was about to ask her what she meant, but she continued talking, her voice brisk. “I suspect it will be late morning or so before I can send it. Once I drop Marguerite off, I’ll need to go to the bank first, and I’m not sure how long all that will take, but I should be able to get it sent off by noon.”
“Great,” I said, but she had already clicked off.
I hung up the phone, trying to squash that uncomfortable, nagging, guilty feeling that kept trying to raise its head. Annabelle wanted me to be safe and happy. She wouldn’t be pushing me to come home if she knew how dangerous it was. Someday, she would understand. Someday.
In the meantime, as soon as Annabelle wired the money, I would at least have the initial bills covered. I could worry about getting my hands on more later.
I took a quick shower, and then, for lack of something better to do, headed down to check out what Nancy had put out for breakfast. 
There was buffet-style fruit, baked goods, cereals, and coffee. I helped myself to a croissant and coffee and sat at a table by the window.
The sun was just getting high enough to create a sparkle in the dew on the grass, and there appeared a field of tiny diamonds. The trees were lush and dark in the stillness, looking very much like the forest next to the house in my dream.
Oh God. That dream. My throat closed as I started tearing apart the croissant. 
It had started out normally. The search in the car. Seeing the house. A deep knowing that it was the house I was supposed to find. Even healing the injured rabbit was like all the other dreams.
But then it shifted. First the talking cat. And then, the girl.
You must leave now. 
 If you stay, you will open the door to massive suffering, not just for you, but for everyone around you.
What did that even mean? Why was it so important I leave immediately? What could possibly change in a day or two?
Or maybe it didn’t mean anything at all. Maybe it was just my subconscious processing the strange stories Claire and her friends had shared with me at the bar.
I mean, come on. A town that somehow decides who lives there and who doesn’t? They couldn’t really believe that. They must have been teasing me.
Still ...
A white fluffy rabbit awkwardly hopped across the grass right in front of the window. It paused to nibble on dandelion. It appeared to be limping.
I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. So what if it looked exactly like the rabbit in my dream? It didn’t mean anything. There were probably lots of white fluffy rabbits hopping around Wisconsin. Maybe it was someone’s pet that had gotten away.
It especially didn’t mean anything if it was limping. It wasn’t like I was going to go running right out there to try and heal it. 
The rabbit twitched its ear. It seemed to be looking right at me through the window. There was something reassuring about it. Something that made me feel like the rabbit was ... greeting me, somehow. Welcoming me home.
A loud crash startled me. A woman had dropped her coffee cup on the floor, spraying coffee everywhere and shattering the cup. She instantly dropped to her knees, looking horrified as her companion, assumedly her husband, started grabbing handfuls of napkins. Nancy came running over, reassuring the couple that everything was fine, and she would be happy to clean it up.
By the time I looked back outside, the rabbit was gone. I craned my neck trying to catch a glimpse of white fur anywhere, but there was nothing.
Which probably meant the rabbit wasn’t limping after all. I took a sip of my coffee. White rabbits and spooky dreams aside, what I really needed to do was put a plan together so that once my car was ready, I could just go.
And a good place to start would be to find out precisely when my car would be ready. I started tearing my croissant with more vigor. After breakfast, or once I was done destroying my pastry, I would call the repair shop for an update.
That felt like a good plan.



Chapter 7
I stood on the sidewalk in front of Grant Street Auto, wiping my sweaty hands nervously on my jeans.
I should have called. Why hadn’t I? I wasn’t even sure, except for having quite of bit of time to kill before I could collect the money from Western Union.
So, why not take a walk?
Just a walk around downtown. No, I didn’t need to stop at the repair shop.
And yet ... there I was.
I wiped my hands one more time, squared my shoulders, and headed into the office. After all, it was entirely possible Jonathan wouldn’t be there, or if he was, that he would be busy with something else. Chances were high I’d be able to get an update from some other mechanic.
A bell jangled as I opened the door, and the smell of motor oil and grease slapped me in the face. No one was behind the counter, but a door stood ajar. I assumed it led to the garage as I could hear the sounds of clanking metal and low voices. I tried to peer through it, seeing if I could catch someone’s attention rather just walking back there.
Jonathan stuck his head in. “Oh, hey. Here about your car?”
I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the flutterings in my stomach. But then my brain caught up to what he was saying. “Is it ready?” That would be welcome news, although I’d have to come back in the afternoon to pay. Maybe I could be out of Redemption first thing in the morning.
He came into the office, wiping his hands off with a stained blue towel. “Unfortunately, not.” He tucked the towel in his back pocket. “We need to order a few parts, which will take a day or so to get here.”
I was starting to get a bad feeling. “So, how much longer will it all take to get it fixed?”
He took a deep breath, which really worried me. “Well, part of the complication is that it looks like there are even bigger problems than the bad transmission. Even your brakes need replacing. When was the last time you took it in for routine maintenance?”
I gave him a blank look. Knowing Nana, she likely hadn’t done much besides fill it with gas. “I ... uh ... never.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Never?”
“I just bought it,” I said quickly.
“Did you get it checked out by a mechanic first?”
Did people do that? “Ah ... no.”
He frowned and shifted his stance. “Well, in the future, I advise you to. Having a trusted mechanic take a look at a car before you buy it is a smart move. Based on what I’m seeing, I hope you didn’t pay too much for it.”
“I bought it from an old friend,” I said. “I know she didn’t drive it a lot, mostly to the store and back. So, what does all this mean?”
Jonathan blew the air out of his cheeks. “Unfortunately, it means it’s going to take a little longer to repair it.”
Uh oh. My dream flashed before my eyes. You must leave now.
I pushed it aside. I was being paranoid. I was perfectly safe. My biggest problem was just making sure my money lasted. “How much longer?”
He frowned again. “A week? It’s hard to say until we actually get in there.”
A week. Oh boy. That was going to eat into my hotel and food budget. Thank God I had asked Annabelle to send more than I needed. And maybe there were other ways I could save, like actually eating the free breakfast in the morning instead of mauling it and skipping lunch.
Then I remembered all the stories Claire and the others told me about Redemption choosing who stays and who goes, and I gave Jonathan a hard look. “Are you sure this is all necessary?”
His eyes widened. “You think I’m trying to screw you?” His voice sounded upset, maybe even a little angry.
My cheeks colored. “No, but after all that talk last night about the town summoning me, this feels just a little ... convenient.”
His face relaxed as the corners of his mouth twitched. “I hate to disappoint you, but Redemption actually had nothing to do with this. Any halfway-decent mechanic would have seen these issues before you ever left New York. No, this was ... luck.”
“Luck?” My voice was heavy with disbelief.
“Well, luck that it happened in a town like Redemption in the middle of the day. Look, your car was going to break down at some point on your trip, and I’m sure you can imagine much worse places to be stuck in with car trouble. So, yeah. I would say you were lucky.”
Well, when he put it like that, the situation didn’t seem so bad after all. My dream was probably just a byproduct of all the stress I had been under. Maybe it was time to focus on the positive and quit dwelling on the negative.
It’s not like Alan could find me, I reminded myself. I had been careful. I had paid with cash. I was safe. 
Jonathan glanced down at the counter, his frown returning. “But I do have more bad news.”
Oh no. I had just started to relax. Now, my stomach twisted itself into a knot, and I could taste bile at the back of my throat. “What?”
“The additional repairs are going to cost more.”
I briefly closed my eyes. “How much more?”
He named a figure, explaining it was still an estimate until the work was complete, and I tried to keep myself from hyperventilating. 
At this point, I would barely have the money to cover all the expenses that were piling up, never mind enough to leave. I no longer had a choice; I had to find a way to safely access my trust fund before leaving Redemption.
Jonathan was watching me closely. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, I just ...” I tried to force a smile, but it felt fake. My facial muscles felt taunt and unnatural. “It’s more than I had budgeted.”
“If you need to, we can work something out,” he said. “Just let me know.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll figure something out.”
We stared at each other, the moment stretching out longer than what normal conversation dictated. “Well, I’ll let you get back to work,” I said, rubbing my suddenly sweaty hands on my jeans as I started to back away. “Thanks again.”
“Charlie, hold on.”
I paused, one hand on the door. 
His expression was serious as he looked directly into my eyes. “I meant what I said last night. I’m a good listener. If you need to talk.”
“I appreciate that, but I’ll be fine.” I started to push the door open.
“You know, it’s okay to ask for help. You don’t have to do everything alone.”
I stopped, letting the door fall closed. “Why are you so interested? You don’t even know me.”
He bit his lip, looking unsure. Something about his expression made my heart stutter. “You remind me of someone,” he said finally.
Despite myself, I took a step closer. “I do? Who?”
“My mother.”
My eyes widened. I hadn’t expected that answer at all. Had I misread the signs? Maybe he wasn’t attracted to me after all. 
“She had the same look in her eyes as you do,” he continued.
“What look is that?”
He paused again. “Haunted.”
“I look haunted?”
He nodded. “Until the day she disappeared.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry.”
He waved it off. “It happened a long time ago. I was a child.” His eyes narrowed, and I could see in their depths pain, despair, and a deep knowing. “My stepfather beat her, you know,” he said, his voice almost conversational.
I froze.
He held my gaze as he slowly nodded. “She was terrified of him. He was a total bastard. Everyone else knew it as well, but no one knew how to help.”
“So, she left him?”
He shrugged. “That’s what everyone thinks. But she wouldn’t have left me. Not voluntarily.”
My mouth was dry. A part of me wanted to ask him what he thought happened to his mother, but another part didn’t want to hear the answer.
“Is your stepfather still here?”
He snorted. “As far as I know. Still living in that broken-down filthy trailer. If you can call spending his days drunk off his ass ‘living.’”
“I’m sorry,” I said again. It felt inadequate, but it was all I could think to say.
 “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.” He gave me a wry smile. “So, when I say I understand, you know I understand.”
I shifted uncomfortably. I had no idea how to respond. Was I that obvious? Did everyone know, or just him? Luckily, I was saved by the phone ringing. It startled us both, and before he could object, I was able to slip out the door.
Clearly, I was going to have to work on my poker face.
I kept walking, trying to shake off the anxiety and confusion I was drowning in. I had to pull myself together. Otherwise, I would make a mistake and Alan would find me.
Walking helped. I started to feel calmer. Even better, Annabelle should have wired the money by that point, which also perked up my mood. As I headed toward Western Union, my stomach started grumbling, reminding me it was lunchtime. I decided to head over to Aunt May’s to treat myself to a meal after I picked up my cash.
The good news was the money was waiting for me.
The bad news was that Annabelle had sent less than I asked.
“There should be more,” I told the girl behind the counter. She had spiky black hair, wore heavy black eye makeup, and was loudly smacking gum. The tiny, glassed-in room smelled sugary sweet.
She sighed and rolled her eyes as she pulled out the paperwork and showed it to me. “No, this is what was sent.”
“But this isn’t enough.” I couldn’t hide the note of desperation in my voice.
The girl blew a bubble as she filed the paperwork away. “You’ll have to tell her to send more.”
I wanted to scream, but I knew I wasn’t being logical. This girl could only give me what Annabelle sent. I shoved the envelope of cash into my purse and quickly walked out.
I could feel myself starting to hyperventilate. How could Annabelle do that to me? It wasn’t like she didn’t have access to what I had asked for. 
I needed to call her and find out what happened. And I needed to convince her to send the rest.
I ducked into a drugstore and found a payphone booth in the back. I shut the accordion door firmly, angling my body so no one could see my face, picked up the phone, and dialed zero.
“Please be home, please be home,” I whispered as the operator worked her magic to connect us. 
To my relief, Annabelle picked up and accepted the charges.
“I wired the money. Did you get it?”
I rubbed my free hand against my thigh, telling myself to remain calm and reasonable. If she thought I was lying to her about coming home right away, who knew what she would do. “I did, thank you. But I think you might have made a mistake. The amount wasn’t what I had asked for. Did you write it down wrong?”
“I know what you asked for,” Annabelle said.
I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to breathe. “So, this wasn’t a mistake?”
I heard her heels clicking across the granite floor. “I just don’t think you need that much cash.”
“What? I told you, I have a huge car repair bill. It’s also turning out to be more than I thought. And I have to pay the hotel.”
“Surely you can make up the difference with a credit card. You have one with you, right? Even a small town like Redemption, Wisconsin, should take credit cards.”
I went still. “You know where I am?”
“Of course I do. I just sent money to you. You don’t think I asked Western Union where the branch was?”
I banged my head against the plexiglass, trying to keep myself from howling in despair. If Annabelle figured it out, would Alan, too? “Did you tell anyone? Did you tell Brad?”
“No, I didn’t tell Brad. Why would I tell him?”
“Did you tell anyone else?” I asked, my voice rising in panic.
“No! I told you, I didn’t tell anyone. What’s that noise in the background?”
I kept banging my head. “Promise me, Annabelle. Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”
“I won’t! I promise. Just as long as you come home as we agreed. Are you at a pay phone? Is someone knocking on the glass?”
I stopped hitting my head and stared at the scratched and graffitied surface of the plexiglass trying not to despair. Someone had written “Tom and Tina” in red ink with a heart around it. Another message, written in black, said, “Denise is a slut.”
 I should have known Annabelle would do something like this. She must have sensed I wasn’t telling the full truth. That, or she just wasn’t taking any chances.
“If I come home, Alan will kill me. Is that what you want?” 
“Charlotte!” Annabelle scolded. “Don’t be such a drama queen. Alan isn’t a killer.”
“You saw the bruises.”
“And he’s sorry. I told you that. He just wants to talk.”
Tears of frustration gathered behind my eyelids. “I thought you said you wanted me to be happy.”
“I do! Of course I want you to be happy. You’re my sister, and I love you.”
“Then why are you trying to force me to go back to him?”
“I’m not! Look, I just want you to talk to him. That’s all. We’re still going to have to see Alan even if you break up with him. So just hear him out. That’s all I’m asking. At least try and keep everything civil. If you don’t want to stay with him, then don’t. But you can end it amicably. Would that be so hard?”
You can’t leave me. I won’t allow it.
“He won’t let me leave,” I said.
“Of course he will. He’s not a monster. He loves you and wants to talk. And, if after you do, you still want to end the engagement, he’ll be hurt, but I’m sure he’ll honor it.”
“Annabelle, seriously?”
“Well, he will be hurt,” Annabelle said, a little huffy. “But if it’s what you want, then that’s what will happen. Look, I know all of this is just a big misunderstanding. Come home, Charlotte. We’ll work it out.”
I reached out a finger and started tracing the words graffitied in front of me. I wondered what Denise looked like. Was she pretty? Pretty enough for other girls to be jealous of her? Maybe she had just dared to stand up for herself, or had gotten out of a relationship that was bad for her. I wondered if she felt misunderstood and was angry about it, too.
“The repairs are more extensive than the mechanic thought,” I said. “Apparently, Nana didn’t take very good care of the car.”
“So, what does that mean?”
“Well, one thing it means is that I don’t have enough to cover the bill,” I snapped.
Annabelle sighed. “I told you, I’m sure you can use a credit card.”
“I forgot my card,” I lied. It was actually tucked away in my wallet, in case of dire emergency. But I wasn’t there yet.
“You did what? Charlotte, this is what I’m talking about. How did you expect to get very far without a credit card?”
“Why do you think I asked you to wire me cash?”
“Oh God. Charlotte, I swear. Look, I’ll pay the difference. Just have them call me when it’s done, and I’ll handle it. You can pay me back when you get here.”
“It’s going to take longer as well,” I said. “At least a week.”
“A week?”
“They have to order parts and I don’t know what else. I told you, the car is a mess. Jonathan basically told me I shouldn’t have bought it.”
“Who’s Jonathan?”
I switched from tracing Denise’s name to running my finger over the heart. “The mechanic.”
“You’re on a first-name basis with your mechanic?”
“What am I supposed to call him, if not his first name?”
“How do you even know what it is?”
“Because he told me. Why is that so strange?”
“Just ... I know how you can be, Charlotte.”
My hand balled into a fist. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know how ... impulsive you can be. I mean, just look at the situation you’re in now. You talk Nana out of her car and drive halfway across the country because of a misunderstanding.”
“I was pushed down a flight of stairs. That’s not a misunderstanding.”
“Alright, then an accident. But rather than stay and work it out, you run. And now you’re in a town in the middle of God knows where, making friends and who knows what else, and I’m the one who has to bail you out. Again.”
“That’s not fair,” I protested, even though she had a point. Over the years, I had gotten myself into messes more than once, and Annabelle had been the one to rescue me.
“Is it?” she asked. “Look, does Alan have his faults? Of course. But he’s stable. And responsible. And you need that in your life. You need someone to ground you and keep you safe. I can’t be that for you.”
I was quiet. Was I the one who had been misunderstanding Alan all this time? When I thought he was stifling me, was he actually protecting me? Did I really need someone like that to balance me out?
“And, like I said,” Annabelle continued. “If you don’t want to stay, you don’t have to. But give him a chance to explain. And maybe a chance to change. Maybe he did go too far, but that doesn’t mean he can’t learn from his mistakes and do better.”
“I have to go,” I lied. “People are waiting for the phone. Remember, it’s going to be at least a week before the car is ready.”
“Call me when it’s done,” she said. “We’ll work this out. Okay?”
I murmured an answer and hung up the phone. 
I pressed both hands against my stomach, trying to slow the churning. I thought I was going to be sick. 
What was I going to do now? 
I didn’t have enough to pay the repair bill, much less my hotel and food costs. Never mind gas and travel expenses even if I did decide to drive back to New York.
And if I didn’t go back? What then? Annabelle would certainly tell Alan where I was. I could always lie, of course, and tell her I was on my way. That would buy me at least two days of a head start … maybe three if I was lucky.
The big unknown was whether I could access my trust fund without alerting Alan of my whereabouts. 
How could I have been so stupid? I wanted to tear my hair out in frustration. If I hadn’t encouraged Mr. Farley to hire him, none of this would be an issue.
After we got engaged, Mr. Farley was looking for an associate who could eventually work his way up to partner. I, in my naive stupidity, recommended Alan.
At the time, it made so much sense. Alan explained how this way, we could keep the trust “all in the family,” and he would have a vested interest in making sure everything was handled correctly. It seemed smart. Everyone liked him, including my father, so why not have someone we already trusted in that role versus a stranger we knew nothing about?
But now ... God, I was such an idiot. I never should have trusted him. And he had easy access to all my financial transactions.
Well, there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. I just had to figure out a way to deal with it.
A sudden pounding on the plexiglass door startled me, causing me to jump and knock my head yet again against the glass. Two teenage girls stood on the outside, both dressed like Madonna in lace, fishnet stockings, and miniskirts. “Dude! What are you doing in there?”
“Sorry,” I said, opening the door. They both glared at me. 
“As if,” one of them huffed as she pushed past me. Her black eyeliner was smeared around her red-rimmed eyes. I wondered if one of them was named Denise. They both crammed themselves into the booth, shutting the door with a bang behind them.
I made my way out of the drugstore, my mind spinning around uselessly.
What was I going to do?



Chapter 8
As I stepped onto the sidewalk, my stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten.
Even though I felt like I had no business buying myself lunch at Aunt May’s, I headed there anyway. I had to eat. It wasn’t like I was going to fast for the next week. And, at this point, the amount of money I needed to make up the difference was so big, tacking on a few meals wasn’t going to make that much of a difference one way or another.
It was a clear, beautiful day. Not too hot, not too cold. The sun shone down, and a gentle breeze perfumed with the scent of marigolds, geraniums, and fresh grass ruffled my hair. Despite my troubled mind, I couldn’t help but enjoy the day. The smog, pollution, and noise of New York couldn’t compare to this. Not even Central Park.
“Are you willing to pay the price?”
The voice wasn’t much louder than a whisper, and for a moment, I thought I had imagined it. It sounded so much like my dream and the talking cat that I couldn’t help but cringe.
 “Are you willing to pay the price?”
I shivered. The sun went behind the clouds, plunging the day into sudden darkness. The voice was louder, more incessant. I paused, looked around. I was alone on the street except for a homeless person who was bent over a shopping cart loaded with overflowing bags and boxes.
I was about to resume walking toward Aunt May’s when the homeless person straightened up and turned to face me. “Are you willing to pay the price?”
She wore layers and layers of colorful-yet-ragged clothes, even though it wasn’t all that cold. It was difficult to tell from her face how old she was as it was covered with dirt, old food, and who knows what else. 
“What price?”
She smiled, revealing stained teeth. “The price for your destiny,” she hissed. 
Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck and down my spine. A sudden cold breeze whipped through my hair. A crow cawed as it landed on the street, its beady eye watching me.
“What are you talking about?” I asked through numb lips.
Her smile stretched further, cracking the skin around her mouth and causing flecks of dirt and crumbs to fall to the ground. “It’s here,” she said, gesturing with her arms. “It’s all right here.”
The crow cawed again, hopping over to a balled-up fast-food bag stuck in the gutter and pulling at it. The homeless woman’s head snapped around. “You again,” she said to the crow. “Get away from me. Get away. Stop following me,” she shrieked, waving her arms as she stumbled toward the crow. The crow jerked at the bag again before reluctantly abandoning it, hopping a few feet away.
I quickly took advantage of the commotion to hurry past her. The crow turned its head as I passed, its beady eyes studying me. It reminded me of those movies when a witch or warlock used a crow to spy on people.
I shivered again and sped up. I definitely was letting my imagination run away with me.
By the time I reached Aunt May’s, I was sweaty and out of breath, and my hair stuck to the back of my neck while rivets of sweat dripped down my spine. The sun was out again, shining with a vengeance, as if to make up for lost time.
“Hey Charlie,” Claire called out. She was pouring a cup of coffee in a tall cardboard container. A tired-looking cop stood in front of her wiping his face with a paper napkin. “Perfect timing. I’m about to go on break. Grab a table and I’ll join you.”
I had my pick of spots since the diner was mostly empty; there was just a handful of diners finishing their meal. It appeared the lunch rush was over. I slid into a booth, trying to figure out how I felt about having company. On one hand, I genuinely liked Claire and thought if I were to stay in Redemption, we could be good friends. On the other hand, I really wanted to be alone to sort out a plan.
Claire handed me a menu. “I can put your order in if you want. What do you want to drink?”
“A Diet Coke,” I said, quickly scanning down the menu. “And a tuna melt and fries.”
She disappeared to fetch our drinks and put in my order. I decided to take a minute to go to the bathroom so I could wash my hands. I was hot and sticky, but more than that, I felt dirty. Between the phone booth and the strange encounter with the homeless women, it was like a thin layer of grime had stuck to my skin.
When I returned, Claire had a Diet Coke in front of both of us, plus a club sandwich for her. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, dabbing a fry in ketchup. “I only get thirty minutes.”
I waved my hand, although watching her was making me really hungry. “Of course.”
“Sue will bring your order out when it’s ready,” she said, tucking a few strands of loose strawberry-blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m so glad you stopped in. I’ve been dying to ask you. What happened last night?”
I picked up my straw and started fiddling with the paper wrapping. “What do you mean?”
“When you left, silly. Did that guy from the bar follow you?”
I gave her a sharp look. How could Claire possibly know about that guy? “Did Jonathan tell you?”
Her eyes widened with relief. “Oh, good. He was with you. I was hoping you weren’t alone.”
“I don’t understand. If Jonathan didn’t tell you, how did you know?”
She took a bit bite of her sandwich and paused a moment to chew. “The cops found him,” she said, around the mouthful. “On the street last night.”
“Was he okay?”
She nodded, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “He will be. They took him to the hospital to get checked out. So, what happened?”
I shrugged. “Not much to tell. I told Jonathan I was fine and could walk myself home, but that guy followed me. Luckily, Jonathan noticed and came to my rescue.”
“A regular white knight, our Jonathan.” There was something about the way she said it that made me think it wasn’t a compliment.
“What do you mean?”
She shook her head, which was bent over her plate so I couldn’t see her eyes. “It’s nothing,” she said. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything. Speaking of Jonathan, have you gotten an update about your car?”
I groaned. “Unfortunately, yes.” Despite my intentions to not say anything, I found myself telling Claire everything Jonathan had told me about the car. While I was talking, Sue brought out my lunch, putting it in front of me with a quick smile, careful not to interrupt.
When I paused to take a breath, Claire sighed, shaking her head sadly. “Cars are just the worst. I hate taking mine in for anything. It always ends up being three times what I think.”
“Yeah, it was bad enough when it was just the transmission, but now with new brakes and everything else? I may have to promise my firstborn.”
Claire smiled. “That’s for sure. So, how is this delay going to affect your plans? Are you going to have to cut everything short and go back to work? If you don’t mind my asking,” she added, almost apologetically.
I played with a french fry. “No, it’s fine. I used to work, but I quit when I got engaged.”
Claire’s eyes widened. “You’re engaged?”
I winced. “Not anymore. That’s actually why I decided to go on this road trip. I wanted to clear my head after everything happened. Figure out what I’m going to do next.”
Claire’s face fell. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“Don’t be. It was for the best.”
Claire’s face screwed up like she wanted to ask me more questions, but instead she said, “Well, at least you don’t have to worry about the time being away, although this probably cuts into your vacation budget.”
I sighed. “Destroys it, actually. I’m trying to figure out how to make it all work.”
 Claire popped the last bite of sandwich into her mouth. “Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t you come over for dinner? I get off at five. Meet me here, and I’ll drive you to my house.”
I was already shaking my head. “Oh, no. I couldn’t impose.”
“You’re not imposing. I’d love to have you. Doug’s not home, and there’s nothing good on TV.” She laughed and nudged my hand. “I’m kidding. It would be fun.”
“Yeah, but how will I get back to my hotel?”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll drive you back. It’s no problem. I mean, dinner won’t be much. I’ve got some chicken and beer and wine. I may have some hamburger as well, if you’d prefer.”
“Chicken is fine,” I said. “But ...”
“No ‘buts;’ just say ‘yes.’”
Even though I was feeling like I was somehow taking advantage of Claire, her enthusiasm was contagious. And it would be nice to have a home-cooked meal rather than more restaurant food. I’d be getting enough of those over the next week. “Let me bring something, or buy you lunch,” I said.
She shook her head as she stood up, gathering her dishes. “No need for that. The diner pays for my meal. Unfortunately, I have to cut my break short. We’re shorthanded right now. Liz is on maternity leave for another month. Hey, wait a second.” She paused, holding her plate and glass in one hand. “Would you be interested in a job?”
I stared at her. “What?”
“A job. Here. Filling in for Liz.”
“But,” I stuttered. “I’m not going to be here very long. Only a week or so until my car is fixed.”
“Even a week would make a difference,” Claire said. “The person who was going to fill in fell through, so a week would be a godsend.”
“But I’ve never waitressed before.”
“You can bus tables, right? Be a runner and bring food out? Refill coffee and drinks? All that would be a huge help. The pay isn’t much, but we all share tips. Plus, you get a meal for every shift you work. And if you work a double, you get two.”
“I don’t know,” I said hesitantly, but inside, my mind was racing. A temporary job. Could that be the answer I was looking for?
Someone called Claire’s name, and she yelled she’d be there in a second. “Think about it,” she said over her shoulder. “We can talk more about it tonight.” 
A job. I turned the idea over and over in my head as I finished my sandwich. 
It had never occurred to me to get a job. Growing up, jobs were not encouraged. My sisters and I were groomed to find good husbands. Not so we could be lazy—far from it. Our way of contributing to society was through volunteer work and active board seats as we took care of our husbands and children.
None of our trust funds were large enough for us to live on without having some sort of income. The unspoken rule was that it was for retirement and emergencies. Even if I could safely pull it all out without Alan tracking me, I wouldn’t be able to drive around the country forever, living in hotel rooms and eating on the road.
But, if I were to instead find temporary jobs ...
It’s not like I had anything else to do. I could easily work every day, and even take on double shifts. I never minded working. And, if I could make enough to cover my hotel and meals, even if I almost covered them, I could have Annabelle pay for the repairs and use the money she sent for traveling to a new town and finding a new job.
It was like looking into a kaleidoscope and turning the lens until the entire picture came into focus. My future had just shifted, and I could now see a new long-term option—traveling from town to town and earning enough money to stay off the grid. Now, I wouldn’t have to worry about accessing my trust fund or calling my sister. I could take care of myself, for as long as I needed to. Until I was safe.
I watched Claire joke with a couple of customers, two elderly women loaded down with shopping bags who appeared to be taking a break for coffee and homemade pie, and I felt a yearning in my chest. I wished I could stay longer … maybe even the full month until Liz was back. But I knew that wasn’t in the cards. The moment Annabelle figured out I wasn’t coming home, she would be on the phone with Alan. 
No, I couldn’t risk it. I would have to leave. At least for a while. Maybe a year or so. Maybe at some point I could come back, but not right away.
The safest thing I could do for everyone’s sake was to leave. As soon as I could.



Chapter 9
“Ready?” Claire asked me, adjusting the strap of her purse around her neck. She still wore her waitress uniform, jeans and a white tee shirt, but her apron was off.
“Yep,” I said.
“Let’s do it.” Claire pushed open the door to Aunt May’s, and I followed her out.
The sun was starting to dip in the sky, casting shadows against the sidewalk. The air was cooler as well, and I was glad I went back to the hotel to fetch my favorite soft-as-butter leather jacket.
In the distance, I saw a figure hunched over what appeared to be a shopping cart. The sun was behind the figure, casting it in shadow, so all I could see was the silhouette. Even though it was impossible to tell if it was the same woman who had accosted me earlier, watching the figure struggle with the shopping cart left me feeling a deep sense of unease.
“Hey,” I said, trying to keep my voice bright. “I thought Redemption was a safe place.”
Claire had been digging in her purse for her keys, but she half-turned to eye me. “It is. Well, as safe as any place nowadays. Why?”
“Well, first that guy followed me from the bar last night, and earlier today, a homeless woman started yelling at me.”
“Oh, you must mean Maude,” Claire said. “She’s harmless. Don’t let her get to you.”
I blinked. “You know her name?”
Claire fished her keys out with a flourish. “Oh yes. Everyone knows Maude. She’s been on the streets for well, since forever, I think.” Claire laughed as she beckoned me to where her old blue Chevy was parked. “You’ll meet her eventually. She usually stops by Aunt May’s at least once a day for a meal.”
I was floored. “You guys do that?” I was trying to imagine my favorite diner in New York giving even one free meal to a homeless person. Of course, in their defense, they would probably end up spending all their time giving out free meals rather than running a business.
Claire shrugged as she unlocked my door. “Everyone takes care of her. She’s not well. She has some sort of mental illness, untreated of course.”
“Instead of giving her food, why don’t you give her medicine?” I asked, opening the door and getting in. Even though it was cool outside, the inside had clearly been baking in the sun all day and had that thick, hot-car odor.
Claire let out a short bark of laughter. “You think we haven’t tried? Trust me, everyone has. She refuses. Says they’re poisoning her or tracking her or something. Cleary paranoid. We all do our best. We make sure she’s fed and has a warm, dry place to sleep when the weather is bad. It’s not ideal, but she’s been trucking around without many issues for years now. What do you do? We can’t force her to take her meds.”
“I hadn’t thought about it like that before,” I said. “Needless to say, things are a bit different where I’m from.”
Claire eyed me before adjusting her sunglasses and putting her key in the ignition. “That’s probably an understatement. Hey, I thought I’d give you a quick tour of the town before I take you home. You’re not in any real hurry for dinner, right?”
“Not in the least,” I said, sitting back against the cloth interior. “That tuna melt was filling.”
Claire gave me a quick smile and started the car. She drove around downtown pointing out a few local hot spots near the lake, including a place up a hill called “The Rock” where the teenagers liked to hang out. She chattered like a tour guide the entire time, pointing out restaurants and shops, as well as what to avoid and what to definitely try. We both rolled down our windows to allow the fresh breeze in, which carried with it the scents of car exhaust, flowering crab apple blossoms, and even a whiff of freshly made pizza as we drove by Rocky’s. 
“I have one more surprise,” she said mysteriously, driving through a residential neighborhood full of children playing. “We’re really close to my house, so it won’t take long.”
In one yard, a couple of youngsters were running through a sprinkler, screaming and laughing. “Kind of cold for that,” Claire remarked as we passed them. “Although it was such a brutal winter, even though there wasn’t much snow. Sucked for the kids. I guess they were bound and determined to put their bathing suits on as soon as they could.”
I stared at the kids, feeling a lump in my throat. I wanted to tell Claire to never mind about the surprise … to just go to her house, or better yet, to take me back to my hotel, but I couldn’t make my mouth work. I was paralyzed, unable to move or talk, as Claire blithely drove me to what somehow felt like my doom.
She turned down a cul-de-sac. On one side was a huge expanse of farmland, and in the distance, I could make out a farmer ploughing the field. On the other side were thick, dense woods with huge mature trees showcasing their new leaves for the spring.
“There,” Claire said, pulling over to the curb. “That’s the Witch House, Redemption’s most ‘famous’ haunted house. Not that anything in Redemption is all that famous.” She snickered.
I was barely paying attention to her; I was completely transfixed by the house.
It was the house—from my dreams.
A huge, rambling farmhouse with white siding and black shutters. A red porch. Towering pine trees next to it, and bushes lining the front.
Before I realized I was moving, I was out of the car and standing on the sidewalk in front of it. Birds chirped around me, and the breeze pushed my hair. 
It actually existed.
How could I dream of a house I had never seen before in my life?
The more I stared at it, the more I noticed how rundown it was. The bushes were straggly, and the grass was faded and overgrown with patchy yellow spots. A shutter on the second floor hung crookedly. The porch swing needed a new coat of paint.
None of it mattered. It was the house. 
It was MY house.
“Charlie?” Claire was next to me, speaking into my ear. “Are you okay?”
“It’s just ... there’s something about this house,” I said, but I wasn’t entirely sure if I was speaking to Claire or myself.
“Well, like I said, it IS haunted. We could see if Helen would give us a tour,” Claire said, her voice sounding doubtful. “She’s pretty much a recluse.”
I couldn’t stop staring. Until that moment, I had doubted it even existed. Sure, it had been calling to me back in New York, and yes, part of the purpose of my road trip had been to find it. But I never really thought I would. 
Mostly, I had assumed the dreams were my subconscious’s way of getting me out of New York and as far away from Alan as possible. I figured my mind was trying to communicate the very real danger I was in if I stayed.
I never actually considered the house could be so absolutely real. 
Did that mean everything else was, too? I craned my neck, looking for injured white rabbits or a black cat skulking by the porch. But I didn’t see anything.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Claire asked.
I was about to answer her when a movement on the second floor caught my eye. A curtain twitched back. 
“There,” I pointed. “I think someone is watching us!”
Claire shaded her eyes with her hand. “I’m sure someone is watching us, and her name is Helen,” she said. “Although I don’t see her. I told you, she’s a recluse. She only leaves the house maybe once a week for errands and groceries.”
I held my breath, expecting the front door to crash open and a girl looking like Holly Hobby to come storming out, screaming at me to leave now. Forget my car, just go.
But no one came out. The front door remained firmly closed. There wasn’t even a flutter of curtains.
“We should probably go,” Claire said uneasily. 
“Okay,” I said, but I didn’t move. It felt like the house was beckoning me. So nice to finally meet you! Come in! Stay awhile. Or maybe forever. 
We were at a standstill, Claire and the house, waiting for me to make a move. 
“Charlie?”
Finally, I turned to her. My movements felt sluggish, like I was trapped in a bubble and unable to break free. “Sorry. Let’s go.”
She gave me a strange look before getting back into the car. I followed her, even though it was painful, like there was a rope around my waist pulling me toward the house, stretching and squeezing me. 
Claire started the car. “What was that about?” Her voice was casual, but I caught the same strange look in her eyes in the sideways glance she threw at me.
I wasn’t sure how to answer her. Telling her the truth didn’t seem to be an option. But what believable lie could I possibly come up with for my reaction?
“The house ... well ...” I laughed subconsciously. “It just seemed so ... familiar, somehow. I sort of felt like I should be living there.” I laughed again, knowing I sounded like an idiot. “Don’t mind me. This has been a really strange week. I don’t know what I’m saying.”
Claire didn’t smile back. In fact, her face held an almost grim expression. Oh man, had I somehow offended her? Was she trying to figure out a way to take me back to the hotel without seeming rude?
“I don’t think Helen will sell,” she said, her tone serious.
I blinked at her in surprise. “I wasn’t really expecting her to,” I said. “It was just a flight of fancy or something. I can’t explain it. But, no, I didn’t mean I was going to make her an offer or anything like that.” Or did I? Even as I said the words, they didn’t feel true. It was as if I had a subconscious intention of trying to buy that house.
That’s ridiculous, I told myself. How could I even consider moving here? Alan would track me down in no time. I had no choice but to leave.
Claire also didn’t look convinced. “I told you, the town called you,” she said. “I know how strange that sounds, but I ... well, let’s just say I get feelings about things.” She gave me a crooked smile, and it struck me that maybe I wasn’t the only one failing to be completely honest. “If the town wants you here, and wants you in that house ... well, I guess we’ll see what happens. I for one am hoping Helen is willing to sell it.” 
“I guess if she’s not, there’s no chance of me staying in Redemption,” I responded.
Claire narrowed her eyes. “Don’t bet on it,” she said darkly. 
I didn’t know what to say. On the surface, it felt like such a ridiculous conversation. There was no way a town could choose who stays and who goes, much less be able to “summon” me. Everyone was acting like Redemption was alive.
But then, on the other side, there were my dreams. Not to mention the house itself. How it seemed to beckon me. Deep down inside, it felt like what Claire was saying was somehow true. After all, how many things had to fall into place for me to even be there in the first place? 
No, I was being silly. This was all one big coincidence.
Right?



