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PROLOGUE
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Margaret Montague hummed a familiar tune as she moved from bookcase to bookcase, using her feather duster to ensure her in-house library was spotless before the afternoon guests arrived. At age seventy-two, she thought she would have sold Montague Manor by now, but every time the thought crossed her mind she tucked it away, deciding the timing wasn’t right.

One day, perhaps.

Margaret had owned the turn-of-the-century bed and breakfast for over thirty years. In that time, she’d come to feel like family to some of the guests who returned year after year, often choosing to stay in the same room when they visited. It had been three long years since her dear husband, Oliver, had passed away. And though not a single day went by when her thoughts didn’t turn to him, her guests, with their cheery dispositions and chatty repartee, had made life a lot more bearable.

The manor had six suites in total, each decorated in the theme of a famous author’s works. There was the William Shakespeare, the Edgar Allan Poe, the Jane Austen, the Ernest Hemingway, the Emily Dickinson, and last but not least, the Agatha Christie, Margaret’s personal favorite. 

The sound from the chimes hanging on the front doorknob indicated the guest she’d been waiting for had arrived. Margaret slipped her feather duster into the storage closet and scurried toward the front of the house. The young woman who’d just entered the reception area was tall and slender. Her long, dark hair had been swept up into a loose bun, the stray curls cascading over the sides of her face, highlighting her cat-shaped green eyes. 

The woman tucked a few locks of hair behind her ear and looked up, half-smiling when she made eye contact with Margaret. 

“You must be Natalie,” Margaret said. “You booked a two-night stay in the Austen suite, correct?”

Natalie nodded as she looked around. “Am I the only guest this week or are there others?” 

“Oh, there’s a few of you. I expect you’ll meet them at breakfast tomorrow morning.”

“I skip breakfast most days. I hope that’s not a problem?” 

“Not at all,” Margaret said with a swish of her hand, “though it’s been said my quiche is the best in town. If you change your mind, or if you prefer eating later in the day, I can set aside a plate for you. Just let me know.”

“Thanks, I will.” 

“Let’s show you to your room, then, shall we?” 

Margaret headed toward the staircase, and Natalie followed her.

“I love the way you’ve decorated the place,” Natalie said. 

“Me too.” Margaret turned to see her peeking inside the Shakespeare room. “I take it you’re a reader. Most who stay at the manor are.”

“I’ve been reading since I was a child. I even worked in the school library in junior high.” 

“What genre of books strike your fancy, dear?” 

Natalie tapped a finger to the side of her face, thinking. “I suppose it depends on my mood. One day it’s a classic; the next, a romantic suspense.” 

Speaking of moods, Margaret found Natalie a bit melancholy. She sensed something was amiss, but given they’d just met, she decided not to question her on the matter—for now. 

Reaching the Austen suite, Margaret pushed the French doors all the way open, flipping the switch to the crystal chandelier. “Here we are. I hope you’ll find it to your liking.”

“Oh my.” Natalie entered the room and spun around. “It’s like I’ve stepped back in time. It’s perfect.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

The Jane Austen suite was decorated in shades of grayish-blue and cream, with gold and bronze accents throughout. On the opposite end of the room, beside the wrought-iron bed, a window seat of cushiony velvet created the perfect reading nook and a view of the majestic courtyard garden outside. Next to the nook was an upright piano. On the wall above it, a pair of bronze wall scones adorned each side of a collection of framed quotes from Austen’s books. A wood, round, antique accent table beside the piano held one of Margaret’s favorite highlights of the room—an arrangement for afternoon high tea. Today’s offering included a sampling of teas atop a bronze, two-tiered tray filled with goodies—a scone and jam with clotted cream, a crustless sandwich cut into four pieces, and two slices of cake. 

Pressing a hand to her chest, Natalie said, “Wow, you’ve thought of everything.”

“I aim to keep my guests comfortable and happy.”

Natalie crossed the room, sat on the window seat, and took in the view of the garden. She said nothing for a time, and Margaret wondered whether she should excuse herself, leaving Natalie to settle in. She’d decided to do just that when she saw something that gave her pause—Natalie flicking a couple of tears off her cheek. 

Margaret cleared her throat. “Would you like me to go so you can get unpacked?”

“Oh, no, I ... it’s been a rough few days. It’s the reason I’m here. I needed space, time to think, away from my college roommate, Bronte. We’ve been friends since elementary school. But now ... now, I’m thinking maybe we shouldn’t have moved in together.”

“Having a friendship as long as that is special. I’m sure you can work things out. Can’t you?”

Natalie shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve always done almost everything together, but now she spends