Chapter 10
And so it begins.
The black cat sat on the bottom porch step, its tail twitching.
“Shut up,” the Holly Hobby girl snapped before turning her attention to me. “It’s not too late,” she begged. “You don’t have to take the job. Just call them and tell them you changed your mind. You can do this.”
“I still don’t have a car,” I reminded her.
“Forget the car,” she shrieked. “Just go!”
“How? Do you want me to hitchhike? Walk?”
“I don’t care how, just leave. Please just leave.” She covered her face with her hands and her shoulders started shaking. 
You know she can’t, the black cat said in a sad tone. This is her destiny. You and I both know it. She has to see it through. No matter how painful.
“There’s still time,” she said, her voice thick with tears. “There’s still time.”
Bewildered, I looked from one to the other. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Nothing has changed. I’m going to leave. Even if I wanted to, I can’t stay here. Alan will find me.”
The black cat gave me an almost pitying look while the girl seemed to cry harder. 
Alan isn’t the problem.
I frowned. “Of course he is. He’s the reason I left.”
It’s true he set things in motion. The moment he pushed you down the stairs, he began a chain reaction that will eventually lead to his doom. But he’s not the real issue.
“Then what is?”
Everything around me plunged into darkness. A cold wind blew against my neck.
Despite how dark it was, I could still see the black cat. Its tail had stopped twitching. The girl slowly lifted her head from her hands, an expression of fear frozen on her face.
A storm is coming, murmured the cat. Beware.
“What?” 
Nothing will be what it seems. What will save you will also destroy you. Wrong is right and right is wrong. Nothing is black and white, but all shades of grey. Your biggest mistakes will lead to your greatest achievement.
“What does that even mean?” I asked in frustration.
“It means,” the girl said darkly, “that you should leave. Now. While you still can.”
The cat picked up a paw and delicately began to groom itself. No, she can’t.
“She can,” the girl insisted, her voice increasingly desperate. 
The cat stopped licking itself and fixed its unblinking gaze on me, its jade-green eyes stared directly into mine. It’s time to wake up. 
I opened my eyes. The sun was just peeking through the cheery-red and yellow curtains, warming up the hardwood floor and rough, log-hewn walls. For a moment, I was disoriented. Where was I? What happened to my sleek and elegant white-and-black bedroom, complete with a polished marble floor?
Then it all came back in a rush. 
How I ended up in Redemption.
The house that haunted my dreams.
A storm is coming.
I wondered what my dream was trying to tell me. On one hand, I was definitely getting a clear message to leave, even if I couldn’t right then. And I agreed with that message. I needed to leave for all sorts of reasons, not the least of which was that I was a sitting duck for Alan.
But, on the other hand, I felt such a pull to stay. To make that house my home. To make a stand in this strange little town in the middle of the nowhere.
I already had friends, and a job. I could build a life in this community—a life in which I would be accepted as who I was rather than for who my family was. 
Of course, it was silly to even go there. No matter what my heart whispered to me or what the cat said to me in my dreams, it wasn’t practical or safe to stay. I didn’t have a choice.
Even if it broke my heart.
I glanced at the clock and started. I was going to be late. I threw back the covers and rushed into the bathroom to hastily pull myself together for my first shift at Aunt May’s.
As I furiously brushed my hair and pulled it back into a ponytail, I realized I was actually pretty excited about working. After Alan had proposed, he encouraged me to quit my job. “Sweetheart, you already have so much to do to get ready for the wedding and our life together,” he said. “And it’s not like you’ll be working once we’re married. So, why not just do it now?”
I didn’t really want to. I had liked working in a small-but-prestigious art gallery. I had always loved art. Even as a child, I wanted to become an artist, but the older I got, the more I realized I didn’t really have the talent or the drive, so I majored in art history, instead. That job was really perfect for me, as it allowed me to socialize with people while appreciating art.
But Alan wouldn’t take no for an answer. Even when I pointed out I would have no salary to support myself, he quickly explained how he’d be happy to pay my bills. It would be his wedding present to me—the time and space to plan the perfect wedding.
So, I finally agreed. After all, maybe he was right. And it wasn’t like I wouldn’t be around art at all. I could certainly find some boards and volunteer opportunities supporting local artists.
Looking back, I could see how uncomfortable I felt, and how I deliberately tamped down the little warning bells that were already sounding inside me.
But, I thought I was in love. I thought it was what I was supposed to do. 
I was so wrong.
Well, at least I was out now. I could be grateful for that.
I finished getting ready, then hurried downstairs to grab a cup of coffee and muffin to munch on as I walked. The day would be long, and even though I would get a meal later, it never hurt to start off on the right foot with a little breakfast. 
As I nibbled and sipped, I thought about what the work would be like. Claire had reassured me it wouldn’t be difficult, and I would catch on quickly. I sincerely hoped she was right. The last thing I wanted to do was slow anyone down.
Claire and I had ended up talking and laughing long into the night. Over a bottle of White Zinfandel, we shared funny stories about growing up in Redemption and New York. 
It was only near the end of the night that things got a little weird. “What time is it?” Claire asked, stretching her neck to glance at the living room clock. “Oh! I didn’t realize it was so late. I better take you home. Doug will be here soon.”
I stayed where I was on the green plaid couch, still holding my empty wine glass. “We don’t have to rush,” I said. “I’d love to meet your husband.”
Claire was awkwardly bending over trying to fish out her shoes from under the coffee table. “It’s late,” she said, her voice muffled. “And we both have to work tomorrow.”
“A few minutes won’t hurt,” I pressed. I wanted to get a look at the man Claire married. Especially considering how I saw Jesse look at her the night we were all at the bar. Doug would have to be something to steal Claire away from a guy as gorgeous as Jesse.
Claire didn’t look at me. Instead, she paid very close attention to putting her shoes on. “Seriously, Charlie, we need to go.”
Sighing, I leaned over to put my glass on the coffee table before searching for my own shoes. “Are you embarrassed to be seen with me?” I asked jokingly.
Claire muttered something under her breath. 
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing,” she said. “Come on. We both have a long day tomorrow. We need our beauty rest.”
I silently finished putting my shoes on and went to find my purse. Claire was already impatiently standing by the door, keys in hand. “Hurry up, slow poke,” she said teasingly.
I half-smiled in return, but my mind was still turning over what I was sure I heard her say. 
More like embarrassed to be seen with him.
Was she in an unhappy relationship, too? If she was, would she maybe be understanding of what happened to me?
Claire had prodded, gently, a few times over dinner, wanting more details as to why I left, but I brushed past her inquiries, artfully changing the subject. Even though none of it would likely matter since I would be gone in a week’s time, I was still hesitant to reveal much. This way, even if Alan did show up after tracing my footsteps, Claire wouldn’t have any idea where I was going.
Plus, I felt unsure of what people would think of me if I told them the truth. Would they assume I was stupid for getting involved with a guy like Alan? Or would they agree with Annabelle and encourage me to go back to him?
The less people knew about my personal life, the better. That was the way to keep everything clean and simple.
I tripped on a crack in the sidewalk, bringing my thoughts abruptly back to the present while spilling my coffee over the front of my tee shirt. I swore to myself as I surveyed the damage. Well, it probably wouldn’t be the only food stains I got today. Hopefully, I could spend a few minutes in the bathroom mopping it up before my shift started.
I turned the corner onto Main Street. I could see Aunt May’s up ahead, the lights already on. A few cars drove by, and shop owners were already up, washing the front door windows and watering plants. They waved as I passed them.
A rusted blue VW bug pulled into the parking lot of Aunt May’s and the driver got out. He stood for a moment next to the driver’s side door, adjusting his mirrored sunglasses, and I felt goosebumps start to rise on the back of my neck. There was something about how he stood there, something familiar ... I squinted to get a better look.
Abruptly, he moved, walking to the door, swinging his sinewy arms, his hair cropped close to his head. I sucked in my breath.
It was Alan.
I was sure of it, even without getting a good look at his face.
I stopped, wanting to flee, but afraid my movement would get his attention. He strode into Aunt May’s, flinging the door open.
I stood there on the sidewalk, frozen, my hands squeezing my coffee cup and muffin, which was reduced to crumbs in my palm. 
How did he find me? Did he know I was working at Aunt May’s? How could he possibly have found out, seeing as how I was just hired yesterday afternoon? Or was it just a frightening coincidence?
My mind spun out of control as I started to hyperventilate. Sharp pains cut into my side, causing me to nearly double over in pain. I should have listened to the girl in my dreams. I should have left while I could. Now, it was too late. I had no car, no way to disappear.
Every part of me wanted to run back to the hotel and hide in my room, but I knew it was futile. It was too late. If he already knew where I was, it certainly wouldn’t take him long to track me down at the hotel. Then what? Alone in my room, I would be completely vulnerable.
There was nothing I could do. No good choices. 
I was trapped.
“Hey,” a voice in my ear startled me so badly I yelped, spilling the rest of my coffee all over me.
“Oh my God, Charlie. Are you okay?” It was Claire. I had been so deep in thought that I hadn’t even noticed her approach. What if that had been Alan? I had to pull myself together. 
She looked at me worriedly. “Did something happen?”
“I ... um.” I wasn’t sure what to tell her. 
She gently took my arm. “Let’s get you inside and clean you up. Good thing we have some time before our shift starts.”
It took everything inside me to keep myself from wrenching my arm away and running as fast as I could away from Aunt May’s. Instead, I gritted my teeth and let her lead me to the door.
What choice did I have? If he was there, he would find me. Maybe it was for the best that our first encounter be in public.
Still, despite my resolve, the closer I got to the door, the tenser I became. My stomach was balled up so tightly in a knot, I thought I might throw up.
Claire shook my arm playfully. “Hey. Everyone is super excited for you to be here. Even if you mess up a little, having an extra body to help is really going to make a difference.”
I forced myself to smile, although I was sure I must look more like some sort of deranged clown. “I know. It’s been awhile since I had a job.”
She smiled back. “You’ll be fine. Trust me.”
We made it the door. I was doing everything in my power to breathe deeply and keep myself from hyperventilating. I had to be strong, and not show any weakness. Alan would take advantage if he knew how terrified I was.
Claire reached out to open the door but paused to study me. Her eyebrows knit in confusion. “Are you sure this is just first-day nerves?” she asked. “You seem awfully tense. Is there anything else going on?”
I almost blurted out that Alan was inside, but at the last moment, pressed my lips together instead. That would lead to more questions, and I needed to concentrate on nothing else besides being strong. I could figure out how to explain everything to her later. 
I straightened my shoulders and sucked in a deep breath. “I’m fine,” I said. “I just had a disturbing dream last night, but I’m good now. Let’s go.”
Claire nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. “If you’re sure ...”
“I am,” I said firmly, pushing the door open myself.
There was a handful of people scattered about with plates of food and the newspaper in front of them. I quickly scanned the room, searching for Alan, but I didn’t see him. Where did he go? Was he in the bathroom?
“Hey Bob,” Claire called out as she moved to the counter. “You beat me.”
Bob half-turned in his stool as Claire bustled up. “Damn cat woke me up coughing up a hairball. Thought I’d get an early start.”
He had close-cropped dark-blonde hair and broad shoulders. He wore a blue work shirt and jeans.
I blinked. Was that who I had seen? 
He turned his face sideways, allowing me to see his profile. Rough, worn features, with blotchy, sun-damaged skin.
He looked nothing like Alan.
Claire glanced over at me under her lashes as she put her apron on. “Charlie, come on over. Let’s get you an apron.”
“I, uh, I need a minute,” I said before bolting toward the bathroom. My stomach churned unpleasantly, and I barely made it to the toilet before throwing up.
It was mostly bile, hot and acrid, and it burned my throat and mouth. I leaned over the toilet, panting, trying to get myself under control.
What was happening to me? Was I losing my mind?
Behind me, I heard the bathroom door open. “Knock, knock,” Claire said. “Charlie? Are you okay?”
I wiped my mouth off with a bit of toilet paper before flushing. “Yes, I’m fine. Sorry about that.” It had to be a side effect of the concussion. It had to be.
Claire came in, her expression a picture of worry. “Are you not feeling well? What is going on?”
My face was drenched with sweat. I pushed the tendrils of hair that were sticking to my forehead back before heading to the sink. “I’m fine,” I said, turning the cold water on to rinse my mouth and face. “Really.”
Claire came forward. “You’re not fine,” she said, her voice low. “What’s going on? You can tell me.”
I sighed, reaching for a paper towel. “I thought Bob was someone else.”
Her eyes widened. “Bob? Who did you think he was?”
“Just someone I knew from New York,” I said, blotting my cheeks with the towel.
She was silent for a moment, studying me. “Would that be the same someone you thought you saw at the bar? The doppelgänger?”
I reached for another paper towel, keeping my eyes away from her. I didn’t want to tell her the truth, but I didn’t want to lie either. “Yes.”
She moved closer to me. “Are you in danger?” she asked, her voice low.
Yes. But I couldn’t tell her that. I didn’t want to scare her.
Instead, I settled on a half-truth. “Remember when I told you how I had fallen down the stairs before I left New York?”
Claire looked even more concerned. “Yes.”
“I’m okay. Really. But I did get a concussion. And the doctor said things like this might happen.”
“Oh my God,” Claire said. “That’s terrible. Are you sure you’re okay? But what about driving?”
I shrugged. “The doctor said just as long as I took it easy, I would be fine. And I was fine. So, I don’t know what happened.”
“Maybe you need to stay here a bit longer. Get some more rest.”
“Maybe,” I said evasively, dabbing my cheeks with the paper towel.
“Actually,” Claire frowned. “Do you think you should be working? Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.”
“No!” I shocked both of us with how loud my voice was. “Sorry,” I said quickly. “I’m just really looking forward to working here. Let’s give it a try, okay? If this keeps happening, I’ll let you know and we can make other arrangements. Okay?”
“If you’re sure,” Claire said doubtfully. “I certainly don’t want you to get worse.”
“I won’t,” I assured her. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but Ben ...”
“Bob,” Claire corrected.
‘Bob sort of looks like him. He had the same haircut and body type. So, it might be they’re just so similar that it triggered me. So, it’s not a big deal if I work.”
“Let’s hope,” Claire said. “I do know a good doctor in town. Maybe a check-up wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
“Good to know,” I said, throwing away the paper towel and taking a few minutes to fluff my hair. My skin was still too pale for my liking, and it highlighted the dark circles under my eyes, making me look like a lost little waif. I gave myself a quick shake and turned away from the mirror.
“Let’s go.”



Chapter 11
To my surprise, I loved my new job.
Claire was right; I caught on pretty fast. The hardest part was remembering all the table numbers, but once I got that down, the rest was easy. Physically exhausting, yes, but easy. I wasn’t sure if I ever moved around so much in my life. And the best part about being so tired after work was that I slept like the dead, sans dreams.
All that aside, hands down my favorite part of the job was the people. Claire, of course, was fantastic, but all my coworkers were great. I also loved chatting with the customers, especially the regulars who immediately made a point of learning my name and making me feel welcome.
Until I started working again, I hadn’t realized how much I missed hanging out with other people. I hadn’t realized how much Alan had succeeded in isolating me, and how unhappy I had been. 
The bell at the door tinkled merrily, announcing a new customer and interrupting my thoughts. I glanced quickly over my shoulder, not wanting to spill the coffee I was refilling, and my heart skittered in my chest. Jesse and Jonathan were walking in the door.
“Hi guys.” Claire waved at them from the counter. “Be with you in a jif.”
“Oops. Sorry,” I said, realizing I had spilled the coffee after all. I quickly wiped it up with the rag I always carried in my apron.
The customer gave me a sweet smile. “No harm done,” she said. She was an older lady, her thin white hair freshly rinsed and set. I had learned that she came in once a week like clockwork after getting her hair done.
I gave her a brief smile back before shoving the rag back in my apron and heading over to the booth where Jesse and Jonathan sat perusing the menus. 
“You boys want coffee, or something else to drink?” I scrubbed my one hand against my jeans while I held the coffee pot up.
Jonathan flipped over his coffee cup. “Definitely yes on the caffeine. I need it. Someone’s car is keeping me up late.” He gave me a lopsided grin that made my heart briefly stop. 
I pressed a finger against my chin. “Hmm. I thought I had taken my car to the best mechanic in town. That was the rumor, anyway. I guess I must have gotten it wrong.”
His smile widened. “Touché.”
“Hey,” Jesse interrupted. “I’m here, too. And I’d love a Coke.”
“Right here,” Claire said, swooping in and placing a Coke in front of him. Her cheeks were slightly flushed. “I figured that was what you wanted.”
Jesse turned his 50-watt smile on her. “Thanks, doll.”
She ducked her head, busying herself with her order pad. “Know what you want?”
I took a few steps back and made a point of looking around to see if anyone wanted coffee. I could feel Jonathan’s eyes burning a hole in the center of my back. Focus, Charlie. He’s here for lunch. Nothing else.
 I tried to ignore them, but it was impossible. No matter where I went in the restaurant, I could feel the electricity flowing from Jonathan, prickling my skin and giving me that jittery, too-much-caffeine feeling. 
This is ridiculous, I told myself firmly. You need to stop acting like a teenager. You’re a grown woman. Get it together.
I was heading over to a table to clear it when Jesse called out to me. “How are you liking your new job?”
I began stacking dishes. “It’s great,” I answered. “Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve dreamed of busing tables.”
Jesse laughed. 
“Actually,” I said. “It really IS great. I’m having a blast.”
“You should come out with us again,” Jesse said. “It was fun.”
My skin tingled at the idea of being so close to Jonathan. “Maybe,” I agreed. “Although I have to say, Claire is a drill sergeant. She’s got me working some pretty wicked hours.”
Jesse gave me a wink. “I’ll talk to her. I may even be able to sweet-talk her into giving you some time off.”
I couldn’t help but smile back. Jesse really was ridiculously hot. “Speaking of wicked hours,” I said, glancing at Jonathan. “How’s my car coming?”
Jesse smirked at Jonathan, who glared back. 
“What?” I asked, looking between them.
Jonathan picked up a spoon and started stirring his coffee, even though it appeared he was drinking it black. “It’s been one thing after another,” he said.
My eyes widened. “Oh God, it’s going to cost even more?”
Jonathan held up a hand. “Not necessarily. It’s just taking a lot longer. First, the parts I ordered were delayed. And then they sent the wrong ones, so I’m still waiting to get started.”
“So how much longer is it going to take?”
He shrugged. “I won’t know until I get the right parts, but I’m guessing we’re looking at next week.”
My eyes widened. “Next week?” What on earth was I going to tell Annabelle? Maybe I should have Jonathan talk to her.
Jonathan spread his arms out. “I know. I can’t believe it either. This has never happened before. Usually, the guys I order the parts from are great. Fast, accurate. I can’t figure it out.”
“Look at the bright side. At least you have this job to keep you busy,” Jesse said. 
I wasn’t listening to Jesse anymore. I was thinking about what Jonathan just said. “Are you telling me the truth?” I asked suspiciously.
Jonathan gave me a surprised look. “Why would you think I wasn’t?”
I put my hand on my hip. “Because of what you told me about this town. That Redemption wants me to stay. Are you sure you’re not just pretending to stretch this out to prove a point?”
Jesse burst out laughing while Jonathan held his hands up, palms facing me. “Honest. I’m not trying to do anything except repair your car. These delays are beyond me.”
“Charlie,” a voice called from the kitchen, and I suddenly realized I still had dirty dishes to remove. “I gotta get back to work,” I said, carefully picking up the pile of plates, silverware, and cups.
“Don’t drop it,” Jesse said. I crossed my eyes and stuck my tongue out in return.
I passed Claire on the way to the kitchen. She was holding a tray with Jesse and Jonathan’s food. “Oh, I could have grabbed that,” I said, feeling a tiny dart of shame.
“Not a problem,” she said, her voice breezy as she swept by me.
“There you are,” Sue said, her voice as frazzled as her short, curly brown hair. She wiped the sweat off her bright-red cheeks. “It is unbearably hot in here.” While the kitchen was warm, I wouldn’t have called it “hot,” but I murmured an agreement. Claire thought Sue was having hot flashes and told me it was best just to agree.
“Order up,” Fred, the cook, yelled, hitting the bell with his metal spatula and pushing a cheeseburger with fries under the warming lights.
“I’m right here. There’s no need to shout,” Sue snapped before turning back to me. “Can you help with the dishes? Jack is on break.”
“Of course,” I said, trying to squelch the little disappointed feeling rising up since that meant I would have to leave the dining room. It was probably best, I told myself firmly.
I was in the middle of stacking clean plates when Claire burst through the kitchen. “You won’t believe who’s here,” she said.
“That restaurant critic from the Milwaukee Journal?” Fred asked.
“In your dreams,” Claire said. “No, it’s Helen!”
“Helen?” Fred asked. “The Helen?”
“Yes,” Claire said. “And she’s asking for you.” She pointed at me.
My mouth dropped open. “Me?”
“Yes, you.”
“But I don’t even know a Helen,” I said, completely mystified. Could this be some sort of game Alan was playing? But how would Fred and Claire know anyone connected with Alan? “Why would she be asking for me? Who is she? How could she even know who I am?”
“It’s Helen Blackstone,” she said. “The owner of the Witch House.”
I almost dropped the plates. Helen Blackstone knew who I was? And had come looking for me? In my mind’s eye, I saw the flick of the tail of the black cat as I heard the echoes of the Holly Hobby girl’s wail.
“Why would Helen be asking about me?” I asked. “And how does she know my name?”
“Well, she didn’t, actually,” Claire said. “She asked if there was a new employee here, and when I said yes, she asked if she could meet you.”
I was feeling a little lightheaded, like things were in motion that I couldn’t do anything about. I put my hand on a metal counter to help steady myself. “I don’t understand. Why would she want to meet me?”
“Well, maybe you should go ask her,” Claire said, taking me firmly by the arm and leading me out of the kitchen. “You have no idea how incredible this is,” she said in my ear, her voice low. “Helen rarely leaves the house, remember? Usually just to go to the store, and in recent years, she hasn’t even done much of that. I can’t even remember the last time she came in here for a meal. It’s really quite extraordinary.”
“I guess I should feel honored,” I said, although what I really felt like doing was running away. But why? I was about to meet a harmless old woman. Well, maybe “harmless” was the wrong word. Perhaps a better one was “eccentric.” After all, who chooses to live in the same house in which her own mother did awful things? She was probably just lonely.
Although that didn’t explain why she was asking about me specifically.
Helen Blackstone sat at a booth in the corner of the diner, seemingly oblivious to the stares. She studied the menu in front of her, a pair of silver glasses perched on her nose. 
I hadn’t realized I had stopped walking until Claire gave me a little push. “Go talk to her. She won’t bite.” Mechanically, I took a few steps forward. Thank goodness Jesse and Jonathan had already left; I wasn’t sure I could deal with both them and Helen at the same time.
She wore a simple black tunic. Her long, silver hair was pulled back in a thick, loose braid, and her skin had that tough leathery look of someone who spent a lot of time in the sun. The color contrasted with her lipstick, which was way too pink.
I stood awkwardly by the side of the table, trying to figure out how to start a conversation. Finally, I cleared my throat. “Mrs. Blackstone? I’m Charlie. You wanted to meet me?”
She raised her head, peering at me from behind her glasses. “It’s Ms. Blackstone, but you can call me Helen.”
I smiled, but it felt stiff and forced. “Helen.” I paused, but she didn’t seem like she was going to say anything. “Can I get you something to drink?”
“A cup of tea would be nice,” she said. I left to fetch a miniature silver pot of hot water and the tea bags, feeling Claire’s (and everyone else’s) eyes on me, watching me like a hawk. She was still staring at the menu when I returned, and I wondered if I should ask her why she asked for me. Maybe she was suffering from dementia. I started to carefully arrange the tea items when she looked up with a start. “Oh, no dear. That’s not what I want.”
I paused, my hand still holding the tea bags. “I beg your pardon. I thought you said you wanted tea.” Yes, she was clearly suffering from dementia.
“I’m sorry, dear. Yes, I did say that, but I forgot you would only have those horrid little tea bags.” She let out a rusty laugh. “I make my own tea, you see. Grow the plants myself. Or at least, I used to. But, enough about me. Could I trouble you to bring me a cup of coffee instead?”
“Of course,” I said, gathering up the tea pot but leaving the mug. I went to fetch the coffee pot.
As I poured, she studied me. “So, you’re Charlie,” she mused. “I thought you would look different.”
I blinked at her. “Excuse me?”
She shook her head slightly. “Oh, don’t mind me. Why don’t you sit down?” She lifted one arm up and gestured. Her knuckles were thick, and her fingers were twisted in a painful kind of way.
“I’m actually working,” I said regretfully.
Her eyebrows went up. “Oh, of course. Silly me.”
“Would you like something other than the coffee?” I wasn’t officially waiting tables, but I figured this might be cause for an exception.
“Why yes, I would love a piece of apple pie.” Her fingers scrabbled to grab the menu, and I picked it up for her. 
“Ice cream?”
“Oh, I shouldn’t. But that would be lovely.” Her eyes had a wicked gleam.
I took her order back to the kitchen, wondering how she was able to take care of herself with her fingers knotted up the way they were.
Claire was waiting for me in the kitchen. “So, what did she say?”
I shrugged as I headed over to the case in which we kept the pies, cakes, and other deserts. “Not much. She makes her own tea, or at least she did. It looks like she has terrible arthritis in her hands.”
Claire’s eyes widened. “Oh, that’s too bad.” She stood on tip toes to peer out of the window in the door. “I thought she looked a little thin when she came in.” She glanced at me plating the pie. “Is that all she ordered?”
“Ice cream, too.”
Claire shook her head. “She needs some real food. Do you think she’s eating enough?”
I scooped up the ice cream. “I have no idea.” I added the ice cream to her plate and took it out to her.
She thanked me, but she was staring out the window, her eyes distant. I glanced up myself and thought I saw Maude trundling by with her ever-present shopping cart.
I fetched the coffee pot to refill her cup, which was already smeared with her too-pink lipstick, and took the opportunity to study her more closely. Claire was right; she was thin. Her tunic was quite loose, and her cheeks were starting to hollow out.
I went back into the kitchen. “Fred, can you pack up one of your famous roast beef sandwiches to go?”
Fred rolled his eyes. “Helen Blackstone doesn’t need your charity.”
“Oh hush,” Claire said, winking at me. “One sandwich won’t hurt.”
Fred grunted, but packed up the sandwich. I noticed he added an extra helping of fries.
I took it out to Helen, who was just finishing up. She glanced up at me and noticed the white Styrofoam box. “Oh, no dear. I don’t need a box.”
I placed it on the table. “It’s a little something for your dinner. On the house.”
“Oh,” she said. She appeared flustered, like she wasn’t sure how to respond. A drop of ice cream trailed down her chin. “You didn’t have to do that.”
“I know you don’t come into town a lot, so I thought it would be nice for you to have a treat.”
“Well, that’s really sweet of you,” she said, reaching over for her purse. “Why don’t you come over later and let me thank you with a tour of the house?”
“That’s really not necessary,” I said. “I was happy to do it.”
“Nonsense,” she said, painfully pulling her wallet out of her purse. “I insist. When are you off?”
“I really ...”
“Oh, come now,” she said, tut tutting me before leaning forward and saying in a mock whisper, “You want to see a real live ghost, don’t you?”
I paused. There was no question I wanted to see the house. Badly. But, for her to invite me like this? Something wasn’t adding up.
“You don’t even know me,” I said. “And speaking of not knowing me, didn’t you ask for me?”
She waved a gnarled hand at me. “We can talk all about that when you come over. We need to have a proper conversation when you aren’t working. Would tonight work, or is tomorrow better?”
“Tomorrow,” I said, relenting. Working a double today would likely mean a late night. “I can be there late afternoon, by about four? Or maybe five,” I added, remembering I didn’t have a car. It was too far to walk, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend money on a cab, so I would have to figure out another way.
Helen beamed. “Perfect. I’ll have the water on to make you a proper cup of tea.”
“I’ll bring some dinner for us, then,” I offered.
“You really don’t ...”
“I insist,” I said. “And I look forward to your tea.”
“Dinner it is,” she said, laying a twenty on the table.
“I’ll get you your change,” I said, picking it up, but she shook her head. “No, it’s all for you. For making an old woman’s day.” She gritted her teeth as she slowly worked her way out of the booth.
I quickly helped her up, wondering if I should bring her change anyhow, but she simply smiled and shuffled out the door.
For a moment, I just stood there, watching her go.
I was going to get a tour of the Witch House. 
I didn’t know if I should be excited or terrified. 
Or both. 



Chapter 12
“Come in, come in,” Helen said, her face glowing with delight as she held open the screen door for me.
I gave Claire a quick wave before stepping inside. She was so excited about my “visit” that she offered to drive me there and back, just as long as I told her everything.
As I stepped over the threshold, I could see the signs of age and neglect on the house. Paint was flecking off the porch, and loose boards creaked when I stepped on them. Standing inside, in what I assume was the living room, I noticed a thin layer of dust coating the end tables and various bric-a-brac. The hardwood floors were dull and stained. A vase of dried flowers was browning at the tips. The house even smelled musty and old. I could feel my heart breaking as I looked around. In its prime, it must have been quite the showpiece. Now it appeared to be slowly sinking into decay.
But despite all of that, I could feel myself start to relax. It felt so ... natural, to be there. Like I belonged.
“Oh, let me take that into the kitchen,” Helen said, gesturing at the two white Styrofoam boxes I held. 
“It’s fine, I can do it,” I said. “In fact, maybe we can start in the kitchen?”
She led me down a short hallway to an enormous farm kitchen complete with a round butcher block table. Huge windows covered one wall that looked out to a wild, unkept garden.
“Wow, this is amazing,” I said, putting the boxes down on the stained counter. The appliances were old, and one cupboard door hung askew, the hinge broken, but I could see how amazing it would be to cook in. If I could cook, of course. 
“Yes, this is my favorite room in the house,” Helen said, her voice a little sad. “I love nothing better than to sit in here, drinking my tea, and looking at my garden. It’s a bit drafty in the winter, but I’ve found if I stuff the bottom of the windows with rags, it keeps a lot of the cold out.”
“I’m really impressed,” I said, moving to the window to take a closer look outside at the glorious, colorful, chaotic jungle of a garden. Even though it was still early in the growing season, it was obviously out of control.
“Ah, yes. My garden was my life,” Helen said, joining me at the window. “I wasn’t able to do much with it these past couple of years, as you can probably tell.” She held up her twisted, painful-looking hands. “It’s tough getting old and not being able to do the things you love anymore. But, enough about me. We still have a whole house to see.”
She shuffled through a door on the right that led to a dining room complete with a massive antique table. “My father brought it from Chicago. It was a wedding present to my mother,” she said, keeping her eyes straight ahead as she walked past it. This room had more dust, and I could even see dead insects in the corner. I wondered when Helen had last walked through the dining room, much less cleaned it.
Next, there was a smaller, den-like room with a worn, green couch and a small black-and-white television that led back around to the living room. It was clear Helen used that room quite a bit as there weren’t signs of neglect like in the dining room, which made me wonder if she went the long way through the living room every time she went to the kitchen. It didn’t make much sense to me to have two small rooms, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had ever considered removing the wall between them to turn it into one big comfy family room, instead.
There was also a laundry/mud room off the side of the kitchen and a small bathroom (that was more like a powder room) off of the living room.
Upstairs, there were four bedrooms and two full baths. There was also a huge room in the attic that Helen told me was originally the servant’s quarters. 
I was in love. As I walked through every room, I found myself imagining how it would look with a fresh coat of paint, new flooring, and a deep cleaning. I could see exactly what needed to be done, and it could be spectacular.
Of course, it was all just a pipe dream. There was no way I could settle down here. Not without Alan knowing where I was. At least not at the moment.
After the tour, Helen took me back to the kitchen for tea before dinner. The rays from the late afternoon sun were slanting in the windows, which simultaneously made the kitchen cozier but also highlighted the dust motes dancing in the air.
I had brought a fish fry—lake perch—along with fries and coleslaw. Helen seemed delighted with my choice. “Oh, it’s been a long time since I had a good old-fashioned fish fry,” she said.
I offered to help, but she waved me off, claiming she could handle it and I should relax. “So, what do you think of the house?” she asked, fussing with the tea pot. 
“It’s lovely,” I answered honestly. 
She glanced up, a faraway look in her eyes. “Yes, it is.”
I waited for her to say something else, but she seemed lost in thought. As I contemplated breaking the silence, she gave herself a quick shake, carefully picked up the pot, and brought it to the table, which she had already laid out with cups, saucers, sugar, and milk. The dishes were in a delicate china pattern of old-fashioned pink roses with gold rims. 
I insisted on pouring the tea, which smelled both sweet and spicy. “It’s my own blend,” she said as she watched me carefully handle the fragile pot. “One of my favorites. I’ll miss it.”
I took a sip and was surprised by how much I liked it. I had never been a big fan of tea before. “What do you mean, you’ll ‘miss it’?”
She gave me a sad smile. “Alas, I’m almost out of herbs to make my teas. Plus, my tea-making days are really behind me.” She stretched out her hands. “Just like my cleaning and repair days. This house is just too big and needs too much work for me to keep it up.”
“Are you thinking about moving?”
She nodded. “I found a nice assisted living apartment in Milwaukee. It would be perfect.”
I shifted uneasily in my seat. She couldn’t be ... no. That would be too weird. “It sounds great,” I said.
She sighed. “Yes. I would miss this place, but it’s time. All that’s left is for me to sell it.”
“I’m sure there’s someone who wouldn’t mind living in a haunted house,” I joked. “Speaking of which, I thought you promised me ghosts?”
She smiled, but it seemed forced. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right … this place is fairly famous. But I need to find the right owner. Someone who will cherish it as much as I do.” She paused and looked me straight in the eye. “Someone like you.”
The teacup slipped from my hand, clattering on the saucer and spilling hot liquid everywhere, including on my hand. I winced, shaking it.
“Oh, let me get you a cold washcloth,” Helen said, starting to get up from her chair. Waving her back, I said, “I can do it. I should be the one to clean it up. I’m so sorry about that. I think your cup is fine.”
“It’s from my mother,” she said. Her voice still with that far-away tone. “I rarely use it.”
I paused as I ran cold water over my hand. “Oh, I didn’t mean ...”
“It’s too nice for just me,” she interrupted. “I thought it would be nice to bring out the good china for company.”
I soaked a washcloth, wondering if I dared bring up what I was wondering ... what everyone in the town was wondering. How could she live in the house where her mother murdered a maid and then killed herself? 
Maybe by hiding her mother’s antique china, and avoiding the dining room with the antique table, and anything else that reminded her of her mother.
“Did you know that there was a time in my life when I had no intentions of ever setting foot in Redemption?” Helen asked as I returned to the table, cloth in hand, to mop up the tea.
“No. I thought you’ve never left.”
Helen grimaced. “Well, it was a long time ago. Aren’t too many people around anymore who would remember. But Redemption is a difficult mistress. Once she decides she wants you, there’s no getting away.” She gave me a sharp glance. “I presume you’ve heard the stories?”
I concentrated on the teacup, examining it for any chips or cracks. “Yes.”
“But you don’t believe them.” It was a statement, not a question.
I eyed her. “It does seem ... fanciful. A town deciding who stays and who doesn’t.”
She bobbed her head. “You asked me why I went looking for you,” she said. My hand stilled, and I was having trouble breathing.
She leaned forward. “It was because I knew you were coming.”
It was all I could do to not drop the delicate cup again. Instead, I intentionally set it down carefully. “How?”
She gave me a flat smile. “I dream, too.”
I gasped. The sun flickered, and I thought I saw something shift behind her eyes. 
Something that seemed not ... quite ... right.
But it was gone just as quickly, leaving me wondering if I had simply imagined it.
“Anyway,” she said, her voice brisk. “It was a little over a year ago when my hands took a turn for the worse, so I knew the time was coming. I started researching facilities. When I found this one, I immediately got on a waiting list, and wouldn’t you know? They called this week.”
“That’s wonderful news,” I said, wondering if I should try and circle back to the dream comment. Or did I even want to know?
She picked up her teacup, her hands trembling slightly. “I need to let them know pretty quickly if I’m going to take it, or they’ll move me back to the bottom of the waiting list, which I of course don’t want to happen. It took almost a year just to get this call.”
“You definitely should take it,” I said. “It’s not like you have to be here to sell your house, right? A realtor could take care of that for you.”
She took a sip of her tea and slowly lowered the cup with a gentle clink. “A realtor could,” she said. “But it would be better if I didn’t own any property when I sign the contract. Otherwise, it could get ... messy. Legally.”
“I don’t understand.”
She sighed. “It’s complicated, but basically, I can live there for the rest of my life. They’ll take care of food, my medical needs, and everything else, but in return, I have to sign over all my assets. So, I really need to sell my house before I sign the contract.”
I wasn’t sure how to respond. There was no way I could buy it. Even if I could somehow get the money without Alan finding out, my sister would likely tell him exactly where I was under some misguided idea of “helping.”
A black blur caught my eye, and I turned to the window.
It was a black cat.
My blood froze. Suddenly, I was thrust back into my dream. 
And so it begins.
Helen clapped delightedly. “Midnight! There you are. And look, you brought home a gift.” She heaved herself out of her chair and shuffled toward the laundry area.
Midnight? Gift?
The cat glanced at her before turning to fix its dark-green eyes on me. Something dangled from its mouth … something that looked suspiciously like a baby rabbit.
“Yoo hoo, Midnight,” Helen called from the door. The cat gave me one final stare before trotting toward the door.
I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. 
Why was there a black cat here?
What was going on?
“Leave it. Midnight, leave it,” I heard Helen say before the sound of the door closing. “My word, Midnight. I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”
Midnight padded into the kitchen and sat down right in front of me. Helen continued to shuffle along behind him. “A baby rabbit. Can you believe it? If I could garden, that would actually be helpful—one less rabbit eating my plants. But now, it doesn’t really matter.” 
The cat’s green eyes never wavered. Of course it was a rabbit. Of course.
It’s time for you to choose.
“Oh, look at that! Midnight likes you,” Helen exclaimed, coming into the kitchen. “That’s wonderful to see. I obviously won’t be able to take him with me.”

A storm is coming. Beware.
I stood up so suddenly, I knocked my chair over with a clatter. Midnight darted backwards a few steps.
“I have to go,” I said, through numb lips.
Helen looked surprised. “What do you mean? We haven’t had dinner yet.”
I scooped up my purse and straightened my chair. My hands were shaking so badly the chair rattled. “I know, but there’s plenty for you. You can have leftovers.” 
“But Charlie,” Helen said, bewildered. “We still have things to discuss.”
I shook my head as I backed away from the table. “I can’t stay. I have to go.”
“Charlie,” Helen called, but I had already turned and was striding as fast as I could toward the door.
“Charlie!”
I reached the front door and started fumbling with the locks, desperate to open it and get out of the house.
“Charlie,” Helen said again, her voice slightly out of breath. “Listen to me. This house is meant to be yours. I know it, and you know it. Running away isn’t going to change anything.”
This is her destiny. You and I both know it. She has to see it through. No matter how painful.
The lock appeared to be stuck. No matter how much I twisted it, it wouldn’t budge. “I can’t,” I said. “Even if I wanted to buy it, I can’t.”
I could hear Helen’s footsteps thudding against the wooden floor. “Why? What’s stopping you?”
“Money, for one,” I said, grunting as I fought with the lock, attacking it with a vengeance. My hands were slippery with sweat, which made it even more tricky. “I don’t have a job. What I’m doing at Aunt May’s doesn’t even count, so there’s no way I could qualify for a mortgage.” This wasn’t exactly true, seeing as how I did have my trust fund. 
But I didn’t want to share the real reason.
“Money isn’t an issue,” Helen said. “We can work something out. I don’t need the money right now. I just need to sell the house ...”
“I can’t!” My voice was louder than I intended it, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Panic clawed in my chest like a small rodent. Why couldn’t I unlock the door? Why couldn’t I get out? I was having trouble breathing again. Everything felt like it was closing in on me as the room became smaller and smaller. My side where the scar was forming was on fire. I whirled around to face Helen. “I just can’t. Okay? I’m only still here because my car is being repaired. As soon as it is, I’m gone. Do you understand?”
Helen studied me, one hand clutching her chest. “You’re safe here, you know,” she said softly. 
My blood turned to ice. She couldn’t know. How could she? I hadn’t told anyone. “I don’t know what you’re taking about.”
“Redemption will protect you.”
“Redemption is a town,” I said, exasperated. “It can’t do anything.”
“Redemption will protect you,” she insisted. “You’re supposed to be here, Charlie. You and I both know it.”
“No,” I said, my voice nearly a shriek. “I do NOT know that. All I know is I have to leave. As soon as I can. If I don’t, he’ll ...” I clamped my mouth shut, already sure I had said too much.
Helen gave me a twisted smile. “He’ll find you?”
“Who told you?” I hissed. “How do you know?” An awful thought occurred to me. “Has someone been snooping around?” What if Annabelle had already told Alan where I was? What if he had sent someone to spy on me? Oh God, I had to get out now.
“You know how,” she said. “But that’s not important. What you don’t understand is none of that matters. It doesn’t matter if he knows where you are. The town will protect you.”
I briefly closed my eyes, trying to get myself under control. This was going nowhere. I needed to get out of the house and as far away from Helen as possible. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I have to go. This is delusional. And dangerous. People could get hurt. You could get hurt. I won’t have that on my conscience.” I deliberately turned back to the door. “Your lock is stuck.”
“It’s not stuck,” she said. “All you need to do is turn it.”
“It’s stuck,” I insisted. I reached out to show her, but to my surprise, it easily and smoothly unlocked with a gentle click.
I wrenched the door open. A fresh, cool breeze rushed to meet me, the air a welcome relief on my overheated cheeks. Every part of me wanted to dash out and never look back, but the good manners my mother instilled in me kept me in place. 
“Thank you for showing me your house,” I said stiffly. “It really is lovely.”
“Thank you for dinner,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?”
I forced myself to smile. “Alas, I really need to get going. I hope you enjoy it. Oh, and thanks for the tea, as well. It was really good.”
“You’re welcome.”
I stepped outside, carefully closing the door behind me. I forced myself to walk, not run, down the driveway and toward the neighborhood where Claire lived.
I refused to turn around, even though I could feel her watching me. Or maybe it was the cat. Either way, I wasn’t going to look back. 
I wasn’t going to acknowledge how painful it was to be walking away from my destiny, or how every step broke my heart a little more.
It was for the best.



Chapter 13
“Hey Charlie,” Jonathan called out. He was standing by the counter, hands in the pockets of his work jeans. “I was hoping to run into you today.”
He gave me a smile, but there was something strained about it, and I noticed puffiness around his eyes. I wondered if everything was okay.
I hoisted the empty tub under my arm. “Where else would I be?” I asked, returning the smile. 
He pushed his hands deeper into his pockets. “Got a minute?”
“Give me a sec to put this back,” I said, gesturing toward the grey plastic tub I used to collect dirty dishes. I returned it to its spot in the corner of the diner before joining Jonathan by the counter. “Are you eating?”
“Getting something to go,” he said. “Busy day today. But I have news. Your car will be done Wednesday.”
I blinked in surprise. “Wednesday? As in the day after tomorrow?”
He nodded. “That’s the day.”
“Really? Well, that’s great to hear.” I tried to sound happy, but inside I felt ... well, I wasn’t sure what I felt. Disappointed. Sad. And shocked. A part of me didn’t really believe the day would ever come. And, well, relieved. There was no question it was time for me to go. I had stayed too long as it was. And I knew the longer I stayed, the more I put everyone in danger.
But, still. I looked around the diner that already felt like more of a fit for me in the short time I’d been working there then I had ever experienced in a job. As much as I had loved my job at the art gallery, I still felt more at home here.
 “What’s great to hear?” Claire asked, balancing a couple of Styrofoam boxes as she emerged from the kitchen.
“My car is ready,” I said.
“Well, it will be on Wednesday,” Jonathan corrected me.
“Oh my God, I forgot about your car,” Claire said, reaching below the counter for a plastic bag. “Wow, you weren’t kidding when you said there were problems,” she said to Jonathan.
He gave her a crooked smile. “They’re all fixed now. Shouldn’t have any more trouble with it.”
“Well, that’s good to hear,” Claire said, her attention on bagging the boxes. “Should keep you safe as you ... wait a minute.” Claire paused, the boxes half in the bag, and turned to me, her eyes wide. “Does this mean you’re leaving us?”
I swallowed, tried to smile. “’Fraid so,” I said. “I guess tomorrow will be my last day.”
Claire’s mouth fell open in a round O. “Oh no,” she moaned. “I don’t want to say goodbye. Can’t you stay a little longer? Liz isn’t supposed to be back for another couple of weeks.”
I shook my head. “I’ve already stayed longer than I intended. I’ll get my car and probably head out Wednesday or Thursday.”
“Thursday,” Claire said firmly. “Since you’re working tomorrow, you’ll need a day to get packed and organized. Plus, we need to go out at least one more time before you go. Maybe twice. I’ll give Lou a call, make sure she can find a babysitter.”
“Okay, Thursday,” I agreed, although in my head I was already planning on leaving shortly after getting my car. The sooner I got on the road, the better, especially since I couldn’t be sure how soon Annabelle would tell Alan.
Claire was staring at me, her eyes shiny. “Oh, I’m so sad. I’m going to miss you.”
“I’m going to miss you, too,” I said, feeling a lump in my throat. I didn’t dare look at Jonathan; I didn’t want to see what was in his eyes. Not that it mattered, either way. He was still off-limits. “I better get back to work. Want to end on a high note.”
I scurried back into the kitchen, careful not to look at anyone else. It was only when I was back by the dishwasher that I let a few tears fall.
The rest of the day passed in a blur. There was almost a surreal, dream-like quality to it. Even though I had known the day was coming, it still didn’t feel right. I couldn’t possibly be leaving now, could I? This place felt like home. I had friends. I already belonged to the community.
No. I needed to go. The last thing I wanted to do was cause anyone around me harm. The sooner I left, the safer they would be, too.
At the end of my shift, Sue hugged me. “You were such a Godsend,” she said in my ear. She smelled damp—a mixture of sweat and grease. “I don’t know how we would have made it without you.”
“Well, I don’t know what I would have done with myself without this job,” I said.
She pulled back, sniffing. “I’m not working tomorrow, but I’ll make sure your check is ready by the end of your shift.”
“Thanks,” I said. I turned away quickly before she could see the sheen of tears in my eyes and headed to the locker room to collect my things.
Claire was already there, standing by her open locker and fiddling with her hair. “Want to grab a quick drink?” she asked. “I’m buying.”
I sat down heavily on the bench. “Tempting, but I should probably pass. I have a lot to do.”
She came over to sit next to me. “One little drink? C’mon, it won’t hurt.”
I gave her a tiny smile. “You have no idea how much packing I have in front of me. Not to mention all the errands I have to run.”
“But you’ll have Wednesday for that,” she protested. “There’s plenty of time. Plus, running errands will be so much easier and faster once you have your car.”
I picked at a thread in the corner of my apron. “That’s true,” I said, careful not to meet her eyes. I didn’t want her to guess the truth.
I might as well have not even bothered. After a long moment of scrutiny, she said in a flat voice, “You’re leaving as soon as you get your car, aren’t you?”
“I have to, Claire,” I said. “I’ve already stayed too long.”
“Why do you say that? Is someone expecting you?”
“Well ... not exactly.”
“Are you supposed to be somewhere? Meet someone?”
I tugged harder on the thread, and the fabric began to unravel under my fingertips. “It’s not really like that,” I said.
“Then, what is it like?” she pressed. “You had always made it sound like you had no real plans. That you were just kind of finding yourself.”
“Well, yeah, that’s sort of the right idea ...”
“Then why do you have to leave so suddenly?”
“Because my car is ready ...”
“That doesn’t mean you have to leave the second you get it back,” she said. “You could stay here a few more days. Or even longer.”
I started shaking my head. “No, I need to go.”
“Is it money?” she asked. “Is the Redemption Inn too expensive? Because if that’s the case, you could bunk with me until you’re ready. We have an extra bedroom.”
“I couldn’t,” I said, although I was touched by the offer. “That’s too much.”
“But it’s really not,” she said. “You have no idea how wonderful it’s been to have you around. And not just because we needed the extra help with Liz out. We will all miss you.”
“I know,” my voice cracked, and I ducked my head so she couldn’t see my face. “I just have to go.”
She threw her hands up. “But why? I don’t understand.”
“Just ... because,” I said. “It’s better this way. Trust me.”
She stood up. “No, I don’t accept that.” She yanked off her apron and tossed it into her open locker. “Take off your apron. We’re going for that drink.”
Shocked, I stared at her. “But I just said ...”
She slammed her locker door shut. “No. I don’t accept any of this. Something is wrong, Charlie. It’s clear you don’t want to go, and yet you keep insisting you have to. And I want to know why.”
“But ...”
Claire put her hands on her hips. “Helen offered to sell you her house, didn’t she?”
I stared at her in confusion. “What?”
“She offered to sell her house to you, but you said ‘no.’ Why?”
My mouth fell open. “How did you know? Did Helen stop by again?”
The night I left Helen’s, I didn’t immediately go to Claire’s house. Instead, I wandered down one of the paths through the woods and discovered a hidden park tucked away in the trees. I sat there for a while, watching the sun set while trying to get my thoughts and emotions under control. Helen had known things she really shouldn’t have. Someone must have said something. Maybe I called out in my sleep at the hotel, and Nancy overheard and told Helen.
I knew I was grasping at straws. But that made far more sense than the alternative …
… that Helen had dreamed of me just as much as I had dreamed of her.
It was just beginning to get dark when I finally left, carefully picking my way to Claire’s. She had been excited to hear everything that happened, but I purposefully shared as little as possible, much to her disappointment.
Now, she looked triumphant. “I knew it,” she exclaimed. “That settles it. We’re going for a drink, and you’ll tell me everything.”
“But you don’t understand,” I said. “I can’t tell you.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s not safe.”
The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, and I clapped a hand across my lips. “I’m sorry,” I said, my words muffled as Claire stared at me. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
But she was already moving toward me, gathering me in a hug. “No, you should have told me,” she murmured in my hair. She smelled like sweat, deep-fried food, and coffee, but I found it strangely comforting. “I had a feeling you were running from something. I’m glad you finally said it out loud.”
“But it’s not safe,” I said. “ I don’t want to tell you because I don’t want to put you in any danger.”
She gave me one last squeeze before letting go of me. “Don’t worry about that right now,” she said. “There are a couple of drinks with our names on them.”



Chapter 14
“So, who is it?” Claire asked once we were safely wedged into a booth at the very back of the Tipsy Cow, drinks in front of us. “A boyfriend? A family member?”
“A fiancé,” I answered with a sigh.
Her eyes widened. “Oh, that’s right. You said you were engaged.”
“Yes, I was,” I said, emphasizing the “was.” 
Claire swirled the straw around her rum and Diet Coke. “What did he do?”
I sighed again. “He tried to kill me.”
Claire’s hand jerked, spilling her drink. “What?”
“He pushed me down the stairs.”
“Why?”
“Because I told him I was going to leave him.”
You can’t leave me; I won’t allow it. Alan’s face instantly reappeared in my mind, his expression flat as he pressed his lips together so tightly, they turned white. My scar ached.
Claire reached for a napkin to wipe up the spill. “Wow. So, what about the cops? Did they arrest him?”
I played with my own straw. I would never hurt you on purpose. “The cops think it was an accident.”
“What?”
“For that matter, so does my family.”
A variety of expressions crossed Claire’s face. “So ... no one believes you?”
I started bending the straw back and forth. “Alan was ... is ... very charming. I met him while I was working in the art gallery. He wanted to buy some art. He was so ... sweet. And handsome. I was flattered when he asked me out. My family loved him immediately. In fact, my father even helped him get a job with the firm that manages our trust fund.”
Claire’s eyes widened. “Wait. You have a trust fund?”
“Guilty as charged.”
“So ... you’re rich?”
I gave her a self-conscious grin. “Something like that.”
“Wow, I’ve never met a rich person before.”
“Believe me, rich people are just as screwed up as normal people. They just sometimes know how to hide it better. Money helps with that.” I reached over and pulled my shirt up, revealing my scar. “Rich people know how to hide their bruises, so you can’t see them.”
Claire peered over the table, her expression turning sad. “Oh, Charlie.”
 I pulled my shirt down. “You don’t have to feel sorry for me. It’s my fault. I probably should have figured it out sooner.”
Claire violently shook her head. “No! This is NOT your fault. Don’t you ever believe that.”
I gave her a small, dejected smile, wishing I could believe her. “At first, everything was wonderful. He was so romantic. Flowers and fancy dinners … he literally swept me off my feet. But, after he proposed, something changed. He started to become more controlling. Didn’t want me to see my friends or even keep my job. At first, I told myself it was just because he loved me so much. But then ...” I paused and picked up my drink. My hand shook, and some of it spilled on my chin.
Claire didn’t say anything, just waited for me to get myself under control.
“Alan had a jealous streak. At first, I was flattered. See how much he loved me? He wouldn’t be jealous if he didn’t love me so much. But gradually, I started to see something darker in it.
“The first time he ...” I swallowed hard. “… hurt me, we were at his going-away party for work. He accused me of flirting with his old boss. His old boss, whose wife was standing right there. He ... shook me, grabbed my upper arm, here,” I started rubbing the area, still feeling his fingers painfully digging into my flesh. “My arm was sore for days. I had bruises for a week. Of course, the next day, he apologized. Bought me flowers and a beautiful necklace. Promised never to do anything like that again. And I accepted the apology. We had both been drinking, you see. I told myself we both had too much to drink, and it wasn’t a big deal. Figured he didn’t realize how hard he had grabbed me.
“But it still gnawed at me. No one had ever hurt me before. And no matter how much I wanted to push it away, I couldn’t.
“Then, a few weeks later, we were out to brunch.” I stopped talking and closed my eyes, my cheeks burning with shame and humiliation. “He accused me of flirting with the waiter because I had been joking with him. As we were leaving, I could see how angry he was; his lips were pressed tightly together. I tried to tell him it was nothing. We were just having some fun, and he pulled his hand back, like he was going to slap me. Right outside the restaurant.
“But there was a little girl there, with her mother. And the little girl started saying ‘Mommy, mommy, that man is going to hit that lady.’”
I paused again, overcome with emotion. Alan, his eyes narrow with anger. The shock and disbelief I felt when I saw his hand go up. He wasn’t going to really hit me, right? We were going to get married! He loved me. He wouldn’t hit me. People like him didn’t hit their wives.
And the horror on the little girl’s face. She looked like a little doll in her blue dress and matching ribbons in her blonde curly hair. A sweet, innocent doll.
“Then what happened?” Claire asked gently, bringing me back to the present moment. I was no longer in New York, on that sidewalk, surrounded by the scents of expensive perfume and fancy food, my face burning with embarrassment. I was here, safe, in an old, wooden, scarred, dark booth smelling of beer and cigarettes. I was safe.
“At first, he looked even more angry, and for a moment, I thought he was going to hit me anyway. But then, he composed himself and wrapped his arm around my shoulders and smiled at the little girl. ‘We’re just talking,’ he said. ‘That’s all. Everything is fine.’”
“What did the mother do?”
I stared into my drink. “She took her daughter by the hand, saying something like ‘Let’s go, sweetie.’ And that was it.”
“He didn’t hit you?”
I shook my head. “No. We were supposed to see my family later that day, and neither of us brought it up or talked about it. He changed the subject to something else … I can’t even remember what.”
I took a sip of my drink, feeling the alcohol burn my throat. “Seeing the shock on that little girl’s face was pretty bad. But it wasn’t the worst part. That was the mother.” I closed my eyes and scrubbed at my cheeks that still burned with humiliation. “The expression in her eyes as she looked at me.”
“What was it?” Claire asked. “Anger? Concern?”
“Pity,” I said. “She pitied me. Me. This was supposed to be my moment. I was literally raised to become the wife of an up-and-coming mover and shaker. There was no place for pity. I felt like I should be congratulated. Celebrated. Instead, I was pitied.”
I drained half my drink. “That’s what finally cut through all the excuses and pretty stories in my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Why would she pity me? I was about to have it all. But at what cost?
“Everything shifted. I started revisiting everything that had been happening. What if the real reason Alan didn’t want me to work or see my friends had nothing to do with having time to plan the wedding, but everything to do with isolating and controlling me? What if the jealously wasn’t because he loved me as a person, but because he thought of me as a possession? There were so many times he told me something only to deny it later. Then, he would insist I was remembering things wrong. What if that was a deliberate attempt to keep me unbalanced? Unsure of what was real and what wasn’t, making me openly question my own sanity? What if hurting me wasn’t a mistake, a one-time accident, but something that was going to become a regular part of my life?
“And that’s when I knew I had to end it. Before we sent out the invitations, before we got any deeper into the wedding planning than we already were. But I screwed up.
“My plan was to be all packed with a cab waiting for me outside, so as soon as Alan came home, I would tell him, and then immediately leave. I thought I’d be safe then, having someone else there. Alan hated making a scene in front of people. I figured if he knew there was a cab outside waiting for me, he’d let me go.”
“But he didn’t,” Claire guessed. “Even with the cab there.”
I shook my head. “I never got that far. He came home early. I was still in the bedroom packing. He must have ... I don’t know, sensed something, or found out somehow. I’m not sure, but he was already angry when he came into the bedroom.”
“That’s when he pushed you down the stairs?”
You can’t leave me. I won’t allow it.
 I nodded. “We argued. He told me I was his. I couldn’t leave him. And if I tried, I wouldn’t like the consequences. He ... grabbed me. Twisted my arm. The pain was ... horrible. I thought he was going to break my shoulder. I begged him to let go. I told him I wouldn’t leave. He released me, but as soon as I caught my breath, I tried to get away. Made a run for it. That was when he came after me and pushed me down the stairs.”
Claire sucked in her breath, pressing her fingers against her mouth, her eyes like giant circles. “Oh, no.”
“I don’t remember much after I fell. Nothing at all until I woke up in the hospital and everyone—everyone—said it was an accident. The hospital staff. The cops. My sister.”
Claire gasped. “Your sister?”
I sighed. “I told you. Alan can be very charming. And no one wants to believe someone like him is, well, a monster.”
“But, still. I can’t believe your sister isn’t on your side.”
“She is. Or at least she thinks she is,” I said. “She wants what is best for me. Which is why she’s pushing so hard for me to come home and make up with Alan.”
“She wants you back with Alan?”
“Annabelle wants me to talk to him,” I said. “She did say if I still wanted to break up, she would support me, but she wants me to at least have a conversation with him. Anyway, Alan also came by the hospital to tell me how sorry he was. He claimed he couldn’t stop me from falling down the stairs. There I was, lying in a hospital bed as he told me how sorry he was that I had tripped and fallen … how much he loved me and didn’t want anything to happen to me. I must be ‘confused,’ he said. But here’s the thing.” I leaned forward. “I remember him pushing me. I remember the things he said to me. And I also remember the look in his eyes as he pushed me. In that moment, he wanted to kill me. I’m not sure what made him change his mind and call an ambulance. Maybe he realized there would be too many questions? I mean, how would he explain not calling an ambulance, especially if they searched the bedroom and saw I had packed my suitcases? Anyway, luckily for me, he did call. But, as I sat there in the hospital, with Alan spinning a completely different story, I realized if I didn’t leave him, he would kill me. Maybe not until after the wedding—maybe even a few years after the wedding. But eventually, it would happen. And I also realized in that moment that if I didn’t leave town, if I didn’t disappear, I was risking my entire family. There was no way he would allow me to cancel the wedding and walk away. His pride would never allow it. And anyone who helped me would be in just as much danger.
“That’s why I had to leave New York. And that’s why I have to leave Redemption.”
I sat back, suddenly exhausted. I felt like I had run a marathon. But I also felt a deep rush of relief. I had struggled with this burden for so long, not daring to tell anyone, and now that I had, I felt like I had shed about twenty extra pounds. The change was so sudden, I felt a little dizzy.
“So, I get why you had to leave New York,” Claire was saying, and I realized I had let my mind wander for a few moments. “But why do you have to leave Redemption? He doesn’t know you’re here, right?”
“He will,” I said darkly.
“How?”
“There are a few ways he could find out, but mostly likely, it will be from Annabelle.”
“Your sister?” Claire looked shocked. “Why would she tell him? And how does she even know you’re here?”
“She would tell him to spite me if I don’t come home. As to how she knows, I told her.”
“What? Why?”
I slumped down. “I needed money.”
“I thought you were rich?”
“My family is rich,” I corrected. 
“Potato, po-tat-toe,” Claire said, rolling her eyes. “What’s the difference?”
I explained to her how my trust fund worked, and how Alan would be able to track me if I tried to access it. “That’s why I had Annabelle wire me money. But she didn’t wire enough, which is why the job you gave me was so valuable. Once the car is repaired, if I don’t show up in New York within a few days, she’ll know I haven’t left. And then she’ll tell Alan.”
“But why would she do that? Doesn’t she know she’s putting your life in danger?”
“She doesn’t see it that way,” I said. “She thinks he’ll just come out here and talk some sense into me. Convince me to come home, get married, and stop making such a fuss.”
Claire was quiet for a moment, thinking. I finished off my drink and wondered if I should get a refill. I craned my neck looking for a waitress.
“But what if you stayed?” Claire asked.
I snapped my head back around. “Claire,” I said, exasperated. “Weren’t you listening? I just explained ...”
She held up her hand. “Hold on. I heard everything you said. But, Charlie. Are you really going to spend the rest of your life running? You have friends here. A community. What if rather than run, you stayed here and took a stand?”
I started shaking my head. “I don’t think so ...”
She leaned forward, excited. “You won’t be alone. Not like you would be back in New York with your family. We’ll stand with you. I mean, there’s one thing about bullies—if you stand up to them, most of the time, they’ll leave you alone.”
“Most of the time,” I said. “But not always. Sometimes, you get your butt kicked.”
She flapped her hands. “Rarely. Most of the time, it works. And don’t forget, Redemption will protect you. If you’re supposed to be here and he isn’t, you’ll be safe.”
“I’m not going to trust my life, or your lives, on this bizarro theory about the town,” I said.
“You don’t have to believe it for it to work,” she said seriously.
“We don’t even know if the town wants me here,” I said, although based on my dreams, I sort of doubted it as I said it. “Maybe Redemption doesn’t want me, which would mean Alan would have no trouble finding me here.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” she said. “The way you ended up here, and then your car breaking down. Not to mention Helen wanting to sell you her home. No, you’re supposed to be here. I think you should make your stand.”
“It’s a little too early to think about taking a stand anywhere,” I said. “I think the best thing I can do right now is to stay moving. Eventually, Alan will lose interest. He’ll find some other woman to marry and decide I’m not worth the trouble. When that happens, I can come back here.”
“How will you know that if you’re on the run?”
“I ... look, I haven’t figured everything out yet. But I do plan to check in from time to time with my family. I’m sure they’ll tell me once Alan gets engaged again, or married.”
Claire shot me a look. “That’s what you’re going to wait for? Alan to marry someone else?”
“It’s not a perfect plan,” I said.
“That’s an understatement, “ Claire grumbled.
“But it’s the best I have for the moment,” I said. “Right now, I just have to keep moving. It’s better for everyone that way.”
Claire leaned over the table again, staring me directly in the eyes. “Promise me you’ll consider it,” she said. “You still have until Wednesday. Just ... think about it. The town really will protect you. You’ll be safe here, safer than anywhere else. Just consider it.”
Finally, the waitress noticed our empty glasses and headed toward us, but I couldn’t tear myself away from Claire’s gaze. Her eyes were really quite lovely—the color of whisky with flecks of green and gold. They pleaded with me to throw caution to the wind and trust an utterly nonsensical version of reality.
But then I remembered my dreams. The cat. The house. How did I dream of that exact house before I even left New York? What were the odds of seeing a black cat in my dream, and then the mirror image of that cat living at that house?
Was it possible I really had been summoned to Redemption? 
 The moment he pushed you down the stairs, he began a chain reaction that will eventually lead to his doom.
Could Claire be right? That Redemption would protect me?
Nothing will be what it seems. What will save you will also destroy you. 
No. There was too much on the line. I couldn’t risk it.
It was safer for everyone if I left.



Chapter 15
I returned to my hotel room exhausted and spent. All I wanted to do was take a bath and go to bed.
Instead, I took a deep breath and picked up the phone. I had to call Annabelle at some point. I might as well get it over with now. 
I eyed the time as I listened to the phone ring. It was almost nine o’clock in New York, which was actually the perfect time for me to call. She would be in the middle of getting the kids ready for bed, which meant she wouldn’t want to be on the phone very long.
“Charlotte! I was worried. Why haven’t you called me?”
I sank down into the bed, tucking a leg underneath me. “Because I didn’t have anything to report.”
“You should have called anyway,” Annabelle’s voice was disapproving. “Or, you should’ve given me the phone number where you’re staying.”
“I’m not here very much, so it still would have been difficult for you to reach me,” I said. Although in truth, the less she knew about my current location, the better. 
“Why aren’t you there? What are you doing?”
“Just ... things. Helping out some people in the community,” I said vaguely. I definitely didn’t want to her to know I had a job. “Anyway, I wanted to let you know the car will be ready on Wednesday.”
“About time. How long does it take to repair a car, anyway?”
“Well, they had some issues getting the right parts. I’m not sure what all happened. And they had to fix multiple problems.”
“Well, with all the time they spent, they probably could have rebuilt it from scratch,” Annabelle sniffed. “Hopefully, the people at the Podunk place you took it to know what they’re doing.”
“Hopefully,” I agreed. “So, expect a call on Wednesday. Is there a good time to reach you?”
“Hang on, let me get my calendar.” There was a pause, and I could hear her paging through it. “I have a board meeting for the library, but that should be done by noon. I should be back by early afternoon.”
“Okay, I’ll have the repair shop call you then,” I said. “Thanks, Annabelle. I should let you go ...”
“That’s kind of late in the day to leave,” she interrupted. “Do you think the car would be ready earlier? Before my meeting?”
“I don’t think so,” I said. “Remember, we’re an hour earlier than you here. That would be really early.”
“But won’t you get lost driving at night? You already got lost once.”
“I’ll leave Thursday,” I said. “I have to run some errands and get some food for the road. It will be easier to do once I have my car. And then I’ll get a good night of sleep and be ready to leave bright and early on Thursday.”
Annabelle grunted. “Thursday. This is all so ridiculous. It never should have taken this long.” She sighed. “I guess at this point, waiting one more day isn’t going to hurt. Thursday then. You should be home by Friday.”
I could feel my palms start to sweat. “That’s the plan.”
“All right.” Her voice sounded lighter and cheerier now that she had an actual date to expect me. “Charlotte, can you hang on one second? I have to do something.”
“Annabelle, I can just let you go ... “
“No, just give me a second.” There was a fumbling, muffled noise, and the sounds of conversation, although I couldn’t make out the words or voices. I drummed my fingers against my thigh impatiently. A part of me wanted to hang up, as I was sure I was about to be drawn into a conversation I didn’t want to have. But, if Annabelle wanted it, eventually, it would happen, so I figured I might as well get it over with.
“Hello, Charlotte.”
My breath stopped. My scar immediately started throbbing and my heart began beating erratically. It was all I could do to not slam the phone down and run into the bathroom to throw up. 
“Hello, Alan,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Where’s my sister? Can you put her back on?”
“In a minute,” he said. “I want to talk to you.”
“That’s too bad, because I don’t want to talk to you.”
“Charlotte, come now. Is it so strange to want to want to speak to your fiancé?”
“I’m not your fiancé anymore.”
“Charlotte, don’t be like that.” I heard the sound of footsteps and a door sliding shut. “I told you how sorry I was for not being able to keep you from falling.”
“You pushed me,” I said. My voice was getting louder and shriller, and I forced myself to breathe deeply as I tried to get myself back under control. Fear and anger warred inside me, and I wasn’t sure which would win.
“Sweetheart, you know that’s not what happened.” His voice was reproachful. “Does that sound like something I would do? You’re just confused. The doctor said that is common after a head injury. Once you recover, you’ll remember what really happened.”
I tightened my grip on the handset. “I remember perfectly. I do know what happened. You pushed me.”
“I reached for you,” he corrected. “You were so upset, remember? I was trying to calm you down before you hurt yourself. But I wasn’t able to grab you in time.”
“Of course I was upset. I was trying to leave you!”
“Yes, and I was trying to discuss it with you.”
“There’s nothing to discuss. The wedding is off.”
“Charlotte, sweetheart,” he said, his voice pained. “You’re being irrational.”
“Stop calling me that,” I said through gritted teeth.
“Stop calling you what? Charlotte?”
Fear darted through me. Did Annabelle tell him I wanted to be called Charlie now? What else had she told him? “‘Sweetheart,’” I said. “I’m not your ‘sweetheart’ anymore.”
He sighed heavily. “All right, Charlotte. Look, I know you were upset with me. And I did handle things badly ...”
My eyes widened and I almost dropped the phone. Was he admitting it? That would be a first.
“You just have no idea how much I love you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The day we had brunch. When the little girl misunderstood what she saw. You have no idea how crazy with jealously you make me. I know you were embarrassed by what she said. I was embarrassed, too. But that’s no reason to end our engagement.”
“No, that’s not what happened,” I insisted, but my voice was sounding more like a petulant little child. “You were going to hit me.”
“Sweethe ... Charlotte, come on! Have I ever hit you?”
“Well, no,” I mumbled. Not yet.
“Then why would you possibly think I was going to then?”
“You just ...” How could I explain the look on his face? How he would press his lips together so tightly into a thin, taunt line? How his face would flatten, and his nostrils would flare? How his eyes would narrow into angry slits?
“Your hand was raised,” I said finally. 
“My hand was raised because I was going to put my arm around your shoulders,” he said. “Which is exactly what I did, if you remember. I would never hurt you, at least not on purpose. You must know that.”
Must I? I closed my eyes, picturing him in front of the restaurant, in our bedroom. He’s doing it again to me, I thought. Making it seem like I’m crazy when I’m not. Telling me I’m remembering things wrong.
“I know you’ve been under a lot of stress,” he said, his voice warm and sympathetic. “It’s a big adjustment, moving in with me and planning our wedding. Maybe we were going a little too fast. I blame myself for that. I just can’t wait to marry you and start our life together. You probably just need a little more time to adjust. Maybe we need to get away … take a long weekend and go somewhere and be together. What do you say?”
I squeezed my eyes shut even tighter, shaking my head violently, my mouth clamped shut so I wouldn’t scream in frustration. My scar burned and throbbed. No! I don’t want that! I don’t want any of that.
But I knew anything I said was going to sound like I was the one being unreasonable. I was the one who was forcing my “loving” fiancé jump through hoops to make me happy. I was the one who was impossible to please.
“Charlotte? Honey? Are you still there?”
“Alan, I just don’t think it’s going to work out between us,” I said, when I was fairly certain I too would sound calm and reasonable. “I’m sorry about all of this, truly, but I think it’s probably better if we end things now.”
“You’re really going to end our engagement over something a stranger said? What a child said?” His voice was incredulous. “This isn’t you. You’re acting very rash and impulsive. Have you seen your doctor at all?”
“It’s not just what happened that day,” I said. “It’s a lot of things.”
“Like what?”
“You pushed me down the stairs ...”
“You’re remembering it wrong,” he said swiftly. “Once you’ve healed from your concussion, you’ll realize I’m right, and it was all a terrible accident.”
“You’re ...” My voice trailed off.
“I’m what?”
I struggled with what to say. “You ... you want to control me,” I finally blurted out.
“Control you?” He sounded surprised. “What are you talking about?”
“Just ... I feel like you want to control me.”
“How do I do that?”
How could I answer his question? It’s a feeling I have? I racked my brain for examples. “You told me to quit my job,” I said.
“I didn’t tell you to quit,” he said. “Yes, I encouraged you to when we discussed it. I thought it would be too much for you to work, plan our wedding, and do everything else to start our lives together. And, considering how upset you got at that misunderstanding, I don’t think I was wrong.”
“No, that wasn’t why I got upset ...” I gritted my teeth together. Why bother? He would just tell me again I was “remembering it wrong.”
“Well, clearly you’ve been under too much stress,” he said. “Is that the only reason you think I want to control you?”
“You don’t want me to see my friends,” I said.
“Again, you have enough on your plate. And, besides, the only time you get to see your friends is nights and weekends, which is our time to spend together. Right? Why would you rather see your friends than spend time with me?”
This was ridiculous. I couldn’t argue with him. I needed to just get off the phone and hopefully never see him or talk to him again.
“I can’t do this anymore,” I said. “I have to go.”
“I agree. This is really difficult to do on the phone. Let’s pick this discussion back up once you’re home, okay? Face-to-face is always better.”
“That’s not what I meant ...” I started to say, when something broke inside me. My frustration and anger suddenly spewed over, engulfing me in a tidal wave of boiling emotions. Why can’t I be rid of this man? Why won’t he leave me alone? “Even if I was going to come home, I’m done discussing this with you,” I nearly shouted. “It’s over, Alan. Are you finally listening? Can you hear me? It’s. OVER.”
Silence. All I could hear was the harsh sound of my own breathing and the pounding of the blood roaring in my temples. Maybe I finally got through to him, I thought. Maybe he’s finally ready to let me go. Oh please God, let that be the case.
“What do you mean ‘if’ you’re going to come home?” he asked, his voice dangerously quiet.
I froze. Oh God. What did I say? I tried to remember my exact words, but I was so caught up in a righteous sea of fire, I could barely recall what had just tumbled out of my mouth. My stomach twisted inside me, and I doubled over. My scar felt like an ice pick had been thrust into it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’ll be home in a few days, once my car is fixed.”
“You said ‘even if’ you were going to come home.”
“No, you misheard me. I said even if I was home.”
More silence. “That’s not what I heard.”
“Well, it’s what I said. Of course I’m coming home.” I wanted to keep talking, keep babbling and repeating it so he would believe it. Of course I would be home … where else would I go? But I knew that would be a huge mistake. Instead, I bit my knuckle. Hard. I could taste blood on my tongue, but it was better than giving myself away.
“Okay, then. We’ll talk more about this once you’re back.”
“Fine,” I said. I was done arguing. All I wanted to do was get off the call before I said anything else I would regret.
“Do you want to speak to Annabelle?”
Hell yes I wanted to speak to my sister. I wanted to give her a piece of my mind for ambushing me. How could she do that to me? And why was Alan over there, anyway? What was going on?
But I didn’t dare. I didn’t trust myself to say the wrong thing to her.
“No, I’m sure she’s busy,” I said. “And I’ll be talking to her later this week anyway as I’m driving back to New York. She always likes me to check in.” I clamped my teeth down on my knuckle again. Don’t overdo it, Charlie.
“Well, okay then. I’ll talk to you later.”
“Sure,” I said, and quickly hung up.
My knuckles cracked as I let go of the handset. The blood came rushing back in, making my fingers tingle. I shook my hand, trying to relieve the pain. I didn’t even realize how hard I had been squeezing the phone.
My other hand wasn’t much better. Blood dripped from my index finger where I had bitten down, and it stung. I went to the bathroom to try and clean it up.
What else did Annabelle tell Alan? That I was in Redemption?
My heart started to race, and I was having trouble breathing. I knocked over a bottle of lotion in my hurry to get back to the phone. Maybe I better call back and demand to know exactly what she had told him.
But what if he was still there? My hand stilled, halfway to the dial. 
I could ask her if he was there. Of course, she could also lie to me.
For that matter, she could lie to me about whether or not she told him where I was. The chances of me getting the truth out of her at this point were pretty low.
No. I better not call. It was after ten there, anyway.
Which meant, even if she did tell him I was in Redemption, and even if he was going to try and show up, he wouldn’t leave right then. No, the soonest he would leave would be the next morning. 
It would be tight, but if I left as soon as I got my car, I could probably beat him.
Probably.
I started pacing around the room. I wished my car would be ready sooner. Another day suddenly felt really dangerous. 
But what choice did I have? I couldn’t leave without my car. 
Annabelle had promised not to tell Alan where I was. I just had to hope and pray that she had kept that promise. If she hadn’t, my only hope was that Alan would be too slow.



Chapter 16
“There you are, Charlie,” Nancy cheerily called out. She was standing in the lobby, busily making a fresh pot of coffee. “You have a visitor.”
I had been digging in my purse for my room key, only half paying attention, when her words filtered through my brain. My head snapped up and my purse tipped over in my hand that had suddenly ceased to work, spilling all the contents onto the floor.
“Oops,” Nancy said. “Do you need some help?”
“I’ve got it,” I said, kneeling down to scoop up packages of tissues, a roll of breath mints, lipstick, lip gloss, a compact, a comb, a couple pieces of gum, and my wallet, all the while my head whirling. Was it Alan? Had he left last night after all?
It had been a surreal, strange day. People hugged me, everyone from my coworkers to the regulars, telling me how much they’d miss me. I kept having to dash away to the bathroom to wipe away tears. 
I shouldn’t be getting so upset, I kept telling myself. It’s not like I had been there that long.
But still. Redemption seemed to have burrowed under my skin and invaded my bloodstream. No matter where I ended up, I had a feeling I would always bring a part of Redemption with me.
The worst part of the day was when I had to pull Claire aside and explain how I had to leave the moment I got my car. “But Lou can’t come out tonight,” Claire had protested. “You can’t leave without a final hurrah.”
I hurriedly explained about the call and my slip up, and how I had to leave immediately.
“You don’t really think he’s driving all the way here,” Claire said, but her eyes were worried.
“I don’t know what he’s planning. I just know I’ve got to get out of here.”
She didn’t look happy or convinced, but she accepted my explanation.
I wasn’t happy about it either, but it felt like the right thing to do.
Now, kneeling on the polished hardwood floors, surrounded by all the random, unimportant trinkets I carried with me everywhere, I wasn’t so sure.
“Do you know who it is?” I asked, my voice high and thready. Maybe if she told me it was Alan, I could simply walk out the door and never look back. I wasn’t sure how I would get my belongings, but I could worry about that later. Maybe Claire could get them.
“It’s Helen Blackstone,” Nancy said.
My hand, holding a green plastic comb stilled, frozen in the air. I sat back on my heels. “Helen Blackstone?”
“Do you know her? She owns that big house on the edge of town. You may have heard of it by its nickname—the Witch House.” Nancy snickered.
“I know who she is,” I said. “But how did she know where to find me?”
Nancy finished with the coffee machine and took a few steps back, drying her hands on a white towel. “Probably because she called me and asked if you were staying here.”
“She called you?”
“Of course! We’re friends. Well, I like to think so, anyhow. I bought a lot of tea from her back in the day. I wish she’d get that garden going again. Hers was the very best.” “ She moved toward the desk peering down at me. “Are you sure you don’t need any help?”
She bought tea from Helen? Was everyone connected in this town? “I’m fine,” I said, stuffing the last couple of items into my purse and standing up. “Where is she?”
Nancy pointed. “In the breakfast area. I thought she’d be more comfortable in there.”
I walked in to find Helen seated at one of the tables in the back. Like before, she wore all black—a loose-fitting black shirt and black trousers. Her hair was still braided in that messy braid, which seemed even more messy than before. My heart hurt looking at her. She really needed to move into that facility. 
I walked over and took a seat next to her. She smiled as I sat down, her too-pink lipstick smeared across her chin, as if her hand shook as she applied it. “Hello, Charlie.” 
“Hi, Helen.”
There was a paper bag sitting on the table in front of her. She picked up one misshapen claw of a hand and pushed it toward me. “A gift.”
“You didn’t have to do that,” I said, feeling touched despite myself.
She shrugged. “You brought me dinner. A couple of times. It’s the least I could do.”
I stared at the bag.
“Go on,” she urged. “Open it.”
I glanced over at her. Her face was eager, excited. I unwrapped the top and took a look inside. It appeared to be a pile of loose leaves and herbs.
“It’s tea,” Helen exclaimed happily. “I wanted you to have it.”
“Thank you,” I said, as emotion welled up inside me. I made a big show of digging a tissue out of my purse and telling her it was allergies. What was wrong with me? I was way too emotional. “But this is your favorite tea. I can’t take it.”
“You can,” she said, and reached over to touch my arm. Her fingers were surprisingly cool and smooth to the touch. Based on how they looked, I would have expected them to be burning hot. “Remember how I told you there was a time when I had no intention of living in that house?”
“I remember.” Was this another attempt to talk me into buying it? I shifted uncomfortably, wondering if I should just stop her now and save us both some time.
She smiled. “It was years and years ago. I was probably around your age, actually. I had left home, determined never to set foot in Redemption ever again.” Her smile turned sad. “Things don’t always work out the way we plan.”
“What happened?” I asked, interested despite myself.
She shrugged. “It’s a long story, but the short version is my family needed my help. So, I came back. I had no intention of staying. I had planned to leave as soon as I could, but that didn’t happen, either. Eventually, I realized I didn’t have much choice anymore. I needed to stay. And boy, did I resent that.”
“I don’t understand. Why couldn’t you leave?’
She sighed. “It was the only way I could help my family. My father, well, both my father and my brother needed me. My father still lived here, and he was having financial problems even before the Great Depression hit. I had to stay and help him stay afloat, or he would have lost everything. And my brother ...” Her voice dropped. “He couldn’t help my father. The house ... it made him sick. I had to stay, to live in the house, so he could build a healthy, happy life.”
“How did the house make him sick? Is there something in the house, like black mold, or something?” 
She waved her hand. “No, it’s nothing like that. My father lived to be ninety-five. I’m still alive and kicking, and other than my arthritis, I’m perfectly healthy. It was ... maybe you would call it a mental break. My mother ... well, something happened to her after Henry was born. She was never the same. And I think that affected Henry. Even as a baby, my mother rarely fed him herself, or even held him. I ended up more or less raising him, a child myself. And I think all of that took a toll on Henry. Emotionally, he was always troubled, and I think spending time here in the house triggered all of that.
“Anyway, none of that matters anymore. What matters is that I ended up staying, even though I didn’t want to. For years, I was angry and resentful. What finally turned it around for me was my garden. I discovered how much I loved being outside, in the fresh air and sunshine, growing plants.
“At first, I grew a lot of vegetables to help supplement our food bill. Eventually, though, that wasn’t enough, and I had to make some money. So, I started experimenting by growing and harvesting herbal teas.
“It wasn’t as strange as it might sound now. I had actually been making tea for myself for years. At first, it was to save money. When friends visited, I would serve them my homemade tea, and they would just rave about it. So, I thought, why not try and sell it?”
“Sounds like a great little business venture,” I said. I still wasn’t sure where the story was going, and I was starting to get a little antsy. I had a lot to do to finish packing and get ready to leave, and as far as I could tell, there was no end in sight to Helen’s reminiscing.
Helen nodded enthusiastically. “It was. The more I dabbled in tea making, the more I also started to learn about all the health benefits of it. Some of my customers would ask me for specific types that would help them with medical conditions. I would research the different flowers and herbs, and if I could grow them here, I would. It was a great way to earn an income as well as help my friends and neighbors out.”
“I’m glad,” I said, making a point of glancing at my watch. “Helen, I ...”
“One of my biggest regrets in selling the house is knowing I can’t help my customers anymore,” she interrupted.
I started to get an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. In my mind’s eye, I saw the rabbit from my dreams, limping across the path, as I knelt to heal it. You do have the gift. Some might call it a ‘knack.’ You’ve always had it. And now, it’s been unlocked.
“That’s a bummer,” I said. “But I’m sure they’ll find someone else.”
“Yes, it is a bummer,” she said, looking me directly in the eyes. “And it would make me feel so much better if I knew the person buying my house was also interested in taking over my tea business.”
“Helen, like I said, I can’t buy your house,” I said. “Even if I wanted to, I’m just not in any position to become a homeowner.”
She clutched at my arm. “It’s more profitable than you might think,” she said. “Especially if you have a knack for healing. I have all the paperwork. My recipes and client files, plus tons and tons of books on herbs and flowers. I’ll leave all of it for you.”
A knack for healing. My mouth went dry. It was just a coincidence she chose that word, I told myself. It didn’t mean anything.
“It’s not that,” I said. “I’m flattered you would trust your customers to me. I just can’t buy it.”
“But, why?” she pressed. “We can talk about the money ...”
‘The money isn’t the only problem,” I said, trying to gently disengage my arm from her grip. “Even if I were considering it ... I really can’t.”
“Can you at least think about it?”
I worked my arm loose and stood up. “I can’t. In fact, I’m leaving tomorrow.”
Her eyes widened. “Tomorrow? But you can’t.”
“I have to. I have no choice.”
Helen was clearly agitated, her hands fluttering around her like broken birds. “This is not how it’s supposed to work,” she muttered. “This isn’t supposed to happen.”
“I know this is a disappointment, but ...”
“No!” Her head shot up. “You don’t understand. You must be the one to buy the house. It must be you.”
I stepped back, shocked at how forceful she was being. “Helen, I’m sorry,” I said. “But ...”
“What about the dreams?” She hissed. “I know you dreamed about the house. I know the house was calling you. Summoning you. What do you think is going to happen if you leave?”
My mouth dropped open. For a moment, I could only stand there, too startled to do or say anything. 
How did she know about the dreams? I hadn’t told anyone.
But, even more importantly, did she have a point about leaving?
It hadn’t occurred to me what would happen if I left. I just assumed everything would go on as before. Sure, maybe the dreams would change. Maybe they would be full of grief or anger. Maybe they would even turn into nightmares.
But what if I really WAS summoned?
What happens when you turn your back on a summons?
“You don’t understand,” I said, glancing behind me to make sure Nancy, or any other hotel guest, wasn’t behind me. I lowered my voice. “I’m in terrible danger here. Everyone I know is in terrible danger. I can’t stay.”
Her watery blue eyes were fixed on mine. “The town will protect you.”
“The town can’t do anything.”
“It will protect you,” she insisted. “I know you think Alan ...”
I reared back like she had slapped me. How did she know Alan’s name? I knew I hadn’t said it to her. How did she know?
“You think Alan can hurt you, but he can’t. Not here. You’re safe here. You’re protected. BUT, if you leave ...” she shook her head sadly. “Who knows what will happen.”
“I have to go,” I said. I was completely freaked out by the conversation. “Look, I’ll think about it. I promise. But right now, I have to go.”
“Things are never as they seem,” she said. “Remember that.”
Could this get any freakier? I started to back up, wishing I was anywhere else. Even back in New York with Alan breathing down my neck.
At least that would have some sense of normality.
“I will. I promise.” I quickly turned, everything inside me wanting to run but forcing myself to walk, when I heard her call my name. Reluctantly, I turned back to her. 
She was holding the paper bag. “Don’t forget your tea.”
I forced a smile on my face as I quickly strode back, grabbed the tea, and made my escape.
All I wanted to do was get into my car and drive as fast as I could out of Redemption.
And then spend the rest of my life forgetting I had ever even heard of it.



Chapter 17
“Finally, you’re here,” Jonathan called out. “I was starting to wonder.”
He came out of the garage to meet me as I walked up the long driveway, wiping his hands on a grease-stained towel. His jeans were stained with grease as well, and he even had a streak on his cheek, as if he had pushed his hair out of his eyes. He seemed a little more tired than usual, but it didn’t matter. He was still hot.
My heart took a slow, painful flip in my chest as he approached. In a few minutes, I’d never see him again. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but I knew it was for the best.
I couldn’t bear to watch him approach, so I paused, shading my eyes from the noon sun, searching for my car. “Does that mean it’s done?”
“Of course it’s done,” he said. “Did you doubt me?”
I forced a smile. What I was doubting was whether Redemption wanted me to go.
It hadn’t been a great night. I had slept very little, tossing and turning as my brain ping ponged between worrying about Alan showing up and imagining all the different ways Redemption might keep me from leaving.
The moment the first rays of sun had touched the sky, I got out of bed. I wished I could pack everything up and take off right then and there, but I forced myself to wait. Annabelle was expecting my call in the afternoon. I had to wait until then. If I tried to do it earlier, she might get suspicious, and who knows what she would do then.
Instead, I spent the morning pacing around the room, checking and rechecking that I had packed everything, and tracing my route on the map over and over to make sure I wouldn’t get lost.
Needless to say, all that checking and double-checking had left me feeling restless and anxious. I was sure there was something I was forgetting, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was.
“So, what were you wondering about?” I asked Jonathan as we made our way to the office.
He shrugged. “I just figured you’d be here bright and early. Ready to get a head start on the road.”
His voice seemed wistful and a little sad, which made me feel even worse, if that was possible. I told myself I was being ridiculous. There was no future here no matter what, and there was definitely no sense in getting emotional. My mind was made up.
“Actually, I had to wait for my sister to be by the phone,” I said as Jonathan pulled open the door and gestured for me to walk ahead of him. “She’s going to pay.”
He raised his eyebrows but didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he went behind the desk and fished around behind it for the bill. “So, here’s what we did. Let me know if you have any questions.” He slid it across the counter to me.
I glanced at it and had to look twice at the amount. “Wow,” I breathed.
“Yeah, it was quite an intense job,” he said. “Do you want me to walk you through it?”
I shook my head. “No, although you may have to with Annabelle. I can give you her number.”
He took the bill back and dug around for a pen. I recited the number, and he jotted it down. I noticed how neat his printing was, which surprised me for some reason. 
“Where’s the car? I can check it out while you call her,” I said.
He reached over behind him where several sets of keys dangled, removed mine, and handed it to me. I reached for them, expecting him to let go, but he held on. I glanced up at him, a question in my eyes.
“Don’t go,” he said softly.
“I have to,” I said, giving my keys a gentle tug. He didn’t budge.
“You don’t have to,” he said.
“Trust me, I do.”
“Why? What’s the worst that could happen?”
“He finds me,” I said simply.
“So the answer is to keep running?”
“It is for now,” I said, yanking on my keys a bit harder. 
“That isn’t an answer.”
“I don’t have much choice.”
“So, what if you run and he still finds you? Then what?”
I took a breath and stopped fighting him for my keys. Instead, I looked straight into his eyes. “You don’t understand. He knows where I am,” I said. 
“So what?”
“‘So what’? It’s only a matter of time before he shows up.”
“Then let him,” he said. “Wouldn’t it be better if he found you here then if you were in a place where you knew no one? Here you have friends, people to support you.”
I was already shaking my head. “It’s too dangerous.”
His expression was somber, almost pitying. “You know he’s eventually going to find you, right? It’s only a matter of time. Running won’t solve anything.”
“You don’t know that.”
He gave me another look that quite clearly said, “Don’t be naive.”
“He may just give up,” I insisted. “Find another wife.”
“You really think so? Just like that? You don’t think his ego will play into all of this?”
I blew the air out of my cheeks. “Okay, fine. I stay here and he finds me. Then what? I let him kill me?”
“You fight,” Jonathan said simply. “ Standard predator behavior. You run; you encourage him to chase you. You fight back? That’s what will get him to think twice.”
“I just ... I just don’t know,” I said, studying the counter as I bit my lip. “I don’t want to be responsible for what he may do.”
“Hey. You’re not responsible. None of this is your fault,” Jonathan said, shaking the keys to get me to look up. “He’s the one in the wrong. Not you. Got it?”
I nodded. “I know, but ...”
“No ‘buts,’” he said. “This isn’t your fault.” He reached over with his other hand and lifted my chin, so my eyes met his. “Got it?”
“I got it.” 
His eyes were so dark, so intense. I could feel the chemistry between us, the heat starting to simmer deep in his eyes. He sucked in his breath, and for a moment, I thought he might kiss me, but then he released my chin and my keys and leaned back. “I guess I better call your sister,” he said. His voice was casual, but I could hear the unsteadiness of his breath.
“Yeah, I better go check out the car. See what you did to it,” I said, backing out of the office. My cheeks were hot, and I felt flustered and out of sorts. Man, I couldn’t get out of this town fast enough.
My car was parked under the shade in the parking lot. It appeared to be quite shiny, which I didn’t understand until I got closer and realized Jonathan must have washed it for me.
I opened the door and slipped inside. My intention was to give it a quick test drive to make sure all was well before I went back to the hotel to load up my bags. But instead, I just sat there. I thought about what it would be like hitting the road, the long days of driving on an unknown highway, stopping in unfamiliar hotels and eating at unfamiliar restaurants. 
No one would know me. No one would have any idea who “that strange girl” was. No one would help if I had car trouble, or if I needed a job. Nor would anyone have any idea where I was. It’s not like I could ever call Annabelle again. As soon as she realized I wasn’t returning to New York, she would be pissed. I wasn’t sure if she would even accept my calls again. As for the rest of my family, Marguerite would be too focused on her pregnancy to want to deal with me, and none of us kids had a particularly close relationship with our parents. Annabelle had acted as a surrogate mother to me growing up. I had drifted away from my friends, mostly because of Alan, but the fact remained that I had pushed them away.
Annabelle was it. And if she didn’t want to hear from me, I was on my own.
Was I sure this was really what I wanted to do? Completely cut myself off from all my friends and family and drive from town to town?
How long could I keep that up?
Even more importantly, was that a life I really wanted to live? Alone. Constantly on the move. Perpetually looking over my shoulder. Never being able to settle down anywhere for longer than a few weeks here and there to take on a job for a little money, and never long enough to make any friends or feel a part of a community? 
Is that what I wanted?
No, it wasn’t. But I didn’t see what choice I had.
I banged my head against the steering wheel, fighting back the urge to howl in frustration. If I stayed here, Annabelle would still be angry with me. But at least I would have a few friends and feel like I was a part of something. 
Was it worth the risk?
In that moment, I honestly didn’t know. All I knew was I didn’t like either of my choices. I didn’t want to run, but I was terrified to stay.
How did I end up here? How could this possibly be my life?
“Charlie!” Jonathan was calling for me from the little office, waving his arms. “Your sister wants to speak to you.”
Of course she does, I thought resentfully. Probably wanted to ask about my route and remind me to call her so she could track my progress. After the stunt she pulled putting Alan on the phone, I really didn’t want to talk to her. 
On the other hand, this would probably be the last time in a long time, if ever, that I would be able to, so I figured I might as well take advantage of it. Not to mention, if I didn’t, it would raise her suspicions.
“Charlie?”
“Coming,” I called out with a sigh. I unfolded myself out of the car and headed for the office.
Jonathan had a concerned look on his face. He covered the receiver with his hand. “I think something happened,” he whispered. “She’s pretty upset. I think she’s been crying.”
My eyes widened. Annabelle, crying? Oh no. It couldn’t be good.
My earlier reservations gone, I snatched up the phone. “Annabelle? Is everything okay?”
“He’s dead!”
“What? Who? Brad?” One of the boys? I couldn’t even force myself to say the last one; I didn’t know if I could bear it if something happened to one of my nephews. My stomach was twisted in knots, and my heart was in my throat. I thought I might be sick.
“No.” She let out a wail. “Alan.”
I couldn’t have heard her right. “Did you say ‘Alan’? Alan is dead??”
Her sobbing was the only response. 
Alan, dead?
I stood there, the phone limp in my hand, as a variety of complicated emotions rushed through me. Guilt, sadness, regret. And … relief. Definitely relief. And guilt for feeling relief. I leaned against the counter, feeling like I couldn’t hold myself up as wave after wave of emotion crashed through me.
Was my nightmare actually over?
“Annabelle, what happened?”
“He ... he...” She sucked in her breath, hiccupping. “He was going to meet you.”
“Meet me? Where?” I could feel the echoes of fear twine their way through the sea of emotions. 
I was right. He was coming.
“At the Palisades.”
“At the what?” What was Annabelle even talking about? Has she lost her mind? My sister had always been high-strung; even growing up, she worried constantly about everything and anything. Had she finally snapped? Why on earth would Alan be looking for me at the Palisades? “Are you talking about the New Jersey Palisades?”
“It was going to be a surprise,” she hiccupped again.
“A surprise for Alan, you mean,” I said. “You know I’m not anywhere near the Palisades.”
“I was going to tell you to stop by there on your way home.”
“Stop by the Palisades? Driving home from Wisconsin?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Annabelle said it as if it were the equivalent of stopping at the store for a gallon of milk on my home from work. “What are you even talking about?”
Annabelle took a deep, shaky breath to calm herself. “You have no idea how upset Alan has been,” she said. “He’s been wanting to talk to you in person. I kept assuring him you’d be home soon, but he was just so worried. After you and he talked two nights ago, he told me he wanted to surprise you. Meet you somewhere away from New York. Somewhere romantic. He thought that might warm you up to him … get you to listen to reason. I thought ...” she sniffed. “I thought it was a good idea, too. And I remembered how much we loved going to the Palisades as children. He loved the idea.”
My mouth was hanging open as I listened. While it was true that we had some fun times there as children, it had been years since any of us had been there. Nana used to take us when our parents were spending time in Europe over the summer.
“How were you planning to get me there?”
“I was going to tell you to stop by that really cool baby store. Do you remember it? Marguerite loved shopping there.”
Even as a child, Marguerite had been baby crazy, which is why her struggle to get pregnant had always struck me as a cruel joke. “Marguerite loved shopping at all sorts of baby stores. What made that one so special?”
“It had those lovely, handmade wooden cribs with matching rocking chairs. Do you remember? Marguerite loved them, and I thought they would look wonderful in her nursery.”
I was having trouble wrapping my head around the conversation. “Annabelle, that was years ago. Like a decade ago. How do we know that store is still around? Or that it’s even selling those things?”
“Oh, it’s still there,” she said confidently. “It took some calling around, but I found it. And yes, they still have the rocking chairs and cribs. So, I was going to ask you to stop there on your way home and pick one out.”
“And you thought this would work? That I would just stop there after driving halfway across the country?”
“Well, wouldn’t it?”
I was going to answer, “Absolutely not,” but then I realized how the conversation would go from there. I could just hear Annabelle telling me how special it would be, and how it wasn’t that far out of the way. It would of course be easier for me to stop there than for her to go, since I would already be driving. And, besides, I owed her one for bailing me out financially, didn’t I?
God help me, if I actually had planned to drive home, it probably would have worked.
“So, what happened to Alan?”
Annabelle burst into a fresh wave of sobbing. “I don’t know. He left yesterday I think. He told me he wanted to get up there early to have a chance to scout around for romantic places to take you. He must have driven off the road. They found his car this morning.”
“Was there another car involved?”
“I don’t think so. The officers think he lost control and swerved off the road.”
“Was he ...” I wasn’t sure how to ask, but I had to know. “Was he still alive when they found him?”
“Charlotte! How could you ask such a thing?” Annabelle gasped.
“I was wondering if he suffered, is all,” I lied.
“I don’t ... he was dead when they found him,” she said. “God, I hope he didn’t suffer. I didn’t even think about that.”
“Small mercies,” I said. “I better go.”
“When are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow,” I said automatically, even though I was no longer sure of my plans. The only thing I was sure of was that I no longer had to leave immediately.
“Tomorrow?” Annabelle asked, her voice shrill. “Can’t you leave right now? We’d all feel so much better if you were here safe and sound. The sooner you get here, the better.”
“I just found out my fiancé is dead,” I said curtly. “You really want me driving now?”
There was a pause. “No, of course not,” she said, her voice heavy with sadness and grief. “I just ... I wish you were here so I could hug you. Don’t leave until you feel up to making the trip. And if you need a few days, take it. I want you to be safe.”
“Thank you,” I said, trying not to cry. Not only had my anger with her immediately dissolved, but I was swamped with guilt and shame over all my deception and lies. 
As much as she drove me crazy, at the end of the day, she did love me and really was trying to protect me as best she could. I should have been more understanding.
“Call me and let me know when you’re leaving,” she said.
“I will.” I hung up the phone.
Jonathan was still standing behind the counter, pushing some paperwork around, a neutral expression on his face. “Everything okay?”
I rubbed my forehead. “Alan is dead.” 
He stopped messing with the papers and stared at me. “Alan? As in ...”
“My fiancé.” I still couldn’t get my head around it. Could it really be that easy? Alan dead, and my nightmare over?
Somehow, it didn’t feel over. But maybe I was in shock.
“The one who you were ...” he didn’t finish the sentence.
“Yes,” I said, meeting his gaze.
His eyes widened. “So, you can stay now,” he said.
“I could,” I said. “But, I’m just ... I have to process all of this.”
“Of course,” he said immediately. “Do you want me to drive you back to the hotel? Do you still have a room?”
“No, I’m fine. I don’t know if I still have a room. I guess ... I guess I should go find out.” I wasn’t really sure what to do. Everything felt so surreal, a part of me wondered if I had dreamed it all—if I was still dreaming. On top of everything else, my head was starting to pound, probably due to a combination of all the emotion and lack of sleep.
“Of course,” he said immediately. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”
I thanked him and headed back to my car. Spending a little time alone felt like the right next move. My bags were still in the room. Hopefully, Nancy would let me stay another day or two. I could take a bath, and maybe even have a good cry, even if wasn’t completely sure why. Maybe I could even take a nap.
Then, once my head cleared, I could figure out what I really wanted to do. I could make a decision based on my desires rather than my fears. 
I was finally in a position to truly determine for myself what I wanted my life to look like.



Chapter 18
“Let’s go up, and I’ll show you the office,” Helen said, grasping the bannister with her gnarled fingers as she slowly climbed the stairs.
I trailed along behind her, trying to look at everything at once as I continued to marvel at the fact that I had actually done it—I bought the house.
I was a homeowner! And, not just any homeowner—I now owned this house. 
The journey to home ownership hadn’t been without a few bumps. Mr. Farley was more than a little skeptical.
“You want to purchase a house in Redemption, Wisconsin? I haven’t even heard of it.”
“It’s a small town, a little off the beaten path,” I said.
“But ... your family is all here in New York. Your friends. Your life. Why do you want to move there?”
“It’s time for a fresh start,” I said. “It will be good for me.”
“I don’t know,” Mr. Farley muttered. “As for the house, the deal seems a little too good to be true.”
Helen and I had worked out a small down payment along with monthly payments at a very low interest rate. My idea was to have the trust pay for it each month. Mr. Farley, though, wasn’t so enthusiastic.
“She’s eager to sell,” I said. “She wants to move into an assisted living facility right away, so she’s quite motivated.”
“Hmph,” he grumbled. “Before I sign off on anything, I want it appraised and inspected.”
“Fine,” I said. “But we need to do it quickly. She needs to sign the paperwork for the assisted living facility in the next ten days.”
“I’ll get it lined up,” he sighed.
I thanked him and was about to hang up when he stopped me. 
“Charlotte,” he cleared his throat. “I know it’s not my place, but you’ve suffered a terrible loss. I really don’t think it’s wise to be making such a big life decision right now while you’re grieving.”
“I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine,” I assured him. “It’s time for me to stand on my own two feet. I need to learn how to figure things out on my own instead of always relying on my family to bail me out. Besides, if I wake up in a year or two and realize this was a bad decision, I can always sell it then.”
“If you’re sure,” he said doubtfully. “Although I do want to go on record that I think this is a mistake.”
Annabelle wasn’t nearly as polite.
“You’re doing what?” she nearly shrieked into the phone. I had to hold the receiver a few inches away. “Are you out of your mind?”
I tried to tell her the same thing I told Mr. Farley, but she refused to listen.
“After all I’ve done for you, this is how you repay me?”
“I’m paying you back,” I said. “In fact, Mr. Farley is cutting the checks even as we speak.”
“That’s not the point,” she shrieked again. “It’s not about paying me back. I did it so you would come home.”
“You’re still going to see me,” I said. “I’m planning on coming back to visit.”
“That’s not good enough,” she snapped. “Don’t you get it? You’re supposed to be back here, helping me with all the family obligations. I’m already running ragged, and once Marguerite has the baby, it’s going to be chaos. I need you here. I can’t do it all alone.”
“Marguerite should be able to handle one little baby on her own,” I said, even though I did feel a twinge of guilt. “Especially since I’m sure she’ll be getting a nanny ...”
“Again, not the point,” she yelled. “God, is it so wrong to want my sister here? Look at everything you’ll miss. All the family get-togethers and the baby’s birth. Do you really want to not be a part of our lives? Of my life?”
“No, of course not,” I said. “I’ll be back as often as I can ...”
“It’s still not the same,” she said miserably.
I paused and rubbed my eyes. This really wasn’t going well. “Annabelle, I’m not doing this to hurt you,” I said softly. “You have to understand that. It’s time for me to live my own life. Learn to depend on myself. Does that make sense?”
“So I guess living your own life means cutting your family out,” she said.
“No, that’s not what it means,” I said. “You’re reading too much into this.”
“I have to go,” she said. “I have things to do. Especially since I’m all alone here.”
“Annabelle,” I said, but she had already hung up.
She’ll get over it, I told myself as I hung up the receiver. Just give her some time. 
I wasn’t sure if I believed it.
“This is the office,” Helen announced, a welcome interruption to my thoughts. She waved at the smallest of all the bedrooms. I peered inside. It likely looked even smaller than it was because it was so crammed with furniture. There was a desk, a chair, a filing cabinet, a metal shelf stacked with dried herbs and plants, and a table, also piled high with dried plants. At least it was organized, though not exactly clean. It suffered from the same dust and grime problem as the rest of the house.
Helen carefully wove her way through the maze of furniture to reach the desk. She opened one of the drawers and pulled out a thick ledger. “This is my customer log,” she announced, placing it carefully on the table and reaching for another thick book. “And these are my tea recipes. You’ll be able to cross reference the customers with the correct tea to make for them.”
I listened as she explained her system, including where to find information on growing the different plants and preparing them. “I know it seems like a lot, but once you get the hang of it, it’s not so bad,” she said. “And I’m only a phone call away if you get stuck.”
“I appreciate all of that,” I said.
She checked her watch. “Oh! Where has the time gone? My ride will be here shortly.” She went to move around the desk and banged her hip on the corner. She hissed softly, sucking in her breath.
“Are you okay? Do you need help?”
“I’m fine,” Helen said, rubbing her hip. “Happens all the time.”
I glanced around the room. “Well, there’s a lot of stuff in here. Did you ever consider setting up your office in another room of the house? Like that room?” I pointed to the L-shaped room near the end of the hallway. I had only taken a quick peek in there the other day, but it was definitely larger and more spacious than the room she had selected for her office.
Her eyes widened. “Oh. No, that room wouldn’t work. No, not at all.”
I was puzzled. “Why?”
She pressed a misshapen finger against her mouth. Her breathing quickened; I could see her chest moving under her plain black tunic. “It’s where ...” her voice trailed off and she swallowed hard. “It’s where my mother died.”
My head jerked back like I had been slapped. “Oh! I’m so sorry ...”
She fluttered her hand at me. “It’s fine. I meant to tell you before. That room ... well, just be careful with it.”
“Careful?” I craned my neck to examine it more closely, but it seemed boringly normal. “Did something else happen in it?”
“No,” she said quickly—a little too quickly. Then she forced a smile and smoothed out her shirt. “No, the room is fine. It’s just ... well, you know they say the house is haunted. I suspect that would be the place, if any, to find ghosts.”
“I would say you’re probably right,” I agreed.
She smiled again, plucking at her neckline. The movement reminded me of someone playing with a necklace, but Helen didn’t seem to wear any jewelry. Unless she used to wear a necklace, and it was force of habit. Maybe something had happened to it.
“Shall we go back down?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Watching her, I started to wonder if the arthritis in her hands wasn’t the only reason she had stopped making teas for people. Having to walk up and down the stairs multiple times a day seemed like just as big a deterrent.
Helen had just reached the main floor when a horn honked from outside. “Oh. Perfect timing. My ride is here.” She reached down to pick up a small travel bag.
“Here, I can help,” I said, picking up two of her three suitcases. It seemed like a pitiably small number of belongings to be taking with her out of such a huge, rambling home.
“Oh, thank you dear. But you don’t have to. The driver can do it.”
“I know, but I’m happy to. You can be in charge of the door.”
Helen retrieved her purse and opened the door. “Are you sure you don’t want to take more with you?” I asked, following her out. “I sort of feel like I’m moving into your home.”
She laughed. “You are moving into my home.” Then she got more serious. “But, no. I’m moving into a small, fully furnished apartment. I don’t need all of that stuff anymore.” She smiled, but there was sadness behind her eyes.
“If you’re sure,” I said. “I don’t mind packing things up for you.”
She shook her head. “I’m sure. I have everything I need.”
I handed the two suitcases to the driver. He looked like a hippy with a long, matted beard, dark sunglasses, and messy long hair. His expression was bored as he popped the trunk. Rather than ask him to get the last suitcase, I went inside to fetch it myself.
When I returned, Helen was already settled in the backseat. When she saw me, she rolled down the window. “Don’t forget to call me,” she said. “Any questions at all, feel free to reach out.”
“I will,” I said.
“The garden needs tending. I left you seeds, fertilizer, everything you need in the shed.”
“Got it.”
“And don’t forget to take care of Midnight. There’s plenty of cat food in the pantry. I wanted you to know what kind he likes.”
“I definitely won’t.”
“Keep in mind, he’s not really a pet,” she said, fussing with her purse clasp. “He comes and goes as he pleases. But you still need to take care of him. There’s a water bowl out back; make sure that stays full, so he has water.” 
I pressed my hands against the open window, leaning in slightly so she could get a good look at my face to see how sincere I was. “I’ll take good care of Midnight. And your garden. And your house. I promise. You can count on me.”
Her watery blue eyes filled with tears, and she patted my hand. “I know you will, dear. But, it’s not my house. It’s yours. Always has been. I was just the caretaker.”
Mine? She was the one who grew up there. Her father built the house for her mother. How could it be my house?
I opened my mouth to question her, sure I heard her wrong, when the driver called out. “Ready?”
Helen let go of my hand and straightened up. “Yes. Let’s go.”
I stepped back from the car, waving as they pulled away. I watched the car make a U-turn and drive down the street. As it turned onto the next street, another car turned in. It was a wood-paneled station wagon. 
I watched as the car drove toward me, pulled up to the curb, and parked. Lou and Claire popped out like little corks. Lou stood in the street, gazing at the house with her mouth hanging open. “Oh my God. I can’t believe it. I’m finally going to see the inside of the Witch House.”



Chapter 19
“I never thought I’d see this day,” Claire said. She was still in her work uniform, jeans and a white tee shirt, both stained with food and sweat. Her hair was hanging limply around her face, more out of her ponytail than in. She looked exhausted, and there was a strain around her eyes. 
Lou, on the other hand, looked like a child who had just woken up on Christmas morning. “You have no idea,” she said to me, clapping her hands together with glee. “Remember, Claire, all those ghost stories we used to tell about this house? And on Halloween, how we would dare each other to run up and peek into the windows at midnight? I don’t think any of us ever thought we’d see the day when we actually were invited inside!”
“I know I never did,” Claire said. She smiled, but there was something flat about it … almost as if she didn’t really want to be there.
Lou squealed and ran up the driveway. “Charlie, do you mind if I let myself in?” she called back.
“No, go ahead,” I answered, studying Claire. She hadn’t moved from the car. She was just staring at the house with a slightly horrified expression on her face. “Claire, are you okay?”
She startled and blinked a few times, as if she had forgotten I was there. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “I thought you and Lou would have raced to see who would make it inside first.”
She smiled, a tiny one, but more real than the one before. “No, it’s just ...” she signed, running her fingers through her hair. “Now that I’m here, I guess it all just got real.”
“Why wouldn’t it? Isn’t this what you wanted? To see a real ghost?”
She bit her lip as she gazed at the house. “Seeing a real ghost isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”
“What?” Her response was so odd, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. “Are you saying you’ve seen a real ghost?”
She glanced at me, and what I saw in her eyes stopped me. There was so much pain there, so much grief. I wanted to ask her what she had seen, but the emotion was so naked and raw, the words got stuck in my mouth.
“Hey.” Lou poked her head out of the front door. “You two coming? I want the official tour!”
“Yeah, we’re coming,” Claire yelled. She gave me another small smile. “I’ll be fine,” she said under her breath as she started up the driveway. I trailed after her.
“It’s like going back in time,” Claire said, stepping through the front door and surveying the stiff, formal love seat and small end tables covered with dollies and bric-a-brac. She eyed me. “This can’t be your furniture. Did Helen just leave it?”
“She did. And yes, it’s mine now.”
“Wow.” Claire gazed around the room again. “Are you going to keep it all?”
“Not sure yet,” I said. “Before we get the tour underway, just know it really needs a good cleaning. You’ve seen Helen, so you know she wasn’t in any shape to keep up with this house. You’ve been warned.”
“In other words,” Lou said. “The house isn’t ready for its Good Housekeeping photo shoot yet.”
“Yeah, I would say not.” 
I led them through the house. “Some of this stuff may be worth a fortune,” Lou said, peering into the upstairs office. “I think that desk may be an antique.”
I made a mental note to find an expert to come to the house and examine everything.
“What about this one?” Claire asked. She was moving slowly, almost hypnotically, toward the L-shaped bedroom.
“Oh, be careful of that room,” I said, echoing Helen’s words.
Lou made a face at me. “‘Careful’ of a room? Is something broken in it?”
Claire didn’t seem to hear me. She seemed entranced as she approached the door.
“No, nothing like that,” I said, unable to tear my eyes away from Claire. Something about the way she was acting was bothering me. It didn’t feel right. “That’s where Helen’s mother died.”
Lou’s eyes widened. “In there?” She pushed past me and nudged past Claire, who was very slowly stretching her arm out, as if to touch the door.
“Wait a sec,” I said, feeling more and more uneasy as Lou threw open the door. I didn’t really understand where the feeling was coming from. After all, I had poked my head into it the first time I was at the house, and everything was fine.
Or had I? Now that I thought about it, it seemed the door was slightly ajar, and Helen had brushed past it, giving me time for no more than a quick glance from the safety of the hallway.
Lou stepped inside as Claire slowly followed. “So, this is where it all happened,” Lou breathed.
I moved closer. Lou was standing with her hands on her hips in the center of the room, looking around. Claire was facing the closet, a strange, dreamy expression on her face.
There was a twin bed pushed in the corner, with a nightstand next to it and a dresser next to that. Across from the bed, in the little alcove that made the room L-shaped, was a small writing desk and chair.
“Look at this furniture,” Lou said, coughing and waving a hand over her face. “It has to be a hundred years old.”
“Probably been a hundred years since anyone has been in this room, too,” I said, noting the thick layer of dust on every surface.
“No kidding,” Lou said, coughing some more and wiping her hands against her jeans.
‘This is where it happened,” Claire spoke suddenly. She stretched her arm out, pointing to the closet.
“What happened?” Lou asked.
“Where it all started to go so very wrong,” Claire said. 
Lou looked confused. “Are you okay?”
Claire didn’t answer, just kept pointing at the closet. The feeling of foreboding was getting stronger and stronger, pressing on my chest and stomach, nearly suffocating me. 
“What’s in the closet, Claire?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. A part of me hoped she didn’t hear me, that she wouldn’t answer. I didn’t really want to know what was in the closet. Not really. What I wanted was to pull Lou and Claire out of that room, slam the door shut, and never open it again.
“Death,” she answered.
Lou’s eyes widened. “What? Claire, what is going on with you? Are you okay?”
I fought the urge to run out. Actually, in that moment, I wanted to run out of the house, jump in my car, and drive straight back to New York to tell Annabelle she was right and I was wrong; I never should have left in the first place.
Instead, I found myself turning toward the closet. It looked like a regular, normal closet. The door was closed, but that of course made sense.
Lou was still talking. “It’s probably a mouse or a squirrel that died in there. You’re probably going to find a lot of dead things when you start digging into all these rooms. I mean, look at this. All these dead insects everywhere. Blech.”
I put my hand out and touched the door. It was cool and dry. Actually, it was quite cool. Almost cold. Was that how the other rooms felt?
“What is it?” Lou asked. “Do you feel something?”
“It’s nothing. It’s just ... it’s kind of cold.”
Lou glanced around the room. “Maybe there’s a draft somewhere. This room has been closed up for years. It makes sense to not be the same temperature as the rest of the house.”
Maybe. What Lou said seemed reasonable. 
Still.
I grasped the knob and pulled. I half-expected to hear something—a creak or a groan—or for the door to stick, so I wouldn’t be able to open it. Instead, it slid open quietly and effortlessly. 
It was empty. 
Lou put her hand on her chest and let out a deep breath. “Claire, you really had me going,” she said, lightly punching her shoulder. “I really thought there was going to be something in there.”
“So did I,” I said, searching the closet. It was surprisingly clean. The floor didn’t look nearly as dusty as the rest of the room, nor did I see any signs of dead insects.
Claire shook herself. “What? What happened? Why did you hit me?” She blinked her eyes and looked around the room. “Where are we?”
“Like you don’t know,” Lou said. “You don’t have to keep up the pretense. You got both of us pretty good.”
Claire scrubbed at her face with her hands. “I don’t understand.” Her skin was pale, and her eyes were glassy. A streak of grey dust stretched across her chin.
Lou rolled her eyes and starting rummaging around the room. “Nice try, Claire.”
Claire seemed so bewildered. Was it possible she was faking? “We’re in one of the bedrooms,” I said. “This is the room Helen’s mom killed herself in.”
Claire gasped, her eyes as round as coins. “This is the room?”
“Don’t pretend you didn’t hear Charlie tell you that already,” Lou said.
“I ... didn’t,” Claire said, gazing around the room. “So, did Martha kill Nellie in here, too? Or just herself?”
“What did Helen tell you?” Lou asked.
I shook my head. “She didn’t. How did Martha do it?”
“Do what? Kill herself or kill Nellie?” Lou asked.
“Both, I guess.”
“She stabbed Nellie,” Claire answered. “Then she hung herself.”
“Really.” I looked around the room as well. “I wonder how she hung herself.”
Lou circled around the room and faced the closet. “Well, there is a hook up there.” She pointed to a black, ornate, wrought iron metal hook just over her head. “Maybe that’s what she used.”
Claire and I both came closer to get a second look. “Who puts a hook like that in a closet?” Claire asked.
“There’s another one on the other side,” Lou said. “Same place.”
“Maybe it was for long dresses, or capes or something,” I said. 
“It’s long enough to hang a few items, if it was used for clothes,” Lou offered.
“Well, that’s true. But …” Claire looked around again. “This wouldn’t be Martha’s room, would it? Wouldn’t she have been in the master?”
“It could have been an overflow closet,” Lou said. “Who knows? Maybe it wasn’t for clothes at all … but for hanging something else.”
Something cold brushed my bare arm and I shivered. Maybe there was a draft in here after all. “Let’s get out of here. Finish the tour.”
Claire looked relieved. “Yes, great idea.” 
“Yes, let’s keep looking. We haven’t seen any ghosts yet,” Lou said. She looked a little disappointed as she searched the room one last time.
I waited for both of them to leave before shutting the door behind us. In my head, I could still hear Helen’s voice. 
Be careful with that room.



Chapter 20
“You have no idea what you’ve done. Why didn’t you listen to me?”
The Holly Hobby girl sat on the front steps, her head in her hands. While she was still dressed the same, her clothes looked dingier … almost dusty, as if they had aged overnight. “You have no idea what you’ve done,” she said again. “You should have left when you had the chance.”
Everything is happening that is supposed to happen. 
The black cat sat a little off to the side, swishing its tail.
Her head snapped up. “No. I don’t believe that. I could have stopped it. We could have stopped it. If you had helped me, maybe we could have made a difference. But you’re never on my side. This is your fault.”
 The cat swished its tail. You honestly think we have the power to stop this? You know there are things set in motion we can’t control.
“We could have tried.”
Let’s play your game. Let’s say we did convince Charlie to leave. What do you think would have happened?
“We would have prevented a horrible tragedy,” the Holly Hobby girl wailed. “Good would have prevailed.”
That’s where you’re wrong. All you would have created is the illusion that good prevailed. Which is much, much worse. Evil still would have festered beneath, unnoticed, unchecked, until too late.
 “You’re wrong,” the girl sniffed. “I don’t believe you.”
The tail swished. Believe what you wish. Deep down, you know the truth.
“But it is all good,” I interrupted. Both the cat and the girl slowly turned toward me. “Alan is dead. I don’t have to worry about him coming here anymore. There are no more problems.”
The girl groaned. “Your problems are just beginning.” Her hair was a nest of tangled knots and her face was as grey and ragged as her dress.
A jolt of pain cut through my scar, and I winced, pressing my hand against it. “You’re wrong,” I said. “He’s dead.”
The cat fixed its jade-green eyes on mine. She’s right, it directed at me.
Another bolt of pain. “What, you’re saying he’s not dead?”
The sun disappeared behind the clouds. From the distance, there was a clap of thunder.
The cat gazed up at the sky. A storm is coming. Beware.
“What does that even mean?” I asked, exasperated.
“You really don’t want to know,” the girl said, her voice hollow and thin as the rest of her. She was even grayer than she was minutes before, as if she were turning into dust and ash right in front of me.
“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”
The cat stood up and stretched before sauntering away. 
It’s coming. Beware.
I opened my eyes. The room was pitch black. Thunder rumbled in the distance.
I rubbed my eyes, trying to figure out where I was. Everything in the room was unfamiliar, from the dark bulky shadows along the wall to the curtains blowing in the cool breeze.
Then I remembered. I was in the master bedroom in Helen’s house—well, my house. 
A gust of wind whipped the curtains all over the place, bringing with it the smell of rain. An actual storm must be coming. That was why I had dreamed of a storm. 
Nothing more sinister than that.
I slid out of bed, goosebumps prickling my skin. 
 Shivering in my thin tee shirt and panties, I hurried across the bedroom floor to shut the two windows. Realizing I had left my robe in New York, I made a mental note to buy another one. For a moment, I considered keeping the windows open … to let the rain-soaked air cleanse all the musty old energy out of every nook and cranny. 
But, no. There was beautiful woodwork in this house. The hardwood floors were spectacular. I didn’t want to ruin them.
I had spent the past three days in a massive cleaning frenzy of vacuuming, dusting, mopping, and scrubbing. Everything in the house was either cleaned, tossed, or boxed up for the attic. Eventually, I would move things to the basement, but I was uncomfortable piling boxes on a dirt floor. Little by little, the house was starting to feel like home. 
My home.
With the windows closed, I gazed outside to gage how close the storm was, but it was too dark. The sky was an inky black.
Folding my arms across my chest from the cold, I dug a sweatshirt out, then darted across the floor and out the door to close the rest of the windows in the house. In retrospect, I realized I should probably rethink leaving windows open at night.
The house was still and quiet, as if it were ... content, now that someone was living there who could take proper care of it. A silly notion, of course. 
Almost as silly as a town deciding who lived there or not.
I was letting all of Redemption’s old wives’ tales get the better of me.
Padding down the steps, I heard the noise—a combination of a loud crack and bang. 
It sounded like it came from outside.
I hurried down the steps and into the kitchen, wondering if the wind knocked something over. 
The wind was gusting through the kitchen, and the smell of rain was even stronger. I ran to the window, peering out to try and see what had happened. Had something fallen?
Of course, it was still so dark that it was difficult to see anything. The plants in the overgrown garden were blowing every which way, and the trees were shaking and shuddering. I was about to shut the window, deciding I would have to wait until morning, when I glimpsed a shape by one of the bushes. A thin, tall shape, standing there. 
It’s just a tree, I told myself. Or another plant. It’s nothing. 
Yet I couldn’t tear my eyes from it.
Another gust of wind blew through, whirling through the leaves and branches, tossing them every which way.
Except the long, thin shadow didn’t move. 
At all.
I gasped, then covered my mouth with my hand. Was it a person out there, watching me?
Your problems are just beginning.
No, it couldn’t be Alan. Alan was dead, and even if he wasn’t, how could he possibly know I lived here? In this house?
Something slammed against the window. I screamed and jumped back. Black fur pressed against the screen. 
Midnight.
“Oh my God, you scared me half to death,” I yelled to the cat. My heart was racing, and I rubbed my chest. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”
The cat let out a loud meow and pawed at the screen. 
“I guess you want to come in,” I said.
Midnight meowed in agreement.
I took a step toward the back door, but then I reconsidered.
What if Alan was out there, just waiting for me to do something like open the door?
I glanced at the cat, who was staring at me, his dark-green eyes just visible in the dark. Then he opened his mouth in a huge yawn, displaying an impressive array of sharp teeth. He clicked his mouth shut and gave me a look, almost as if to say, “Would I really be just sitting here if there was a stranger in the yard?”
Midnight hadn’t shown up when my friends were here. Of course, that might not mean anything.
I went back to the window and peered out one last time. I couldn’t see anything but the wind blowing the bushes and plants every which way.
Did I imagine it? Had there been anything there at all?
Midnight meowed impatiently, and I decided to let him in. It was either that or listen to him meow at me the rest of the night.
I headed to the back door and peered out, trying to see anything other than darkness. Nothing stood out, except for the furry black ball that leaped onto the stoop.
I unlocked the door and opened it a crack. Midnight pushed his way in and sauntered toward the kitchen. I shut the door and locked it.
The cat let out a tiny meow as he disappeared around the corner, as if to say, “See? Nothing to be afraid of. It’s just little old me.”
I followed the cat into the kitchen. He was sitting on the floor in front of the cabinet where I kept his food. His tail swished.
A storm is coming. Beware.
Startled, I took a step back. For a moment, I thought I was back in my dream, the cat echoing the words in my head. But, of course, that was nonsense. 
Midnight watched me closely, his jade-green eyes unblinking.
It’s coming. Beware.
I closed my eyes and gave myself a shake. This is silly, I told myself. There is no one outside, and cats can’t talk. Clearly, the stress of everything that had happened … from the accident to Alan’s death to buying a house in a brand-new city a thousand miles away from home … was taking its toll. 
I just needed to give myself some time to heal.
Midnight meowed. I opened my eyes and saw that he was impatiently pawing his dish. I picked it up and poked around for a can opener. I heard the faint rumble of thunder, even further away than it was before. I glanced at the window, still open, and saw the wind had died down quite a bit.
At least for today, it seemed there would be no storm.
I couldn’t decide if that was good or bad.



Chapter 21
“Wanna meet up for a drink after work?” Claire asked, wiping the counter down as I dumped the grounds from the coffee machine.
“Sounds good,” I said, putting a fresh filter and grounds in. 
It hadn’t taken me long at all to settle into my new routine. I continued to work at Aunt May’s, although I had been promoted to a full-fledged waitress. I also didn’t have quite as many shifts as before since Liz was back part-time. When I wasn’t working, I was either out trying to tame the jungle that Helen had called a “garden,” or I was hanging out with Claire or Lou.
It wasn’t the most exciting life, but I found it deeply satisfying.
“Cool.” She flashed me a quick smile before bustling over to a mother and daughter who had just walked in. The daughter was hanging on to her mother’s hand and singing “ice cream, ice cream,” over and over.
I smiled and turned my attention back to the coffee.
I had forgotten what it was like to not be afraid. To not have to keep looking over my shoulder, worried I had said or done something wrong. To not feel like I had to walk on eggshells. It was so nice to just relax and be myself, without having to worry that it either wasn’t enough or too much.
I had forgotten what it was like to feel peace.
Coffee brewing, I turned back to the dining area to check on my customers. I had two, each sitting alone at different tables. One appeared to be a student, as she was surrounded by a stack of books and was furiously writing in a notebook. The other was an older, balding man who had come in for a late lunch.
I glanced back at the coffee, waiting for it to finish brewing so I could refill the student’s cup yet again. She had only eaten half her sandwich; the plate was still on the table, pushed to the side to make room for her notebook and coffee. I wasn’t sure which was more important. 
It was a lovely day. The sun was out, the sky was a rich, dark blue, and the temperature was in the low eighties. I watched people walking past the diner through the big window, clearly enjoying the day.
A man walked past looking lost and confused as he tried to navigate the street with map in hand. He paused, then stopped a woman with a tower of permed, curly hair, to, I assumed, ask for directions.
There was something so familiar about him, but I couldn’t place it. He had dark, longish hair, glasses, and a dark mustache.
He looked nothing like Alan, yet something about him reminded me of him. Of course, that was silly. Alan was dead. And even if by some crazy chance that wasn’t true, there was no way he had managed to not only grow his hair out, but also a mustache just in the past couple of weeks. 
But, still. There was something about the way he held his head, the way he gestured at the woman, that reminded me of Alan.
A storm is coming. Beware.
I gave myself a quick shake. That dream was just the result of paranoia. Nothing more. Alan was dead. He died in a car crash. Case closed.
“Miss?” 
I glanced over to see the college student holding up her coffee cup and waving at me. I nodded and reached for the nearly full coffee pot.
Through the window, I saw the man thank the woman and start to walk away. After a couple of steps, he turned his face toward me for a brief moment.
I froze. 
It was Alan. I was sure of it.
I shoved the coffee pot back in the machine, causing the hot coffee to slosh over onto my hand. I barely registered it as I ran for the front door, trying to catch him before he disappeared. My skin had turned to ice, except for my scar that burned white hot.
“Charlie?” Claire’s voice was puzzled and a little alarmed, but I ignored her, pushing the door open and dashing outside.
The sidewalk was empty. 
From behind me, I could see the back of the woman Alan had been talking to, but there was no sign of him.
I started down the block in the same direction I saw him go, searching everywhere. Did he turn off one of the side roads? Go into a neighboring business? 
Nothing stood out. The only person remotely close was Maude, trundling toward me, pushing her shopping cart in front of her. I could hear the clacking of the wheels as they ran over the cracks.
“Charlie?” Claire said from behind me. “What’s going on? Why are you out here?”
“I thought I saw someone.” I was still craning my neck, trying to look in all directions at once.
“Who?”
He was gone. Whoever I had seen, or thought I had seen, was gone now.
I looked at Claire. She was watching me with a concerned expression on her face. I sighed. 
“Alan.”
Her eyes widened. “Alan? But he’s dead.”
“I know, I just ...” I rubbed my forehead. “I guess I’m just seeing things. There was a guy out here who reminded me of Alan, so I was thinking about Alan and ...” my voice trailed off. “Never mind.”
Claire’s expression change from worried to compassionate. “Hey,” she said softly, reaching out to rub my arm. “It’s okay. You’ve had a really stressful few weeks. Moving here, buying a house, losing Alan. It’s bound to have an effect.”
“That’s true,” I said. “Plus, I’m still recovering from that concussion. The doctor said it could take weeks, if not a few months.”
“Exactly,” Claire said with a smile. “Remember, you’re safe here. Nothing is going to happen to you. Should we go back in?”
I nodded and let Claire lead me back into the restaurant, even though I still felt uneasy. 
On the other hand, Claire did have a point. Not to mention that, whoever he was, was gone now. It didn’t make much sense to stand outside like an idiot when I was supposed to be working.
Claire opened the door to Aunt May’s as I took one final glance over my shoulder. The only person there was Maude.
She looked up, saw me looking at her, and smiled. Even from where I was, I could see how yellow and stained her teeth were.
“A storm is coming. Beware,” she hissed.
My stomach turned to ice. “What did you say?” I asked.
“I didn’t say anything,” Claire said.
“Not you,” I said, still staring at Maude.
Maude’s smile widened as she continued to push her cart toward me.
Claire turned back to me. “Hi Maude,” she said, looking at me. She gave me a look that clearly said, “What is wrong with you?”
Maude didn’t reply to either of us. Claire reached out to grab my arm and firmly pulled me into the restaurant. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked in my ear.
“I thought I heard her say something,” I said. 
“She says things all the time!” Claire said, exasperated. “She talks to herself constantly, in case you haven’t noticed.”
That was true. Maude was always muttering to herself every time she came in to pick up her meal. 
But this was different. Usually when she talked to herself, she didn’t make eye contact. She kept her eyes on the ground or the space next to her. 
This time, however, Maude had looked me squarely in the eye.
Clearly, Claire hadn’t heard her, though. “I was sure she was saying something to me,” I said. “I guess I heard wrong.”
Claire’s lips stretched into a smile, but her eyes were serious. “Why don’t you take your break now? It’s quiet. We can handle it.”
I was tempted to say “yes” and run right back out the door. Whether it was to track down Maude or look for that Alan-lookalike again, I couldn’t say. But I knew that wasn’t what Claire meant.
Instead, I nodded and slipped into the kitchen to see what sort of meal they could whip up for me. My logical brain knew Claire was right; I hadn’t seen Alan because he was dead. Nor did Maude really say, “A storm is coming, beware.” My brain was playing tricks on me.
Still, the uneasy feeling remained lodged in the pit of my stomach, no matter how much I tried to tell myself I was being foolish.
***
“You look beautiful,” Annabelle gushed, tears in her eyes. “You are such a beautiful bride.”
Bride?
“You are going to make your husband one lucky man,” she said.
Husband?
“Annabelle, what’s going on?” I asked warily.
Annabelle burst out laughing. “I told you that champagne was going to go to your head. Didn’t I, Marguerite?”
“You did,” Marguerite said, guzzling her own glass before reaching for the bottle sitting on a tray to refill. Her stomach was flat in her pale-pink taffeta dress.
“Uh, Marguerite, aren’t you pregnant?” I asked. 
“Don’t you be worrying about me, Charlotte,” Marguerite said, winking at me. “I’d be focused on my own mess, if I were you.”
“Now, Charlotte, we talked about this,” Annabelle fussed. She was wearing the same dress as Marguerite. “You said you weren’t going to do this anymore.”
“I wasn’t going to do what?” I asked, mystified.
Marguerite rolled her eyes. “You always were such a troublemaker.”
“I’m not,” I started to say, but Annabelle hushed me. “Stop arguing. You’ll spoil your makeup. There.” She said with a flourish, holding up a large mirror. “Aren’t you gorgeous?”
Flabbergasted, I stared at myself. I looked like a clown. Bright-blue eyeshadow was painted across my temples, mascara was smudged below my eyes creating thick, black circles, and bright-red lipstick was smeared across my chin. My hair was a mess, hanging in tangled curls below my veil.
“What are you talking about? I look awful,” I said.
Annabelle clapped her hands and squealed. “I knew you’d love it! See, I always told you you’d be a beautiful bride.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I protested. “I look dreadful.”
Annabelle rolled her eyes and elbowed Marguerite. “Now you’re just bragging,” she said.
“Annabelle, I don’t know what ...”
“Oh, we have to go,” Annabelle exclaimed. “You’re supposed to be walking down the aisle right now.”
“You don’t want to be late for that,” Marguerite said drily.
“What? Annabelle, I’m not getting married.” I tried to protest, but Annabelle hauled me up and started leading me out the door.
“Of course you’re getting married. This is just a little cold feet. You’ll be fine after you say, ‘I do.’”
I tried to plant my feet to stop walking, but somehow, I continued moving forward. “No. You don’t understand. I’m not engaged anymore.”
“Trust me. It’s all going to be fine in just a few minutes. He’s waiting for you.”
“Who?”
But Annabelle was gone. In her place was my father, standing next to me, holding my arm. “Ready Charlotte? That’s our cue.” He was wearing the same tux he wore when Marguerite and Annabelle had gotten married.
We were in the back of the packed church. Somewhere, an organ was playing Here Comes the Bride. Everyone stood up and turned to face me.
“Dad, what is going on?” I hissed. “I’m not engaged.”
My father patted my arm measuredly. “Annabelle told me you were feeling a little skittish. Not to worry. I’m here.”
“But, dad,” I tried to protest, but it didn’t matter. We were walking down the aisle as everyone watched, their faces nameless blurs.
I tried to stop, to turn back, but I couldn’t break free of my father’s arm. Up ahead, I could see Annabelle and Marguerite standing with the minister and the groomsmen. I couldn’t see the groom’s face.
Why? What was going on? I tried to squirm away, but no matter what I did, I just kept moving closer and closer to the altar.
Who was I marrying?
“Do you give this woman to be married to this man?” The minister intoned. His voice seemed to echo throughout the church.
“What man?” I asked.
“I do,” my father said.
“What man?” I asked again with more urgency.
“Be seated,” the minister said.
My father squeezed my arm and turned away. I saw my mother sitting in the front row, wearing a navy mother-of-the-bride dress. She had tears in her eyes.
“Give me your bouquet,” Annabelle whispered in my ear. I looked down at the bunch of dead and rotting flowers in my hand, crawling with insects and bugs. I recoiled, but Annabelle simply reached over and took it from me, like it was a perfectly normal wedding bouquet. “Go on, take your fiancé’s hand.”
“I don’t have a fiancé,” I hissed, but then, the groom began turning toward me, holding out his hand.
I froze.
It was Alan.
“It’s time,” he said, trying to grab my hand. His face was grey, and dried skin was flecking off.
I jerked away. “You’re dead!”
He grinned, his tight skin stretching across his facial bones, making him look even more like a corpse. “Are you sure about that?”
“Of course I am,” I snapped. “You died in a car accident.”
“How do you know?”
“What do you mean, how do I know? They found your car!”
He shrugged. “So what? Maybe it was stolen.”
“It wasn’t stolen. You told Annabelle where you were going.”
“Doesn’t mean I went there.”
“But you were in the car,” I said impatiently. “They recovered your body.”
He leaned in close to me. His breath was fetid, wreaking of death and decay. “Are you sure about that?”
I woke up with a gasp. For a moment, I was sure I was back in New York, in Alan’s apartment with him lying next to me. But after a few panicked breaths, I remembered where I was.
I was a thousand miles away in my own home. Alan was dead. I was safe.
Or ... was he?
I wanted to sit up, but first, I had to untangle myself from the sheets. They were drenched with sweat, but eventually, I freed myself and got out of bed.
There was a grey tinge to the darkness that promised dawn on the horizon. I went to the window and peeled back the curtain. It was brighter outside, the dark already lifting. A couple of robins were hopping in the lawn, searching for that early worm, while rabbits nibbled at the edges near the woods. For the time being, Midnight was sleeping inside, and the animals were clearly taking advantage.
As if he knew I was thinking about him, the cat raised his head from where he slept, curled up in the chair next to the window, and meowed at me.
“Yes, you’ll get breakfast in a sec,” I said as I continued to search the backyard. Nothing seemed out of place. No strange shadows or anything out of the ordinary. Everything seemed peaceful and normal.
Nothing like what happened after my last disturbing dream.
I dropped the curtain and turned to head to the kitchen, Midnight at my heels. Despite how calm and quiet everything was, I still felt out of sorts and agitated. Maybe some tea would help.
Once in the kitchen, I got the kettle boiling and fed Midnight before preparing some fresh lavender. I had been delighted to find several lavender bushes in the garden. They were overgrown and wild, but nevertheless, a great start to my tea business.
While the tea brewed, I went back to the window. The sun was just beginning to emerge from the edge of the horizon, a bright orange-red ball licking the edges of the yard. The smell of lavender filled the kitchen, and I inhaled deep breaths of the comforting scent.
It didn’t help. My mind continued spinning around and around, getting more and more agitated no matter how often I repeated to myself that Alan must be dead.
His car was found with him inside. There was no question.
So how could I explain my dreams? Or what happened at Aunt May’s?
Stress. My brain healing. Nothing more than that.
Still. I couldn’t stop fretting and worrying.
He couldn’t still be alive. It wasn’t possible.
Yet I could still feel his dark presence, lurking around, wanting me back, just waiting for me to drop my guard.
He was dead. He had to be.



Chapter 22
“You want me to come over?” Claire asked.
I could hear the hesitation and uncertainty in her voice. 
“Is there maybe a better place to meet?” I asked.
Claire paused. “Good point.”
Claire was working later in the day, which was why I hoped to see her in the morning. I didn’t want to have the conversation I needed to have with her at Aunt May’s. There was no privacy there. Doug worked nights, so he was likely sleeping and wouldn’t want to be disturbed. Besides, I had yet to meet him, and would hate for his first impression of me to come from overhearing this particular talk.
Claire was still quiet on the other end of the phone. “Are you okay coming over?” I finally asked.
It took her another moment to answer. “Y-e-e-s-s,” she said, drawing the word out.
 It didn’t sound very encouraging. “Are you sure?”
“Yes,” she said, sounding more firm. “I am. We live so close; it would be silly not to be able to pop over to each other’s houses.”
“Okay, I’ll see you when you get here. Just come on in.” I wanted to reassure her that the door to that room was shut, but I wasn’t sure how she’d react.
We had never talked about what had happened. After the tour, we sat in the garden, splitting a bottle of champagne that Lou brought, and talked about light, fun things. I had assumed everything was fine, and Claire would have no issues coming back.
Apparently, I was wrong.
I busied myself making more tea, while wishing I had time to put together something more substantial. Years ago, back when I was still in school, I had taken some cooking and baking classes. I had forgotten how much I loved being in a kitchen, surrounded by the comforting, rich scents of food, and that feeling of satisfaction that comes from creating something that nourished people.
Maybe it was time to start cooking again.
Instead, for lack of a better idea, I cut up an apple and spread peanut butter onto the pieces as I made a mental note of baking and cooking supplies to start stocking up on.
“Wow, what is that smell?” Claire asked behind me. She had her hair tied back and was dressed in jeans and a white tee shirt for work.
“Lavender and lemon tea,” I said.
She took a deep breath. “I’ve never smelled anything like that before. Where did you get it?”
I carried the teapot and apple with peanut butter slices to the table and gestured for her to sit. “Actually, I made it.”
Claire’s mouth dropped open. “You made it? Seriously? I think your talents are being wasted as a server. You ought to be in the kitchen.”
I smiled as I poured her a cup. “Well, it’s not that hard when you grow your own lavender. The lemons are from the store.”
Claire leaned over to inhale the aroma from the cup. “It’s wonderful.”
“I might ask you for a reference, then. I’m thinking about selling it,” I said, pouring some for myself.
Claire glanced up at me, raising her brow. “Is that why you asked me over? To try your tea?”
“Actually no,” I confessed. “But it would be a nice bonus.”
She picked up her cup. “If it tastes as good as it smells, I’d buy from you in a heartbeat. So, what’s up?”
I picked up my own cup, more to draw strength from it rather than to drink. “How easy would it be to fake your own death?”
Claire didn’t answer right away. Instead, she studied me from over the rim. “This is about Alan, isn’t it? Did you see him again?”
I squirmed in my chair. “I didn’t see him. I had a dream.”
Claire’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of dream?”
“Two dreams, actually. And they both seemed to imply that Alan wasn’t dead—that I was making false assumptions. That, coupled with thinking I saw Alan the other day, and ...” I let my voice trail off, feeling foolish. I decided not to tell her about what I thought I saw in the yard after the first dream.
“Can you describe them?”
I reached out to take an apple slice, but didn’t eat it. “It’s silly, really.”
Claire’s stare never wavered. “Try me.”
I didn’t want to. I was sure she was going to think I was crazy. I opened my mouth to object again, but then she gave me a little encouraging nod, and suddenly, I was describing all my dreams for her—starting with the one from when I was in the hospital … the first about the house.
Once I started talking, I couldn’t stop. I had been holding these dreams deep inside me for so long; being able to finally talk about them was such a relief.
“So,” Claire said once I had finished talking. “It seems pretty clear to me I was right.”
I gave her a confused look. “You were right? But you kept telling me Alan is dead.”
She grinned. “We’ll get to that in a moment. I was right that the town was calling you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course. The town. How could I forget?”
Her grin widened before she became more serious. “So, look. No matter what happens next, I think it’s important you remember that the town WILL protect you. I’m serious. You’re not alone anymore.”
I swallowed hard and looked away. Whatever happens next. I didn’t particularly like the sound of that.
“So, you believe me, then? You believe my dreams?”
Claire nodded as she finished chewing a bite of apple. “I’m a big believer in dreams,” she said, wiping the peanut butter off her mouth with a napkin. “I believe we have to listen to the messages they give us.”
I briefly closed my eyes in relief. Someone believed me. “Okay, so what do you think mine are trying to tell me?”
“Well, I think there are two interpretations,” Claire said. “One is that Alan is definitely dead, and your subconscious is trying to process it.”
“But ...” I started to say, but Claire held up her hand to stop me. “Let me finish. I have a point here. So, it’s possible this is just part of the grief and acceptance process. If you think about it, this whole experience was very unexpected and shocking. You didn’t see his body. You were afraid of him. Of course you would be skeptical about what happened being real. Who wouldn’t? And that’s without taking everything else into consideration, like your moving here and starting a brand-new life.”
When she said it like that, it sounded so reasonable, so logical to believe nothing was wrong. Surely, it was all in my head. 
But that wasn’t how I felt. Deep inside, I knew there was something wrong. It wasn’t just my brain processing. How could I put words to my bone-deep feeling of wrongness? “I suppose,” I muttered, feeling inadequate with the words, but not knowing what else to say.
She gave me an amused look. “As I said, that’s one interpretation. But there’s a second interpretation, which is that he really is alive.”
 I glanced up at her, hardly daring. “So you believe me?”
Now it was her turn to look a little sheepish. “I’ve ... I’ve had my own run-ins with dreams and this town,” she said vaguely.
I sat up a little straighter. “Like what?”
She waved her hand. “Oh, we don’t have to talk about me. This is about you.”
“No, I want to hear it,” I said. “Look, I’ve shared so much of my life. How Alan abused me. These crazy dreams. I’ve told you things I haven’t told anyone. And I know almost nothing about you. I’ve never even met your husband.”
She gave me a tiny smile. “You’re not missing much.” She sighed as she started playing with her ponytail. “My grandmother had, well, I guess they would call them ‘psychic powers.’ She would just know things. Things she had no business knowing. Like where to find items that were lost or what was going to happen in the future. They called it a ‘knack.’ My mother,” Claire sighed. “My mother never understood it. She thought my grandma was cursed, maybe even worshipped the devil or something.”
Claire’s voice dropped. “So, you can imagine how freaked out she was when I started doing the same thing.” 
I stared at her. “You can see the future?”
She made a face. “It’s not really like that. I see things in my dreams. I’ve also seen ghosts. That’s why I was so reluctant to enter this house. I know it’s haunted. I can feel it. It’s also why ...” she took a deep breath. “It’s also why I didn’t immediately believe you about seeing Alan outside the diner the other day. I didn’t see him. Which doesn’t mean he wasn’t there, but I felt like if there was any ... well, spiritual activity, I would have seen something. Or at least felt something. But I didn’t.”
She broke off and pushed back in her chair, brushing imaginary crumbs off her shirt. “Anyway, none of that is important right now. What’s important is these dreams you’re having. I think we need to take them seriously.”
I gave her a curious look. “Is that why you told me this all might be a product of my subconscious processing?”
Her smile was sad. “My mother dragged me to enough therapists for me to know all about the brain and ... alternative ‘explanations.’ And yes, I will admit, it does bother me that I haven’t sensed any of this. But it’s possible it’s not mine to sense yet, especially since you appear to be getting the messages loud and clear. Maybe I only get them when the person is blocked in some way. But, yes, for the sake of argument, let’s consider the possibility that Alan is alive.”
“Okay,” I said, although now that she told me her own history, I too was feeling less certain about my experiences. If someone who had a family history of having a ‘knack’ had sensed nothing, was it all in my head?
 Definitely something I would need to mull over later. “So, if we agree he’s alive, that means he would have faked his death. So, what do you think that would take?”
She stirred her tea. “He was in a car crash, right?”
“Yes.”
“They found his car, I assume?”
“Yes, it had gone off the road.”
“And they recovered a body?”
“Yeah, that’s what Annabelle told me.”
“Did Annabelle see the body?”
I frowned. “I’m not sure. I didn’t ask. When she told me about it, it didn’t sound like she had.”
“Did anyone see the body?”
“I have no idea.”
“So how did they identify it as Alan, then?”
“Ah ... I don’t know. It’s possible someone else went in and identified him. Or they used dental records or fingerprints or something.”
Claire was nodding. “That’s all possible, yes. I guess I would start by finding out how they figured out it was Alan in that car. I mean, just because they found a body doesn’t mean it’s Alan’s.”
I stared at her in growing horror. “Oh my God. Are you saying Alan ... Alan may have put a body in that car?”
Claire gave me an exasperated look. “Charlie, you’re the one talking about Alan faking his death. If it’s not Alan’s body in the car, then it has to be someone else’s, right? And that person probably didn’t willingly agree to be put there.”
My mind was racing. I was feeling both hot and cold at the same time. Alan, a murderer? Was it possible? I saw his face, right before he pushed me, the cruelty in his eyes. 
In that moment, he wanted to kill me. I was sure of it.
So, why didn’t I think he was capable doing this?
I dropped my head into my hands. “Oh my God, I almost married him.”
Claire reached out and grasped my hand. She was warm from holding the cup. “Charlie, remember, this is all speculation right now. We don’t know anything. Including whether Alan is a murderer or not. I mean, what if his car was stolen? What if he didn’t have anything to do with that crash at all?”
“Then why wouldn’t he let someone know he’s still alive?” I asked through numb lips. “If this was all a big misunderstanding, and he didn’t plan to fake his death, why hasn’t he called Annabelle yet?”
“Are you so sure he hasn’t?”
“Of course I am,” I said, with more confidence then I felt. “Annabelle would have told me.”
“Are you sure about that?”
I was silent. It was true Annabelle had been pretty upset with me during our last conversation. Maybe I shouldn’t assume she would call me with any news, even something as big as this.
Claire glanced at the kitchen clock before draining her cup. “I have to go. I didn’t realize how late it is already. But, to me, the first thing you probably need to do is to determine if Alan is actually dead … that this isn’t some sort of big misunderstanding. Maybe he popped up alive at some point, and no one bothered to tell you. Or, if everyone still thinks he’s dead, find out how they identified his body. How thorough was the investigation? What actually happened to him?”
“This is just ... crazy,” I said. “Am I really going to ask these questions? Normal people don’t do this. They don’t question the cops or investigate themselves.” 
She put her cup down and stood up. “‘Normal’ people most certainly do if they suspect someone of a crime. It doesn’t have to be a big deal. Ask a few questions and see what happens. If you’re satisfied with the answers, you move on.”
Move on. I wished it were that simple.
 “I can do some digging, as well,” she continued, reaching over to grab her purse. “As you know, cops and detectives are always stopping in to May’s for coffee or a meal. If I get a chance, I’ll ask one of them to maybe make a phone call to New York to see what he can dig up.”
“I appreciate that,” I said, getting up to walk her out, feeling a bit like I was sleepwalking.
“You have the day off, right?”
I nodded mechanically, my head still buzzing with everything Claire had said.
“Let’s meet at the Tipsy Cow tonight and share notes. Sound good?”
“Sure,” I said absentmindedly, although my mind was already focused on what I was about to do.
Was it possible that Alan was still alive? Is that what I was about to find out?



Chapter 23
I decided to start by calling Annabelle.
I didn’t want to. My preference would have been to call the police department that investigated Alan’s death.
Except I had no idea which department that was. Was it state? Or was it a local department, a county, or town? And which one?
I had no idea where they found Alan’s car. It could have been either New York or New Jersey. So, where would I even begin to call?
In the end, the smart play was to call someone who would know. Like my sister. She would know at least a starting place, and then I could do the rest.
All that said, I really didn’t want to call her. I eyed the phone as I chewed on my thumbnail. I had already cleaned up the kitchen. There was nothing standing in the way of calling Annabelle.
Except the thought of how upset she likely still was with me.
Was there anyone else who might know something? I paced around the kitchen and thought. There was Brad, Annabelle’s husband, who would find it super weird of me to call him and not Annabelle even if he had any time to talk to me while he was at work. There was Marguerite, who I doubted would have any answers. She was pretty self-absorbed even without being pregnant.
Alan did have a sister, who I had met once, along with his parents. Alan had introduced us over dinner at a nice restaurant. The evening had been fine. Pleasant, even. They had asked me questions about myself and seemed pleased with the answers. It was all very formal and polite. Not terribly welcoming or friendly, although Alan had told me later how well it went and how much they liked me. I had assumed, over time, they would warm up to me.
Obviously, that would never happen now. And needless to say, calling them and saying, “Sorry about your son, but would you mind answering a few questions about his death?” wouldn’t get me very far.
As much as I hated to admit it, Annabelle was my best shot. And the sooner I called her, the sooner I could get the answers I was looking for. How much longer did I want this uncertainty over Alan being dead to go on?
I picked up the phone and dialed her number, listening to it ring and ring. Maybe she wasn’t home. Maybe I would have to figure out another way to get the answers I was looking for. Perhaps it WOULD be easier to just start calling police departments on the route to the Palisades ...
“Hello?” Annabelle’s voice was breathless. My heart sank. 
“Hey sis,” I tried for a cheery tone. “It’s me.”
“Charlotte?” Her voice went up a notch. “Is that really you? I can’t believe you’re actually calling me after everything you’ve done.”
I closed my eyes. Is that how this was going to be? 
“What are you talking about? What did I do?”
“You’re not here,” she said, her voice becoming shriller. “You’re in Podunk, Wisconsin. You chose to stay there rather than come home to be with your family.”
“I didn’t do it to hurt you,” I said. “I never wanted to hurt you.”
“Well, you did,” she spat. “I have to go.”
“Wait,” I said quickly. Oh boy, this was going to be more difficult than I had expected. 
“What?” Her voice was sharp, impatient. 
This wasn’t how I wanted the conversation to go at all, but I didn’t feel like I had much choice. “I wanted to ask you a couple of questions about Alan’s death ...”
“You what?” she squeaked. “After everything that happened?”
“I don’t ... what are you talking about?”
“Alan died because of you! Do you get that? He never would have been on that road in the first place if you hadn’t gotten yourself so worked up that you actually left the state.”
“I understand ...”
“You don’t understand anything! He is dead because of you. Dead.” She was nearly hyperventilating in the phone. “And for what? Because you wouldn’t listen to him? You wouldn’t take his calls? He was on that road that night because of you.”
Something in me snapped. “Better him than me,” I shouted back.
“What did you say?” Her voice shook with disbelief. “What did you just say to me?”
“He was going to kill me,” I shouted. “He pushed me down those stairs. You know this. You saw me in the hospital room! And you still conspired with him so I would go back to him. He would have eventually killed me. Do you understand?”
“No! He wouldn’t. He couldn’t.” Annabelle started to cry. “He was so sorry. He told me how sorry he was. I couldn’t have misunderstood that. He would never have hurt you. He would have taken care of you. He would have loved you. I wasn’t wrong about that. I wasn’t.”
Annabelle dissolved into noisy tears on the other end of the phone. I breathed deeply as I listened to her cry, trying to get myself under control. Shouting at her wasn’t going to get me the answers I needed.
She hiccupped, her voice thick with tears. “Marguerite lost the baby.”
I squeezed the phone handle, feeling my emotions drain out of me. “Oh no.”
“Yes, and the ... the ... doctor doesn’t think she can get pregnant again.”
I felt sick. “Oh God.”
“It was after she heard the news about Alan that she miscarried. She was so upset.”
I seriously doubted Marguerite was that upset about Alan. She had only met him a couple of times, not like Annabelle who had spent more time with him. “I better call her ...”
“You’ll do no such thing,” she snapped. “You’ve done enough already.”
This was so not going well. “Okay, I won’t call her. But when you see her, can you tell her how sorry I am?”
“Sure,” she said stiffly, which made me think the real answer was “no.”
“And I know this is difficult, but can you just answer a couple of questions about Alan’s death ...”
“Seriously, Charlotte? I don’t have time for this nonsense. I have to go.”
“No, please. I just need a couple of questions answered. And then I promise that will be it.”
“Why?”
“Why?” I repeated stupidly. Her question threw me for a loop, and my mind went completely blank.
“Yes, why do you want to know? You just told me again how you thought Alan was going to kill you. So why do you need to know the details?”
Because I think he faked his death and is still coming after me. I had a feeling Annabelle wouldn’t find that very persuasive. “I’m having trouble processing his death. I thought if I could get more of details, it would help.”
“I find that hard to believe.” Annabelle’s voice was heavy with disbelief.
“It’s true.”
“Then why were you running away from him? Why didn’t you want to have anything more to do with him?”
“I was afraid of him,” I said. “That doesn’t mean I didn’t love him. I never wanted him to die. I certainly didn’t expect that, and I wasn’t able to go to his funeral. I’m struggling here, Annabelle. I’m having bad dreams, I’m just ... I just want to know the details of his death, so I can hopefully start to move on.”
There was a long pause. Then Annabelle let out a long sigh. “What do you want to know?”
“Just what happened. Where was he? Who found him?”
“He was found in a ravine. They think he swerved, maybe to miss an animal, and lost control.”
“Who thinks?”
“The state troopers. They were the ones who called me.”
“New York?”
“I think so. Why does that matter?”
“Like I said, I just wanted to know where it happened. And when.”
“I don’t know all those details,” Annabelle said impatiently. “All I know is by the time the troopers got to him, he was dead, and had been for a while.”
“Do you know who identified him?”
“I have no idea. His parents, probably. Why would you ask such a grisly question?”
“I ... I was wondering about the funeral,” I lied. “Did he have an open casket?”
“We weren’t invited,” Annabelle said stiffly.
“You weren’t? Why not?”
“Why do you think?” Annabelle asked, her voice frosty. “When his family found out you wouldn’t be attending the memorial service, we were politely asked not to either.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. And I was. Annabelle had liked Alan, God knows why, and for her to be denied the chance to say goodbye because of my actions made me feel terrible. In that moment, I almost wished I had made the effort to go back for the memorial service, if nothing else than for Annabelle.
“Yes, well, what can you do? My understanding is it was a simple-but-lovely memorial service. No funeral, because he was cremated. It was either that or a closed casket. An open casket was not recommended. No word on what will be done with the ashes.”
Well, that was a disappointment. I wondered who had recommended not having an open casket. Was it the mortician? The state troopers? Whoever identified the body? I suspected Anabelle wouldn’t know that answer, and if I asked, she would probably get even more suspicious than she already was.
“I appreciate you telling me all of this,” I said.
“Well, I hope it helps you,” she responded, her tone clearly conveying her doubt. “I have to go. I have a lot of things to do. Some of us have responsibilities.”
“Thanks again,” I said, but she had already hung up.
***
I needed a break, so I went outside and did some gardening. I wanted to feel the dirt in my fingers and spend some quiet, calming time in nature. Midnight joined me in the yard, stretching out in the sun while watching me tend to the new green growth.
My feelings were a tangled jumble of emotions. On one hand, did I really think Alan had faked his death? That he would have put his parents and his sisters through the pain and heartache of a memorial service just to get back at me?
It felt so farfetched, especially since Annabelle had agreed to help him. Wouldn’t he have just found another way to track me down instead of creating such an elaborate hoax?
On the other hand, I still didn’t know if anyone had actually seen his body.
Which didn’t mean anything. As Claire had said, there were other ways to identify a body. And someone in his family may very well have seen him.
Nevertheless, it was one thing to feel like I was overreacting while sitting in my garden smelling the sweet, delicate scents of flowers and herbs with the sun warm on my back, and quite another to feel the related paranoia in the middle of the night as I lie awake in the dark, wondering if every creak and groan was Alan coming to finish the job.
No, I started this. I had to finish it, despite it making me feel like a spectator watching the horror of a train crash, not to mention more than a little guilty for what I had put Annabelle through.
Finally, I decided I had put it off long enough. I headed back inside to wash up and start calling police departments.
It took a few tries and a variety of conversations with bored desk clerks, but eventually, I tracked down the name of the lead detective in Alan’s case and was transferred to the correct department. 
“Oh yeah, I remember him,” the detective said after I identified myself. I explained I had been out of the country when it happened and had a few questions about his death. “That was a terrible way to die. Here, let me get the file.”
I swallowed. “Terrible?”
“Yeah, burning up like that.”
“His car caught on fire?” I couldn’t hide my shock.
“Well, yeah.” He sounded surprised. “Didn’t the family tell you?”
“I’m ... well, let’s just say I’m not on great terms with the family,” I said quickly.
“I’m sorry,” he said, sounding genuine.
“It’s okay,” I said, pushing down the guilt around how I was manipulating the situation. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you directly.”
“Makes sense.” I heard him paging through the file. “Unfortunately, there’s not a lot to tell. Around 10 pm Tuesday night, the driver lost control of his car and crashed. We did see some swerve marks that indicate there may have been an animal on the road he was trying to miss, or that he might have fallen asleep. That happens more than you might think. When he swerved, we think he lost control and went over the side of the embankment.”
“When did you find him?”
“We got the call at 11:37. A good Samaritan saw the flames and stopped, but realized there wasn’t much he could do himself. By the time he found a phone and called it in, it was late, and the fire had pretty much burned itself out. Unfortunately, it happened along a fairly desolate part of the road and the guy wasn’t very familiar with the area.”
“If you had gotten there sooner ...”
“It wouldn’t have mattered,” the detective hastened to reassure me. “The coroner thought it was likely he was unconscious when the car caught on fire, and he died quickly. Once the car went up in flames, there wasn’t anything anyone could do. It all would have happened very fast.”
“Who identified Alan?” I asked. “Was it his dad?”
He paused, cleared his throat. “No one identified him. The body was burnt pretty badly.”
My chest started to feel constricted, like a giant snake had wrapped itself around it and was slowly squeezing. “So, how did you identify him? Dental records?”
“Actually, there was some confusion with his dentist. They weren’t able to locate his records.”
My chest was so tight, I was having trouble breathing. My scar was starting to burn. “But ... how do you know it was him, then?”
“We were able to positively identify his car. We also found a gas station where he bought gas an hour before the accident, and the attendant positively I.D.’d him as the driver of the car. He had told the attendant where he was going, and they talked about the drive and the condition of the road.”
“But you don’t know for sure it was actually him then,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “He could still be alive!”
“Look, I know how difficult this must be for you, and I am very sorry for your loss, but Alan is dead,” the detective said, his voice compassionate but firm. “We know he was going to the Palisades. Wasn’t it your sister who confirmed that?”
There was a roaring in my ears, which made it difficult to hear the detective. I sat down on the floor to put my head between my knees. “Yes,” I whispered.
“We have confirmation from the gas attendant that he was definitely driving on that road at that time. What we were able to identify of ... what was left ... matched Alan’s height, weight, and build. It was him.”
“But it could have been someone else.”
“It wasn’t,” the detective said flatly. “Look, Miss Kingsley, I can only imagine what you’re going through. But trust me when I say it was him. The best thing you can do is accept that and move on with your life. Don’t get caught up in some foolish fantasy. That’s the worst thing you can do to yourself. I know it’s difficult, and right now, this may sound cruel, but trust me. I’ve been doing this a long time. False hope is much, much more damaging over time. The quicker you can accept his death, the better.”
None of his words sunk in. All I could focus on was that no one had actually identified Alan’s body without a shadow of a doubt.
Was it possible he was still alive, then? That he really had faked his own death?



Chapter 24
“Hey, Charlie! Over here!” Lou waved at me from the booth in the Tipsy Cow. “Claire told me to tell you she’d be a bit late.” 
I smiled tightly as I made my way over. I had thought it was just going to be Claire and I, and this was an unwelcome surprise. I wondered if I should make my excuses and duck out now. 
I had thought about not coming at all. Even the idea that Alan could be alive was enough to make me start hyperventilating. I had seriously considered throwing my clothes in a suitcase and just driving away.
But then I’d have the same problem I had before. I’d be on the road, cut off from any sort of income source, and I had assured Mr. Farley I would be able to support myself in Redemption with my job and plan for a business. Trying to access more cash wouldn’t work. Plus, I owned a house that I would be leaving vacant.
What made the most sense, for the moment at least, was to stay put. That didn’t mean I couldn’t change my mind at any point.
I also didn’t think telling Lou and Bill that I suspected Alan had faked his death was a great idea. The fewer people who knew, the better. That would hopefully keep everyone safe, just in case.
I slid into the booth next to Lou, who was practically bouncing in her seat from excitement. “What’s going on? Claire said she’s investigating something for you.” Her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled madly, even in the dim light of the bar. 
Claire told Lou that much? I wanted to wring her neck. I mentally kicked myself for not asking her to keep all of what was happening to herself.
“Charlie, can I get you something to drink?” Bill asked.
Lou rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. Order your drink. Then tell us everything.”
“Well, honey, it seems only fair. We have one,” Bill pointed out.
“ What are you drinking?” Lou asked.
“A rum and Diet Coke,” I said, wishing Claire would hurry up and arrive.
“Be right back,” Bill said, sliding out of the booth. 
Lou still had her eyes glued to mine. “That’s okay. Charlie and I have plenty to talk about.”
“I think I should wait for Claire,” I said. “Then I don’t have to repeat myself.”
Lou sucked in her breath, her rosebud lips opening in a round O. “Noooo, you’re going to make me wait?”
I shrugged. “It shouldn’t be too long.”
“What shouldn’t be too long?” Jesse asked, sliding into the booth, Jonathan right behind him. I tried to keep my expression neutral, but inside, I shrieked in frustration. This was getting worse and worse.
“When Charlie finally tells us what’s going on,” Lou said, swatting me playfully.
“Wait, I need a beer first,” Jesse said. “You too?” He asked Jonathan.
“You know it.”
“Be right back,” Jesse said just as Bill showed up with an armload of drinks.
It was a few minutes of chaos getting everyone settled with drinks in front of them. I kept straining my neck, looking for Claire, still unable to believe she had not only called Lou, but wasn’t even there to help me deal with it.
“Okay, I think we’re ready,” Jesse said, beer in hand. His eyes, a darker, more sapphire blue than his sisters, also sparkled with excitement. “Let’s hear it.”
“There’s Claire,” I said, relieved to see her hurrying toward us. I waved my hand in greeting, but she didn’t acknowledge me. Her lips were compressed in a firm, tight line, and she had two high red spots on her cheeks.
“I can’t believe he did this,” she said, as she slid into the booth next to me. “You’re not going to believe it.”
“Believe what?” I asked.
“I need a drink,” she said, looking around for a waitress. 
“We had to go up there,” Bill pointed, looking meaningfully at Jonathan as he was the one sitting at the end of the bench.
“I can get it,” Jonathan said, standing up. “What do you want?”
“White Zin,” Claire said, running her hand through her hair. It was frizzier than normal, and a few strands stuck to her forehead and cheeks that were shiny with sweat.
“My God, the suspense is going to kill me,” Lou said. “Will you hurry up and talk?”
Claire rummaged around in her purse before slapping something down on the table. “That,” she announced.
It was a folded-over page of a newspaper. Why did she have a newspaper? Had his accident been covered in it?
“Why do you have a copy of The Redemption Times?” Lou asked.
Claire stabbed her finger down. “Because of this.”
Lou craned her neck to look over my shoulder as I pulled the paper toward me. The headline next to a picture of my house read “Witch House Sold?” 
“Oh, it’s that little twit Tad,” Lou sighed.
I started reading.
“It appears the ‘Witch House’ has a new owner.
Real estate records obtained by The Redemption Times indicate that Helen Blackstone has transferred ownership of the Witch House to Charlotte Kingsley, a newcomer to the area.
It was a surprising move as Blackstone, who grew up in the supposedly haunted house, had never shown any sign of intending to sell in the past.
“We never saw a ‘For Sale’ sign, or anyone express any interest in even seeing the house,” said Janice Anderson, one of Blackstone’s neighbors who lived a few blocks down. “Helen was born in that house. We always assumed she would die there, too.”
Blackstone, a noted recluse, refused to comment.
The house is supposedly haunted by Blackstone’s mother, Martha, who, in 1913, murdered her maid Nellie before killing herself.
“None of us understood why Helen would stay in such a house,” Anderson said. “And we certainly don’t understand why anyone else would buy it.”
Kingsley also refused to comment.
According to official documents, Kingsley moved here from New York City.
“It’s all very odd,” Anderson said. “And not at all neighborly. I certainly hope once she’s settled in, she’ll be more welcoming.”
Other people have a different opinion of Kingsley. “She’s always been very warm and friendly,” said Howard Turley. “I see her almost every day for breakfast at Aunt May’s. You know she’s working there, right? Just because she’s a little reserved and doesn’t constantly chatter on about all the details of her life doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with her.”
Some people have speculated Kingsley is here because the town ‘summoned’ her. “Redemption clearly wants her here, and in that house,” said Josephine Knightly, referring to a popular town lore about Redemption ‘choosing’ who stays and who goes. “That’s the only reason Helen would ever leave that house.”
“Nonsense,” Turley scoffed. “They both probably just wanted a change. There’s nothing supernatural or odd about it.”
“Did Tad try and interview you?” Claire asked.
I was still trying to process having been written about in a newspaper. “Someone called. I’m not sure who, but I told him I had to go to work and wasn’t interested in discussing it. But I didn’t think he was writing up an article like this. He made it sound like it was just going to be part of the real estate section.”
“Well, now it’s public,” Claire said, shaking her head as Jesse pulled the paper over to him and Bill. She reached for her wine. “So, if Alan is still alive, now he’ll know where to find you.”
“Wait? Alan is still alive?” Both Jonathan and Lou said at the same time, while Bill asked “Who?”
Lou nudged Bill. “Her fiancé.”
“Former fiancé,” Claire corrected.
“Oh, the one killed in the car crash,” Bill said.
“Or maybe not,” Claire said.
I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, barely listening to the conversation as the enormity of everything that was happening settled over my shoulders like a wet, heavy blanket. “It’s possible,” I said, my voice muffled.
“Did you say, ‘it’s possible’?” Claire asked. “What happened today? What did you find out?”
I lifted my head and gave them a brief rundown of what the detective told me.
Lou’s eyes got rounder and rounder. “Are you serious?” she breathed.
“But there was a body in the car, right?” Bill asked. “A body of a man matching Alan’s height, weight, and body structure?”
“Yes, but no one could actually see his face,” I said.
“I get it, but are you really suggesting Alan found and forced another man in his car and drove it off a cliff?” Bill asked incredulously. “Another man about the same size he was? Was he in incredible shape?”
“He worked out regularly,” I said. “If that’s what you mean.”’
“Do you have any idea how difficult that would be, though?” Bill asked. “If not nearly impossible?” 
“Not if he knocked the guy out or killed him first,” Jesse pointed out. “You don’t know if he was alive or dead before he went over the edge in the car.”
“That’s true … he could have been unconscious,” Bill said. “Maybe even drugged. Although I assume they would check for that.”
“Would being burned impact the drug test?” Jesse asked.
“I think this is all a moot point,” Jonathan interrupted. “We’re skipping one of the most basic questions. Charlie,” he looked me directly in the eyes. “This isn’t an easy question to ask. I know he was abusive. I’m not discounting that. But it’s one thing to ... be abusive, and it’s another thing to premeditate a murder. Especially against someone who he had no history with. I mean, to just choose some guy who resembled him? Was Alan capable of that?”
Everyone stared at me. I dropped my own gaze and fiddled with my drink. I had seen the pain in Jonathan’s eyes, and I knew he was thinking about his mother. “I don’t know,” I said at last. “But I believe he was capable of killing me, so ...” I shrugged.
Jesse glanced at Jonathan, who was staring at his beer, his shoulders heaving. “I think what Jonathan is saying is ...”
“I know Frank killed my mother,” Jonathan interrupted, his voice flat. “But I don’t think he’s killed anyone else. If you truly believe Alan is still alive and faked his death by killing another man and putting him in his place, this is a whole other level of evil.”
I could feel the blood drain out of my head, out of my body. I wasn’t sure if I would throw up or faint. In my mind’s eye, I saw Alan’s eyes as he shoved me. How flat and cold they were. Like a shark.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Bill said, his voice soothing and logical. The voice of reason. “Putting what Alan is capable or not capable of doing aside, I think we need to really think about the crime here and see if this is even possible.”
“But they couldn’t identify him ...” I started to say, but Bill put his hand up.
“I get it. And I get that everyone, me included, would feel a lot better about all of this if his body hadn’t burned up in the crash. But, besides all that. The detective is sure it’s him, and I think that counts for something. The detective has more experience than we do with these sorts of things.”
“But he doesn’t know Alan,” I said, feeling more and more agitated. Maybe sitting here was a mistake. Maybe I really needed to follow my earlier instinct and pack up my car to get the hell out of Redemption.
“I understand. But, for the sake of argument, let’s talk about why the detective thought it was him.”
“But ...”
“Humor us,” Bill said.
I took a deep breath and blew the air out of my cheeks. “Well, first, because it was his car and the right body type. He also bought gas a little earlier in the night and had a conversation with the gas attendant.”
Bill perked up. “Really? What did they talk about?”
“The route. And the timeframe matched up—when he would have been at the gas station and when they think the accident happened.”
“Did the attendant see anyone else in the car?” Jesse asked.
I shook my head. “It was just him.”
Jesse frowned, looking at Bill. “Could he have picked up the guy after getting gas? Or do you think he already had him, but he was stashed somewhere, like in the trunk, so the attendant couldn’t see him?”
“That’s exactly my point,” Bill said. “This is an incredibly complex crime. It would mean he had thought of everything—stealing dental records, establishing a witness on the route. This wouldn’t be a crime of passion; it was a methodical, detail-oriented plan. And my question is, why?”
I was taken aback. “Why? We know why. Because he’s coming after me.”
“But he didn’t need to do all of that to come after you, is my point,” Bill said. “Why wouldn’t he just come here?”
“Because ... well, he didn’t know I’m here,” I said. “Annabelle promised me she wouldn’t tell him.”
Bill gave me a look. “You don’t think he could have figured it out? You think planning this elaborate murder to fake his own death is somehow more probable than his tracking you down?”
He had a point. Even if Annabelle had kept my secret, that didn’t mean he couldn’t have found me another way. Along with the paperwork trail from Western Union, which Annabelle definitely would have kept as she was meticulous about records, there was also the phone company. All my calls to her were collect. All he had to do was call the phone company and pretend to be Brad.
In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized how stupid I had been calling her collect. I pressed my hands against my eyes, suppressing a groan. Here I thought I was being so smart, paying in cash and avoiding my trust fund, when the reality was that there were at least two easy ways he could have traced me, and probably more. 
“But you’ve got to admit, the dentist ‘losing’ his records is strange,” Claire was saying. “That’s quite a coincidence.”
“I agree, that is strange,” Bill said. “On the other hand, strange things do happen. Records do get lost or misfiled. Do you think it’s more likely those records got misplaced or that Alan faked his death?”
“I don’t know,” Claire said, puckering her lips as if she had eaten a lemon. “It still doesn’t feel right to me.”
Lou looked at her sharply. “You’re having one of your feelings?”
Claire mashed her lips together for a few moments, as if thinking about it, then nodded.
“I believe Claire,” Lou announced.
Bill rolled his eyes. “Great. Between logic and Claire’s ‘feelings,’” he said, putting air quotes around feelings, “logic goes out the window.”
“Claire is usually right,” Lou argued.
There was something else. Something on the tip of my tongue. What was it? I racked my brain, finally going over that last conversation I had with Alan ran through my head.
“Even if I was going to come home, I’m done discussing this with you. It’s over, Alan. Are you finally listening to me? Can you hear me? It’s. Over.”
“What do you mean ’if’ you’re going to come home?”
“He knew I was leaving,” I said abruptly, breaking into their conversation. They all stopped talking to look at me.
“I don’t understand,” Claire said. “Are you talking about Alan? Of course he knew you were leaving. You were gone.”
I shook my head. “No, I mean, he knew I was leaving Redemption, and I wasn’t coming home.”
Claire’s expression was still puzzled, so I tried again. “I hadn’t taken enough money with me when I left, so I needed to borrow from Annabelle. She would only lend it to me if I promised to leave Redemption once my car was fixed and come home. I agreed, but I wasn’t really going to go home.”
“Did Annabelle figure it out?” Lou asked.
“I don’t think so, but the problem is, I slipped up and told him.”
“You told him?” Jonathan asked. I quickly looked away, not wanting to see the shock—and was it jealousy?—in his eyes. “Why were you even talking to him?”
“He was there when I called Annabelle to tell her the car would be ready,” I said. “She didn’t tell me she was putting him on the phone. She just did. I probably should have just hung up, but I was still trying to humor my sister, because I still needed her to pay for the car repair. Anyway, we got into a fight. I lost control and had a slip of the tongue, which he caught.”
“What was the slip?” Jonathan asked.
I rubbed my eyes, feeling more and more like an idiot. “I said ‘Even if I was going to come home, I’m done discussing this with you.’”
“So then what? What did you say?” Lou asked.
“I tried to cover it up. I told him I had said, ‘Even if I was home,’ but I don’t think he believed it.”
There was a pause, and in it, I could hear the braying of a woman’s laughter followed by the sound of a glass breaking from behind the bar. 
“So, let’s say he knew you weren’t going back to New York,” Bill said. “I don’t see how that changes anything. He still could have driven here.”
“He only had a day though,” I said. “I called Monday night and Wednesday was when the car was ready.”
“He could have done it,” Bill argued.
“Maybe, but it would have been tight,” Jesse said. “It’s a long drive to make on your own. And if he had any delays, he risked missing you.”
“I still think him making that drive would make more sense than faking his own death,” Bill said. “Not to mention there’s no guarantee you wouldn’t have still left even after hearing about his death.”
“No, but I wouldn’t have kept running,” I said. “Maybe he thought I’d come back to New York if I thought he was dead.”
“And then what? He comes back to life? Poof. Just like that?” Bill asked, his tone incredulous.
“I guess he could have claimed he picked up a hitchhiker or something, and it all went wrong,” Jesse said.
“That sounds even more far-fetched,” Bill said.
“Okay, so look at it this way,” I said. “He knows I’m not coming back to New York, yet he still comes up with this stupid plan to have Annabelle tell me to stop in the Palisades on my way home. Why would he do that if he knew I wasn’t coming home … unless he was planning on faking his death?”
“You don’t know for sure he knew you weren’t going back to New York,” Bill said, sounding exasperated. “And, who knows? Maybe he had a completely different plan. Maybe he was trying to make Annabelle feel sorry for him when you didn’t show up. Or maybe he was meeting another woman there, but didn’t want your family to realize he was cheating on you. You said he was involved with your family financially, so this could be a way to make sure his position was still solid, no matter what you were doing. The point is, you don’t know what he was thinking. There could be a million other explanations that have nothing to do with him faking his own death.”
Bill sat back, his face slightly flushed from his impassioned speech, and picked up his beer to take a long swallow. 
What he said made sense. I was jumping to the most extreme explanation. It was far more likely Alan had some other plan in mind, something far less drastic, and it had all gone terribly wrong.
But, still. His voice, dangerously quiet, echoed in my head. What do you mean ‘if’ you’re going to come home?
You can’t leave me. I won’t allow it.
“I don’t know. Maybe you’re right,” I said.
“I am right,” Bill cut in.
I half-smiled. “Maybe you’re right. But you didn’t hear him. You didn’t hear the things he said. He wasn’t going to let me go.”
Bill leaned across the table to look directly into my face, his hands pressed flat against the scarred wooden table and nearly knocking over Lou’s long island iced tea. “But he did let you go. He’s dead. You’re safe here.”
Safe. Over and over again, I had been hearing that word, yet the moment I started to let my guard down, started to feel like maybe it was true this time, the concept simply disappeared, like a rainbow dissolving in the bright summer sun.
I was starting to wonder if I would ever feel safe again.



Chapter 25
“You are safe,” Claire echoed. “Even he is still alive, you’re here. And the town will keep you safe.”
The town again. I tried not to roll my eyes.
“I know,” Lou clapped her hands. “Let’s make it official.”
“Official?” I asked.
“Oh no,” Claire groaned.
“Yes,” Lou insisted. “Let’s ask the town.”
The rest of the table groaned. I looked around, still confused. “I don’t get it.”
“She means have a séance,” Claire said.
“What?” Lou asked defensively. “It will be fun. And she has the perfect house to do it in.”
“She has a point,” Jesse said. “The Witch House would be perfect.”
A whisper of fear fluttered across Claire’s face. It was so quick, I wondered if I had imagined it. “I don’t know.”
“It’s worked before,” Lou said.
“A séance worked?” I asked. “What does that mean? You were able to talk to dead people?”
Claire shook her head. “It’s not like that. There are no dead people. I’m not even sure why we call it a ‘séance’ other than not having any other word that really fits. What we do is ask for things and, well, it was just stupid kid’s stuff, when we did it.” Two spots of color appeared high on her cheekbones.
“Not all of it was ‘stupid kid’s stuff,’” Lou said. “And that’s all beside the point. It worked. And it can work again.”
“Such nonsense,” Bill said, shaking his head as he tipped his beer in his mouth.
Lou nudged him. “What do you care? You don’t think Alan is alive, anyway. If it makes Charlie feel safe, it’s worth it.”
Claire didn’t immediately answer, but I could see the lines of tension in her neck. Clearly, the thought was making her uncomfortable. “We don’t have to,” I said quickly.
Claire chewed on her lip before giving herself a quick shake and steeling her expression. “No, Lou is right,” she said firmly. “I’m with you on this, Charlie. This whole thing feels fishy. Something isn’t right, and I think we need all the help we can get.”
“Claire is right,” Jesse said.
Bill turned to him, a look of disgust on his face. “Not you too!”
Jesse shrugged. “Hey. You make a lot of good points, and you’re probably right, but I don’t know. The dentist ‘losing’ the files sort of sealed it for me. There are just too many coincidences that don’t add up. Something is wrong. I’m just not sure what it is.”
“You guys doing okay?” 
The waitress stood by our table, one hand on her hip, cracking her gum. Her wheat-colored hair seemed to be on its last day of a perm, hanging limp and frizzy around her head.
“Another round,” Bill said, gesturing toward what each of us had ordered, but I put my hand over my glass.
“I’m fine. I need to get going anyway,” I said. My head was spinning with everything that had happened, and all I wanted to do was go home, double-check all the doors and windows were locked, take a hot bath, and go to bed. Hopefully, my head would be clearer after a good night of sleep, and I could decide in the morning if it would be better for me to stay or go.
“So, tomorrow then? For the séance?” Lou asked, looking around the table before turning to Bill. “Can we get the sitter again for tomorrow night?”
Bill let out a guffaw. “Are you kidding? I’m not doing this. We don’t need a sitter. I’ll stay home and have a father-daughter evening. You go have fun.”
“Okay then,” Lou said, turning back to us. “Claire, Charlie? Does tomorrow work for you?”
“Sure,” Claire said. Her tone was cheery, but there was tension around her eyes.
“Yeah, I guess,” I said, even though privately, I thought it a waste of time. Still, if it made everyone else feel better, it was probably worth it. “I’m not sure what I need to do to prepare.”
“Don’t worry,” Lou assured me. “We’ll take care of it.”
Claire nodded. “I’m working the morning shift, so I’ll be by in the afternoon to go through it with you.”
“Great, then it’s all settled. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, pulling out my purse to put some cash on the table to pay for my drink before sliding out of the booth after Claire. 
“See you at 8 p.m.,” Lou said. 
“Sounds good,” I said.
After I stood up, Claire gave me a quick hug. “Staying here is the right thing to do,” she whispered, like she had read my mind. “It’s all going to work out.”
I hugged her back, wishing with all my heart she was right—that I wasn’t making a colossal mistake sticking around. I gave everyone a quick wave and started weaving my way through the crowd to the door.
Outside, the air was damp and heavy. It settled around me, pressing against me like I was being packed in wet cotton. Sweat beaded up in the back of my neck under my hair, making me long for that bath … maybe a cool one rather than hot.
“Charlie?”
I turned to see Jonathan standing there, holding out my wallet, the bright lights of the parking lot turning his skin slightly green. “You dropped this.”
“Oh. Thank you.” I came toward him to take it, my fingers brushing over his. Instantly, a shock of heat jolted up my arm and down my body. I quickly dropped my gaze, not wanting him to see the color rising in my cheeks. “I wonder how that happened.”
“Probably when you got out of the booth,” he said. Was it my imagination, or did his voice sound a little unsteady as well?
“Yeah, I must not have put it back in my purse right,” I said, fussing with it so I wouldn’t have to look at him. The electricity between us hummed, and I wasn’t sure I could trust myself.
“You should stay,” he said.
“No, I’m really tired …”
“I didn’t mean at the bar,” he said. “I meant stay here. In Redemption.”
I looked at him in surprise. “Why do you say that?”
He gave me a slanted smile. “Because you’re considering not staying, aren’t you?”
“I ...” Was I that easy to read? “I do have a house here, so I’d rather not go ...”
“But,” he interrupted with a knowing look. “There’s always a ‘but.’”
I spread my hands out. “It’s safer if I leave.”
He cocked his head. “Are you sure about that?”
“Well, yeah. If he can’t find me, then there’s no reason for him to stick around here.”
“Well, as you pointed out, you have a house here. So, he could just find a place to say and wait it out until you return.”
I started to feel a cold pit of anxiety in my stomach. “What if I sell it? Then there’s nothing tying me here.”
He jammed his hands in his pockets. “Sure, you could try and sell it while you’re on the road, and maybe there’s even a way you can do that so there’s no contact from you, but then what? You’re going to run forever? You really think he’d never figure out a way to find you?”
“Eventually, he’ll move on,” I said, even though I wasn’t all that sure. “He’s not going to waste the rest of his life looking for me.”
He raised an eyebrow. “But you’re going to waste yours running away from him?”
Good point. I bit my lip and looked away. A collection of moths dive-bombed the lights near me. I could hear the thuds as their soft bodies hit the glass over and over, until there was nothing left.
“What other choice do I have?” I asked, my voice low.
Jonathan took two steps toward me. “It’s like I said before,” he murmured. “You stay. You fight. You take a stand right here.”
His face was so, so close. If I just leaned forward slightly, I could kiss him. His dark-brown eyes were locked intently on mine. His warm breath tickled my face, smelling of beer.
“But what if someone I care about gets hurt?” I asked. “How could I live with myself?”
“People can make their own choices. You can’t be responsible for their actions. And if they want to help you, let them.”
“Yes, but ...”
“You don’t even know if he’s still alive,” he said. “Are you really thinking about abandoning your home, your job, everything you have going for you here because of a few loose ends?”
I arched my eyebrow. “It’s more than a ‘few loose ends.’”
“Not really. The detective thinks the case is closed. Bill isn’t convinced. Alan’s family thinks he’s dead. If it was that obvious he faked it, there would probably be more people questioning it than just you.”
“Does that mean you don’t believe me, either?”
“I didn’t say that.” 
His eyes never left mine. Nervously, I licked my lips, and watched his eyes darken with desire.
“Jonathan, there you are.”
Jonathan and I immediately jumped apart. Claire was standing behind him, her face expressionless. 
“Yeah, I’m coming right back in,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “Did you need something?”
She had a hand on her hip as she watched us both. “Jesse wasn’t sure if you were leaving or not. Should he get another pitcher?”
“I’ll go back in,” he said, striding back to the door. “See you, Charlie,” he said over his shoulder to me.
“Bye,” I said.
Claire started to follow him inside. “I can be over around 5 tomorrow. Would that work?” she asked over her shoulder.
“Sure,” I said.
She nodded, and for a moment I thought she was going to say something else, but she turned and disappeared into the bar, leaving me alone in the parking lot with only the suicidal moths for company.



Chapter 26
“Wow, the house smells incredible,” Claire said as she walked into the kitchen. “Have you been cooking all day?”
“Pretty much,” I said, wiping my suddenly sweaty hands on my apron. “I hope you like lasagna.”
“I didn’t mean for you to make me dinner,” Claire said. “I was thinking we could order a pizza or something.”
I waved my hand and gave her a crooked smile. “It’s fine. It gave me something to do.”
Which was true. I had barely slept, tossing and turning in a fitful sleep, waking up with a start to every creak and groan the house made, sure Alan was prowling around. I got up as soon as it was light out, intending on gardening, but the light was a weird, yellow color, and the air was muggy and still. It felt like something was pausing, waiting for what happened next … maybe even holding its breath.
Something was about to break. I could feel it. I just wasn’t sure what it was.
It was too uncomfortable for me to be outside, so I decided to clean instead. Somewhere in the middle of cleaning, I got the bright idea that I should serve snacks that evening, and if I was going to make snacks, I might as well make dinner for Claire and I, too. Before I knew it, I was stirring homemade tomato sauce and boiling noodles to make lasagna from scratch.
 “Want something to drink? I’ve got White Zin, beer, wine coolers ...”
“White Zin is fine,” Claire said. She looked like she had slept about as well as I had, with dark, puffy circles under her eyes.
I bustled around, pouring a glass for both of us and bringing it to her as she roamed around the kitchen.
“Garlic bread, and are those cookies? I can’t believe all this food,” she said.
“There’s more,” I said. “There’s a salad and a cheese-and-sausage tray in the fridge. Obviously, some of it is for later when Lou and whoever else gets here.”
Claire took a sip of wine, eying me over the glass. “You really didn’t have to do all of this.”
I shrugged. “I enjoyed it. So, did you want to eat now, or give me the lowdown on what to expect?”
She moved toward the table, gesturing with her head. “Can we sit for a minute?”
“Sure.” I picked up my wine glass to join her, wondering what she wanted to talk to me about. Whatever it was, it seemed serious.
I sat down across from her. She wasn’t looking at me, instead draining half her wine. I got up to fetch the bottle to put in the middle of the table.
She gave me a sheepish smile. “Thanks,” she said, reaching for it to top off her glass. “I guess there’s no good way to start this, so I’ll just jump in.” She took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders, and looked up at me. “You shouldn’t get involved with Jonathan.”
I put my wine down, deliberately taking time to figure out my response. I’m not involved. None of your business. “What makes you think I’m involved with Jonathan?”
She gave me a look. “Oh, come on, Charlie. I saw you two in the parking lot last night.”
“So? Nothing happened.”
“Yet,” she said. “If anyone could believe it, with the way you two look at each other.”
“What, like you and Jesse?” As soon as it was out of my mouth, I regretted it. Claire’s eyes flew open like I had slapped her. A red flush crept up her neck and onto her cheeks as her mouth worked for a moment. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, afraid she might get up and walk out, never to talk to me again. But she held her hand out to stop me.
“No,” she said quietly. “I deserved that. I’m accusing you ... but nothing has happened between Jesse and I.”
“Yet,” I said, and we both chuckled.
I reached over to top off my wine glass, feeling like the conversation may require a little more alcohol. “Look, I have no intention of having an affair with Jonathan. I’m not that kind of woman to sleep with a married man.”
She sighed. “I know you’re not. And I know he isn’t. But ... the marriage isn’t happy. I’m not sure if it was ever happy.”
“Then why don’t they get divorced?”
She shook her head. “Nothing is ever that simple. I don’t know all the details, but Felicity, that’s Jonathan’s wife, she came from an abusive family.”
Seriously? I could feel all the air leaving my body, deflating me. Was that what was going on? Jonathan was only attracted to women who were trying to escape an abusive relationship? I felt like such a fool.
“His stepdad, Frank, abused his mother until she got so fed up, she left. I’m not sure why she couldn’t take Jonathan with her. Maybe she didn’t know how to support them both, but unfortunately, the end result was leaving him with that bastard.”
“He thinks she was killed,” I said, feeling more stupid by the minute. How had I not seen the signs? It was all right there in front of me. “He thinks Frank killed her.”
Claire gave me a sharp look, then her face relaxed. “Oh, that’s right. He did say that last night at the Tipsy Cow. Have you heard about Felicity, too?”
I shook my head and reached for my wine. “No one has told me anything about his marriage.”
“Well, it’s pretty clear the whole thing was a mistake.” She sighed as she cupped her glass in her hands. “He met her when he went to tech college. I’m not really sure about all the details, but it was something like she was going to have to return home to her abusive father. Jonathan married her instead and brought her here.”
“So, he’s got a savior complex,” I said. “Especially when it comes to women in abusive situations.”
Claire looked at me unhappily. “Yeah. And, well, don’t be offended, but even before we knew your story, it was pretty clear you were running from something or someone. And after I saw how he looked at you ...” she held up her hands, palms up. “I wasn’t sure how much of that was factoring in.”
“What a mess,” I said, brooding into my wine glass. 
She rolled her wine glass between her hands, watching me. “Look, I like Jonathan. He’s a good friend. I’ve known him all my life.”
“I sense there’s a ‘but’ coming,” I said drily.
She gave me a half-smile. “Having to live with that bastard Frank and his mom disappearing or being killed or whatever happened to her really messed him up. He’s not ... I don’t know how to describe it, but there’s a darkness in him. Even if he wasn’t married, I still would tell you to be careful.”
I sat up a little straighter. “Has he ever done anything ...”
“No, no, no.” She quickly waved me off. “I don’t want to give you that impression. He’s not violent, not really. He would never hit a woman. But, I don’t know, it’s hard to describe. There’s just something inside him, something that feels ... dark, I guess. And I just don’t know if it’s ... healthy. I don’t know. That’s probably too harsh. I do like him.”
“You said that,” I said.
Claire took a gulp of wine. “I feel terrible for him with everything he went through. I don’t want to speak badly of him. But I also feel like I should say something to you, as well. You don’t know him the way I do.”
I held my hand up. “You don’t have to keep justifying yourself. I understand. And it’s not like it matters anyway. He is married.”
“That’s true.”
I studied her as she picked up the wine to top off her glass again. She wasn’t wearing her normal waitressing uniform. She had taken a shower and was wearing pale-pink lipstick with a matching blouse. “Speaking of people who are married, what is the story with you and Jesse?” I asked.
She blushed. “I guess I deserve that, too.” She wet her lips and started twisting a piece of hair. “Jesse and I were ... well, the timing never was right for us. There was always this crazy chemistry, but either he was with someone or I was. We were briefly together, but even then, the timing wasn’t great. Lou was no help.”
“What do you mean?”
Claire rubbed her forehead, like she was in pain. “She never wanted us to date. She didn’t want to be in the middle if we had a fight, or lose one of us, probably me, if we broke up. She wanted to keep all her relationships clean.”
“Ah, well I guess I can understand that.”
“On top of all that, Jesse was always hellbent on leaving Redemption, which Lou was vehemently opposed to. So, all of this came to a head after graduation. Jesse decided he was leaving to go to school, and Lou was furious. She was even more furious when she would catch us alone together. She did everything in her power to keep us from ever going out. Jesse told me he was done. He was leaving for college, and he wasn’t coming back … that I should find someone else.”
She gave me a self-deprecating smile. “So, I did.”
“You married Doug.”
She nodded. “I mean, I liked Doug. He was a good guy. He treated me well. And he had had a crush on me forever.” She paused, lost in her memories. “I was so furious when Jesse told me that. I went straight to Doug and persuaded him to propose. We ended up eloping in Vegas.
“Jesse only lasted a couple of years. He and Jonathan left together and they both came back. Jesse was single, but Jonathan had gotten married, as well. At first, I was still so angry with Jesse. Plus, I was sure he would leave again anyway, so it didn’t even matter. But the longer he stayed, the more I came to realize that my marriage was a mistake. I never should have married Doug. It wasn’t fair to either of us. That made it harder than ever to, well ...”
“Not do the deed?”
She blushed again, even deeper. “Yeah. Pretty pathetic.”
“I’m hardly one to judge,” I said.
She laughed. “We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?”
“That’s for sure.” I glanced at the clock. “Oh, I need to get the lasagna out. Do you want to eat now?”
“Sure,” she said. “Do you want some help?”
“No, I’ve got it.” I dug through a drawer to find the oven mitts. “Can I ask a question that’s none of my business?”
Claire shrugged. “Why stop now?”
“If you’re not happy, why don’t you get a divorce?”
She sighed. “That’s something I ask myself every day. I guess ... well, do you want the truth?”
“Only if that’s what you want to share.”
She laughed, but it was bitter. “Get me drunk, and it never stops.” She took another swig of wine. There was a smudge of pale-pink lipstick on the rim. “I’m a coward.”
“In what way?”
She grimaced. “All ways. Doug would be crushed. He’s a good guy. I can’t do that to him. But let’s say I do. Let’s say I leave Doug and break his heart. Can I trust Jesse to not break mine? He’s let me down so many times in the past; would he truly be there for me now? Or would I go through all the heartache just to end up alone?”
I paused, leaning against the oven, bright-yellow oven mitts on my hands courtesy of Helen. “If you’re that unhappy, is it really the right decision to stay?”
Claire covered her eyes. “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She took a deep breath and dropped her hands revealing smudged mascara under her eyes. “A part of me agrees with you. Jesse really shouldn’t be a factor. I need to decide for myself what I want and just do it. But then I start to think about what would happen if I put that into motion and ... I’m just a coward.”
I opened up the oven to remove the lasagna and garlic bread, placing both on the stove. “You’re human,” I said, pulling off the oven mitts. “And you don’t have to make that decision anytime soon.”
“You were brave,” she said sadly. “When you realized your fiancé wasn’t good for you, you left.”
“My fiancé tried to kill me. I was in fear for my life,” I said calmly. “If Alan had been a good man, I would have married him even though he wasn’t right for me. And I’d be in an unhappy marriage right now, just like you. Trust me, I’m not all that brave.”
“I don’t believe that,” she said. “I think you’re braver than you think.”
I thought about how badly I wanted to run away. Somehow, I didn’t think that was a sign of bravery.
“Let’s eat,” I said briskly. “And you can tell me what to expect tonight with this séance.”



Chapter 27
We ate off heavy plates made of brownish-grey pottery and a design of blue flowers. Helen had left them, along with the rest of the pots, pans, and other kitchen utensils. She had even left her mother’s china.
“This is really good,” Claire said between bites. A piece of cheese hung on her chin. I gestured to it, and Claire picked up her blue-and-yellow checkered napkin to wipe it off.
“Thanks. I’d forgotten how much I love to cook.” I played with my own lasagna, having lost some of my appetite after Claire’s revelations. “So, what am I in for tonight?”
“Oh, it’s not much,” Claire assured me. “Basically, we light some candles and sit in a circle. Then, we ask the town questions.”
“And ... this works?”
“It’s worked before.”
“How does the town answer?”
Claire swallowed a bite. “It depends. Sometimes writing appears.”
I sat back in my chair. “Okay, you’re going to have to convince me a little more. This is sounding completely nutty. What exactly did you guys do? And what happened?”
Claire put her fork down and pushed her plate away so she could fold her arms across the table. “I figured you’d have questions. It was one summer when we were kids, like eight or nine. Maybe we were closer to ten. I can’t remember exactly, but I do remember how it started. Our friend Gina was getting harassed by this boy who was visiting for the summer. I think his name was Butch, or something like that. It was annoying, but it wasn’t a big deal, because everyone thought he would be leaving in a few weeks. Well, then he announced his parents had decided they love it here, and they were planning to move. Gina’s face. I can still remember it. It was like all the blood drained out. She was chalk white.
“I don’t remember whose idea it was to ask the town to send him away, but we decided to give it a try. There had been rumors of other kids doing it over the years. We thought, why not? What have we got to lose?”
“So, did you come here? To this house?” I asked, reaching for my wine glass.
Claire shook her head. “It was the bar. The Lone Man Standing.’
“The bar? I thought you were kids.”
“We were. We weren’t in the bar, but in the woods outside of it.”
This story was getting more and more bizarre. “Why there?”
Claire sighed. “There’s a lot of rumors that whatever happened in 1888 leading to the adults disappearing was connected to this house,” she patted the table, “and the area around the bar. We wanted to try the house first, but we were too scared.”
“Of the house, or Helen?”
Claire laughed. “Probably both. And we didn’t know how close we had to be to the house. We thought Helen might see us and, I don’t know, cast a spell on us. But the bar was different. We could be in the woods without anyone seeing us. So that’s where we went.
“We had to sneak out, because we wanted it to be dark. And we had to ride our bikes.” Claire shook her head. “Thinking back, I’m shocked it all worked out and no one got hurt. Anyway, it was just the three of us. Lou, me, and Gina. We lit the candles and asked if the town would send Butch away. Nothing happened. We blew out the candles, laughed a little, and went home, feeling oddly deflated it hadn’t worked.
“Then, the next day, we were all hanging out at the lake like we normally did that summer, but Butch wasn’t there. We found out that something happened to his grandmother, and the family needed to move back home to take care of her.”
“Wow,” I said. “That’s quite a coincidence.”
Claire half-smiled. “Yes, it was. Of course, we didn’t think so. We were sure the town sent him home, and we were super excited about it.
“Until Gina disappeared.”
“What?”
Claire reached for her wine glass. “It was about a week later. She just vanished. At the time, we had told Jesse about our night in the woods, who had told Jonathan, but they didn’t believe us, either. Said Butch probably would have left anyway. But when Gina disappeared?” Claire’s voice trailed off.
“What happened to her?”
“No one knows.”
“She was never found?”
“No, she was … it’s just ...” Claire took another deep breath. “It was a horrible time. The whole town was organizing searches, looking for her, and there was just no sign of her. So, we finally went back.”
“To the bar?”
Claire nodded. “We had to be more careful that time, because our parents were really freaked out and wanted to keep us close. But they were also distracted, making flyers and phone calls. So, we were able to sneak out again. But this time, Jonathan and Jesse joined us.
“We asked the town to send Gina back to us. And that’s when we saw it.
“A word appeared on the ground in between the candles.”
Prickles of ice started to crawl down my back. “What word?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
“Lake.”
“Lake? She was at the lake?”
Claire’s eyes met mine as she slowly moved her head up and down. “That’s where we found her.”
“You went to the lake? That night?” I was horrified. “What if whoever took her was waiting for you?”
“You don’t think about those things as a child. You think you’ll be fine. There were four of us, after all. As an adult, it’s terrifying, I know. So, back on our bikes we went, and that’s how we found Gina, wandering up and down by the beach.”
“Was she okay?”
“Physically, yes. She was dehydrated and hadn’t eaten in a few days, but otherwise, she was fine. Mentally, though …” Claire shook her head. “She didn’t remember what had happened to her. Complete amnesia. The doctors thought she may have suffered some sort of fugue state. Like maybe she had fallen and hit her head, or had some sort of seizure, and was just wandering around. Epilepsy does run in her family. “
“But how had no one found her? You said everyone was looking for her.”
Claire raised her hands, palms up. “I haven’t a clue. She was really confused. She didn’t seem to know who we were or even what her name was. Luckily, we were able to get her to follow us to the police station.”
“How did you explain finding her?”
Claire laughed. “Yeah, that wasn’t a fun night. Everyone kept asking how we knew Gina was at the lake. We just had to say we were out looking for her because we were so worried. My parents were furious. They had explicitly told me not to go anywhere at night, so they ended up grounding me for three days. They told me it would have been longer, but they knew how worried I was about Gina.”
“So what happened with Gina from there?”
“Her mother was so freaked out about what happened, she took Gina and left. Her father stayed here. We haven’t seen her since.”
“That seems a little ... excessive,” I said.
“Yeah, it did. No one really understood why she reacted that way. There was talk about dreams, or nightmares, really, Gina was having. She would wake up screaming in the middle of the night. Her father thought they should get her some medical attention, maybe some therapy, but Gina’s mother was convinced it was Redemption, and that Gina wouldn’t get better until she was away from here. So, she finally packed up, and they left.
“Gina was never the same. She never seemed to quite remember us. It was weird. I hope she did end up getting better.” Claire’s eyes were unfocused as she gazed at the darkened window. The blackness of night was already starting to press against the house, and I shivered, wondering if this séance thing was really something I wanted to do after all.
“So, was that it? Those two times?”
Claire didn’t immediately answer, instead taking another sip of wine. She put the glass down firmly. “There was one more time. Jonathan wanted to do it.”
“Why?”
Claire raised her eyes and looked directly into mine. They seemed darker than I remembered. “He wanted to ask the town to send his mother back to him.”
My eyes widened. I pressed my hand against my mouth. “Oh no,” I breathed.
She nodded. “She had just disappeared a few months before. How could we say no? So, we did it again. Got on our bikes and went out there. Did the whole thing again. We lit the candles, and Jonathan asked for his mother to be sent back to him.”
“Did you get an answer?”
Claire’s head barley moved. “We did. Just like with Gina. A word appeared on the ground between the candles.”
My spine felt like it was encased in ice. “What was the word?”
“Dead.”
I dropped my fork, my suddenly numb fingers unable to grasp it, and it hit the plate with a clatter. “Oh my God.”
“I know.”
“What did you do?”
She shook her head. “We all jumped back. I think Lou screamed. And then we heard someone calling from the bar parking lot, yelling ‘Who’s there?’ We just took off. It was a mad scramble for our bikes and, I can barely remember all of it, other than I felt like there was a monster chasing me the entire way home.”
She went silent, as if reliving the frantic ride back—barely able to see in the dark, branches stretching out and snagging her clothes, a ball of terror in her young chest. No wonder I saw the fear flicker across her face in the bar. 
“Needless to say, we never did it again,” she said. “We never even talked about what happened.”
“And Lou still wants to do this again now?”
She seemed surprised. “Why not? It worked.”
I was at a loss. “Yeah, but look what happened.”
“The town gave us what we wanted. Butch left, Gina was found, and Jonathan got an answer.”
“But ... I mean, don’t you find it all a little more than creepy?”
“Well, yes. But hey, whatever works.”
I chewed on my lip as I mulled over what she said. “Do you think it’s safe?”
She looked at me oddly. “Sure. Why wouldn’t it be? Nothing happened to us.”
“Gina disappeared.”
“The town didn’t have anything to do with that,” Claire said quickly. Maybe too quickly.
“How do you know?”
“Because we found her,” Claire said. “If the town wanted her, we wouldn’t have.”
While that certainly seemed true, there was something about the whole thing that made me feel uneasy. “I don’t know, Claire ...”
She leaned forward across the table. “Alan is dangerous. It’s clear you’re afraid of him. Even if this isn’t completely safe, which it is, but even if it wasn’t, wouldn’t it be worth the risk to keep Alan away?”
I couldn’t argue with that logic, either. Still, it didn’t make me feel any better. “I guess. You have a point.”
“Good,” she said, sitting back and glancing at the clock. “Oh wow, look at the time. They’ll be here any minute. Let me get freshened up, and I’ll help you clean up.”
She was out of her chair and headed down the hall before I could say another word. She was right—everyone would be showing up shortly. 
Which meant it was probably too late to change my mind.



Chapter 28
The storm hit right as they arrived.
I opened the door to a wet Lou on the porch. “It’s really coming down,” she said, shaking herself like a cat. Speaking of cats, Midnight had insisted on coming in hours before, and I suspected he was curled up on my bed, all dry and warm.
I glanced behind her and watched as the rain came down in sheets. Somewhere in the distance was a flash of light, and then, an answering low rumble. The wind blew through my hair, bringing with it a shower of droplets and the fresh, clean scent of rain. 
A storm is coming. Beware.
I shivered. It felt like the temperature had dropped another ten degrees.
I started to shut the door when Lou stopped me. “Jesse and Jonathan are right behind me.”
I paused, my hand on the door, my heart in my throat. 
Jonathan? 
Jonathan was here?
Before I could figure out a response, or even sort out my jumbled thoughts, they were both inside, brushing the raindrops off their hair and clothes. Numbly, I shut the door behind them.
“Man, is it coming down,” Jesse said. 
“At least it’s finally cooled off,” Lou replied.
“Thank God for small favors,” Claire added. She was standing in the doorway of the kitchen, holding a glass of wine. She had reapplied her lipstick and fixed her smudged mascara. Her hair was a soft mass of waves draping across her shoulders. “Jonathan, I didn’t think you’d come.”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” he said.
“How could anyone turn down a chance to get an up-close look at the famed Witch House?” Jesse asked, gawking as he glanced around the living room. “Except for Bill, of course.” He winked at his sister.
“Ha ha,” Lou said. “Oh my God, it smells so good in here.”
“Charlie cooked,” Claire said. “Wait until you see the hors d’oeuvres.”
“Mmm, can’t wait.”
“You guys want something to drink?” Claire asked.
“What you’re drinking looks good,” Lou said. 
“Got a beer?” Jesse asked.
“I think so,” Claire said. “Charlie?”
“Sure,” I said mechanically, heading toward the kitchen. Everything was happening so fast, and I just couldn’t get my head around it. Jonathan in my house. How creepy this séance thing was.
The fact it was storming outside.
A crack of thunder hit right then, as if the universe—or God Himself—was laughing at me. It made me think of the Shakespeare quote: 
All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.
I was being played. We were all being played.
The real question was, by whom? And for what purpose?
“When’s the tour?” Jesse asked.
“I can get the drinks if you want to show them around,” Claire said to me, her voice low. I shook my head. I needed a minute to collect myself. 
She must have seen something in my face, because she called out, her voice light. “Lou, you want to do the honors? We still have some cleaning up to do.”
“You don’t have to ask me twice,” she called back. “C’mon boys, follow me.”
I heard their footsteps clumping up the stairs and my knees buckled, causing me to sag.
“Are you okay?” Claire asked, alarmed. She helped me into a chair.
“I’m okay,” I said. “I just ... gimme a minute.” Everything felt a little woozy, and I wondered if the alcohol was making it worse.
“Do you need anything? Water?” She looked at me worriedly. 
I shook my head. “No. I just ... I wasn’t expecting Jonathan.”
Understanding dawned across her face. “Oh.”
“It’s okay, I just thought ... I thought I’d have some time to digest what you told me is all.”
“Do you want me to tell him to leave?”
“Oh no. I’ll be fine. I mean, you’re all here. It’s just like sitting together at the Tipsy Cow, right? Minus Bill, of course.”
“Right,” Claire said, but she didn’t look convinced.
I heard the footsteps clattering down the stairs, and I took a deep breath, straightening my clothes. 
“You can stay there,” Claire started to say, but I brushed her off.
“I’m good now. Thanks.” 
I headed over to the kitchen to pour wine for Lou and get the beers for the Jesse and Jonathan.
I brought out the cheese-and-sausage tray, homemade hummus, a bowl of olives and another of crackers, and arranged the leftover garlic bread on a plate. I could hear Lou’s voice as she walked the guys through the family room and dining room. Everything was laid out on the kitchen counter when they arrived in the kitchen.
“This is the coolest house,” Jesse said. “I’m starting to see why Helen didn’t leave.”
I handed him a beer. “You didn’t see it before I cleaned it. Trust me, it looked very different then.”
“I’ll second that,” Lou pipped in, picking up her wine.
I handed Jonathan his beer, and when our fingers brushed together, those all-too-familiar electric currents shot up my arm. I dropped my gaze, feeling the heat in my cheeks, and wondered how long it would be before that would stop happening.
“Wow,” Lou said, gazing at the food. “That is some spread. Do you want to eat now or after?”
“I vote now,” Jesse said, popping an olive in his mouth. “We can scare her with what we did as kids in the meantime.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.
“Too late,” I said airily. “Claire already did that.”
Jesse gave her a hurt look. “You ruin all the fun.”
She put her hands up. “Sue me.”
“I think we do it first,” Lou said. “Then we can eat and talk about what happened.”
That was fine with me. The sooner we finished, the sooner Jonathan would leave.
Except I suddenly realized I didn’t have candles. “Oh no,” I smacked myself in the head. “I have no idea where Helen would have kept candles. I’ll have to dig around.”
“No need,” Claire said. “I brought some with me.” She pulled out an oversized colorful tote bag, like something for the beach, that she had tucked in the corner and I had somehow overlooked. “I’ll set them up on the dining room table.”
“No, not here,” Lou said, putting a hand on her arm. “Upstairs.”
Claire paused. “Upstairs?”
“Yes,” Lou said eagerly. “In the room at the top of the stairs.”
In that moment, a bolt of lightning lit up the kitchen, followed by a booming clap of thunder.
Claire jumped, then pressed a hand against her chest. “Oh, that scared me.” She laughed a little self-consciously. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”
“Nonsense,” Lou said. “It’s the perfect place. We know it’s haunted.”
“Yes, but we’re trying to talk to the town, not to Mad Martha,” Claire said.
“I’ll protect you,” Jesse said, winking at Claire. “Lou’s right. It’s the perfect place.”
Claire swallowed. “But ...”
“We can do it down here,” I said quickly. “Helen told me to stay away from that room.”
Lou rolled her eyes. “C’mon, both of you. Look, we want to make sure Alan stays away, right? If we’re going to do it, then why not do it right? Especially since we’re not kids anymore, and we actually have access to a more powerful location.”
“Lou’s got a point,” Jesse said.
Claire chewed on her lip. “Charlie, what do you think?”
Everyone looked at me. “Um,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I thought, especially since a part of me was pretty sure all of this was nonsense.
Although I had to admit I couldn’t completely discount it, either.
Jonathan was watching me. He had changed out of his work clothes and was wearing jeans and a red polo shirt that brought out the richness of his dark eyes and hair. His hair was slightly damp, like he had just taken a shower before coming. “You know you’re safe, right?” he asked. “Nothing bad will happen. It didn’t when we were kids.”
“I know,” I said. “But you have to admit the story was pretty creepy.”
“But it was effective,” Lou said.
I leaned one hip against the counter as I studied each of their faces one by one. Lou was definitely excited; her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled. Jesse was not quite as excited as his sister, but it was close. Jonathan was a little harder to read. His expression seemed to be a mix of concern and something else that I couldn’t put my finger on, but my emotions went haywire every time our eyes met.
Claire was definitely worried. I wondered why.
There was another flash of lightning and clap of thunder. Jesse reached out and popped another olive in his mouth. “What’s it going to be, Charlie? Are we going upstairs, or should I just park myself here and eat?”
“Let’s do it,” I said. At this point, it would be silly not to. After all, that’s why everyone had come.
“Yes,” Lou said. “I’ll get the candles set up.” She slung the bag over her shoulder and left the kitchen. “Jesse, want to grab my wine?”
“Sure,” Jesse said, picking up her half-empty glass. “Do you want a refill?”
“What do you think?” Lou called out.
“Claire, I think you forgot to tell me the part of the story where you guys were slamming drinks during the séance,” I said drily, watching Jesse pour wine in Lou’s glass. Jesse grinned at me.
“I definitely forgot that part,” Claire said.
“You guys coming?” Jesse asked, putting the wine bottle down.
“Right behind you,” I said, picking it back up. I gave a brief nod to Jonathan, who was hovering by the door. “Just want to top off my glass. Claire?”
“Sure,” she said, coming closer to me and holding out her glass.
Jonathan reluctantly followed Jesse out of the kitchen. I heard their footsteps as they went up the stairs, and Jesse’s voice as he said something to Jonathan.
I leaned closer to Claire as I poured her wine. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I asked, my voice low.
Claire’s face was pale, and her eyes were stressed, but still she forced a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just ... there’s something about that room I’m not sure of.”
“Are you worried Mad Martha’s ghost will jump out at you with a knife?” I asked with a teasing grin, trying to lighten the mood. 
She didn’t smile back. “That’s the thing. It wasn’t Mad Martha’s ghost I saw in the closet.”
My hands shook and I quickly put the wine bottle down before it could slip out of my fingers. “Was it Nellie’s?”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure not. It was a young girl.”
“A girl?”
“Yeah. She looked too young to be Nellie.”
I swallowed hard. “What did she look like?”
“Like she stepped out of Little House on the Prairie. She had a long muslin dress and one of those sun bonnets.”
My stomach dropped to the floor. In my mind’s eye, I saw the little Holly Hobby girl from my dream standing on the front porch pleading for me to leave.
Claire reached out and touched my arm. “Hey. I’m sure it’s nothing. Maybe it was Nellie. I didn’t get a good look. Maybe she wasn’t as young as I thought. Or maybe it was one of the other servants who lived here.”
“Maybe,” I said, hoping my voice sounded normal.
Be careful with that room.
Everything inside me was screaming to stop—that this was a bad idea. 
But how could I stop now? Everyone was upstairs waiting for me. What excuse could I give? 
And why did I think it was bad, anyway? The girl in my dream had been trying to help me. 
Hadn’t she?
Claire was studying me. “Are you feeling okay?”
I gave my head a quick shake. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just kind of threw me.”
Claire didn’t look convinced. “We don’t have to do this, you know?”
At that moment, Lou’s voice floated through the air. “How long does it take to pour a glass of wine?”
“No, it’s fine,” I said. “Let’s go see what happens.”
We headed up the stairs as I desperately tried to ignore the pit of ice in my stomach.



Chapter 29
“Nice of you guys to join us,” Jesse said.
The three of them were sitting cross-legged on the floor with the six long, thin, tapered candles placed in front of them. There were three purple and three white, and they were arranged in a circle of alternating colors.
 Lou patted the floor next to her. “Turn the light out and sit next to us, so we make a circle.”
I went to the space between her and Jesse, not wanting to be close to Jonathan. It was only when I sat down that I realized I was directly across from him.
Claire snapped the lights off and moved to sit in the circle. The rain drummed on the roof and splashed against the window. Lightning flickered across the room.
“Now we light the candles,” Lou said, her voice sounding odd in the dark. “Do you want to do it, Charlie?”
She offered me a lighter, which I awkwardly took. The candles were dark lumps in front of me. “Is there an order I have to follow?”
“No, just light them.”
I fumbled with the lighter for a moment before I got it lit. Flame burst out of the end, brightening up the room far more than it should have.
“You probably want to do the candles away from you first,” Jonathan said, as I went to light the one in front of me.
“Oh, duh,” I said. I had to get to my knees as the candle was too far away for me to reach, and I felt clumsy and inept as everyone watched me struggle with it.
Finally, I got the first candle lit, trying not to think about how close I was to Jonathan. I moved to the second and then the third, watching each of them of them flare to life.
Once I finished, I moved back to my spot and sat cross-legged.
“Now, we all hold hands,” Lou said, holding hers out. I grasped hers as Jesse took mine. His hand was warm while Lou’s was cool. 
“Charlie, do you want to start?” Lou asked.
“I don’t know what to say,” I said.
“You’re just asking,” Lou said.
“Lou, why don’t you start?” Claire said.
Lou nodded and paused. The rain continued hammering on the outside of the house.
“Redemption,” Lou said, her voice firm and loud. “We’re here to today to ask you to help protect Charlie, our newest member, from Alan. Keep her safe from harm, and if Alan is alive, protect her from him. Can you do that?”
“Maybe you should ask if Alan is even alive,” Jesse suggested.
“Do you want to do this?” Lou asked him.
“Well, I’m just saying. If Alan isn’t alive, then it doesn’t even matter.”
Lou huffed out a sigh. “Redemption, is Alan alive?”
She paused. The rain continued to fall. The flames danced on the candles.
I looked around for an answer, not sure if I was excited about or dreading actually getting one, when I caught a glimpse of the mirror over the bureau. Small, bright yellow dots twinkled in the reflection.
Suddenly, all six candle flames flared up, like someone had dashed lighter fluid on them. Someone gasped; I thought it was Claire. Then, the flames shrunk back to normal, and Jesse’s grip tightened on my hand.
“Is that a ‘yes’?” Lou asked, a trace of excitement in her voice. “Redemption,” she continued, without waiting for an answer. “Will you protect Charlie from Alan?”
A jagged bolt of lightning slashed through the room at exactly the same time thunder crackled and boomed. Everyone jumped. My hands were sweating and uncomfortable, and I wanted to let go, but then my eyes were drawn back to the mirror.
That’s when I saw it.
The writing deep in the mirror, written in smoke and blood.
Beware. It’s coming.
Then, several things happened at once. 
There was a loud crash in the room, as if something had fallen to the ground and shattered. At the same time, a black shape leapt into the center of the circle with a loud yowl, like a demon escaped from the pits of hell.
Then, all the candles went out. 
Everyone jerked back, letting go of hands and scrambling to get away. The black shape was in the center of the circle, hissing.
The overhead light snapped on, blinding us for a moment.
Midnight was sitting in the middle of the circle.
As soon as the light flooded the room, he sat back on his haunches and started to clean himself.
“Midnight? What are you doing here?” I asked.
“That was a cat?” Jonathan asked.
“You have a cat?” Lou asked.
Claire was still standing by the light switch, leaning against the wall as if her knees couldn’t hold her up. “When did you get a cat?” she asked.
“He, uh, sort of came with the house,” I said. “He was Helen’s.”
Lou pressed her hand against her chest. “He almost gave me a heart attack.”
Midnight stopped cleaning himself and looked up at me, his dark-green eyes meeting mine. He got to his feet and sauntered over, rubbing his face on mine, his purr loud and deep.
“Well,” Jesse said. “After that excitement, I definitely need another beer. And a snack.”
“So do I,” Lou said mournfully, her eyes on the floor. “Charlie, I broke your wine glass. I’m so sorry.” There was a puddle of pink White Zin on the floor soaking into the shards of glass.
Jesse got to his feet unsteadily and went over to Claire, who was still leaning against the wall. She looked like she was trembling.
Jonathan crouched down in front of me. “Are you okay?”
Midnight rubbed my face one last time and sauntered away, tail straight up in the air, as if to say, “My work here is done.” “Yeah,” I said, feeling a little dizzy. The smell of spilled wine mixed with the acrid smoke of the candles was making me a little nauseous. I wanted to ask if he had seen the message in the mirror as well, but then I remembered his back was to it.
He smiled. “That was quite a show.”
“That’s for sure,” I said, offering a tiny smile back as I met his gaze.
It was a mistake.
I couldn’t look away.
His eyes were a dark, rich brown, but this close, I could see flecks of amber, sparkling like the inside of a geode rock. I felt like I was drowning in them. I had never experienced anything like that—a connection so deep, so binding, it was as though I had found the other half of my soul and was finally complete. 
From a far distance, I could hear Lou’s voice saying something, but I didn’t understand a word. Nor did I care. All I wanted was to pull Jonathan to me and intertwine myself with him.
“Charlie,” Lou’s voice was so loud. Both of us leaned back, the spell broken. “I’ve done my best to pick up the glass, but where are the rags?” In her wet hands, she held broken shards of glass that twinkled in the overhead light. Wine dripped from her fingers onto the floor.
“Uh,” I said, blinking. “There’s a linen closet over there.” I pointed.
“Thanks,” she said, weaving her way past the candles. “Hey, Jesse,” she said, as she passed Jesse and Claire, who were still frozen in the same spot near the door. I couldn’t help but notice them gazing at each other with the same hypnotic “spelled” intensity Jonathan and I were under. “I thought you wanted another beer. Why are you just standing there?”
“Uh,” Jesse stammered, taking a step back. He reached up as if to rub his forehead, but he was still holding his beer can and ended up hitting it against his temple. “Yeah, I’m coming.”
Lou stared at him for a moment in disbelief. “What is with everyone?” she muttered as she disappeared into the bathroom, presumably to throw the broken glass out.
Jonathan offered his hand to me to help me up. The heat and electricity from his touch was intense. It burned me all the way up my arm and throughout my body. I could feel it rising in my chest, my neck. I quickly let go, afraid of what might happen, of what I might start, with no care as to who was in the room.
Jesse ran his other hand through his hair. “Yeah, we should probably go down,” he said, taking a few steps away from Claire, who nodded.
“Yeah, I’m coming,” Claire said, but she didn’t immediately move.
I started to leave as well. Jonathan was right behind me. I could feel his breath against my neck, barely a whisper across my skin. I shivered.
We all trooped downstairs as Lou went back into the room to clean up the wine. I refilled everyone’s drinks as we waited. Jesse made a half-hearted attempt at eating. It was all very awkward and uncomfortable. 
“Well, that was interesting,” Lou announced walking back into the kitchen. I handed her a new glass of wine. “What do you guys think?” she asked, picking it up.
“That cat nearly killed me,” Jesse said.
“Oh my God, isn’t that the truth,” Lou said. “Probably knocked ten years off my life.”
“It was certainly intense,” Claire said.
“Was that like the other ones?” I asked.
They all shook their heads. “There was something ... different,” Jonathan said. “It felt different.”
“More powerful,” Jesse agreed.
“Which probably means it worked,” Lou said. 
“Something shifted,” Claire said. “I’m not sure if it means it worked or not.”
“Well, what else would it mean?” Lou asked. “Of course it worked. Especially since it seems you were right, Charlie. Alan did fake his death.”
“If you believe candles flaring up indicate a ‘yes,’” I said. “I’m not fluent with candle language, so I’ll have to rely on you.”
Jesse hid a smile.
Lou put her hands on her hips, giving all of us look. “What is wrong with everyone?” Her voice was exasperated. “We did something great tonight. Why is everyone acting so down?”
“I’m not down,” Claire said. “I’m just tired. I think I’m going to call it a night.”
Lou’s eyes widened. “Already?”
“I have an early shift,” she said.
Jesse put his beer down. “I better go, too.”
“Yeah, me too,” Jonathan said. 
Lou shook her head. “I don’t know what has gotten into you all,” she said. 
“Maybe it’s a side effect,” I said. “Because I’m exhausted, too. Maybe it’s a sign of how strong it was. It took a lot of energy out of us.”
“Why aren’t I as tired then?” Lou demanded.
“Maybe it will hit you later,” Jesse said. “You were the one doing most of the talking. It would make sense if it affects you differently.”
That seemed to mollify Lou a little. “That could be. So, if that’s the case, maybe it’s a good idea I take off, too.” She drained her glass and put it on the counter. “Claire, do you need a ride home?”
“No, I can walk,” Claire said, looking at the ground.
“But it’s still pouring out,” Lou said.
“You know, I’ve always liked walking in the rain,” Claire said, with a ghost of a smile on her face.
Lou threw her hands in the air. “I give up. You guys are all acting way too weird for me. Hopefully, everything will go back to normal once everyone has a good night of sleep.” She turned and headed for the door, the rest of the group trailing behind.
I hung back, saying goodbye to each of them as they disappeared one by one into the rain. Jonathan was last, giving me a meaningful look before turning to jog off into the night.
The night smelled crisp, clean even. I breathed deeply, thinking it must be what a fresh start smells like.
A storm is coming. Beware.
I closed the door and leaned against it, unable to hold myself up anymore. My legs felt hollow and weak. I wondered if I would have enough strength to drag myself into bed.
When the knock on the door came, it wasn’t a surprise. I opened it, and Jonathan was standing there, soaking wet. His hair was plastered against his face and his red shirt stuck to his chest.
We stared at each other.
I took a step back. “I’m not this kind of woman,” I said.
He took a step forward. “I know.”
I took another step back. “I don’t sleep with married men.”
He took another step toward me. “I know. I’ve never cheated on my wife, either.”
I took a third step backward. “We shouldn’t do this.”
He took a third step inside, kicking the door closed. “No, we shouldn’t.”
He closed the distance between us in two steps, sweeping me up into his arms and crushing his mouth against mine.



The Reckoning
Book 5 in the Secrets of Redemption series coming December 2020!
She was supposed to be safe.
For the first time in her life, Charlie felt like she belonged.
She loved living in Redemption, Wisconsin. She had everything she ever wanted: a home, friends, a new business, a new love.
However, nothing is ever what it seems in Redemption. And you should never, ever, discount the darkness hiding under the surface.



Author’s Note
Hi there!
I hope you enjoyed reading The Summoning as much as I enjoyed writing it! (And if you did, I’d love it if you left me a review on Amazon.)
I suspect you may want to know what happens with Charlie and Jonathan and the rest of the gang, and I promise you, it’s coming. Book 5, The Reckoning, is currently available for preorder and will be published on December 29, 2020.
I also want to invite you to check out my other books on my blog: MPWNovels.com. Along with lots of fun things to read (like notes about my journey as an author, book reviews, short pieces of fiction and more) I also have book club questions you can print and bring to your next book club meeting. 
And, if you haven’t picked up a copy of my free novella, The Secret Diary of Helen Blackstone, you can find it on my blog as well.
Remember, it’s all happening at MPWNovels.com.
Happy reading!
Michele
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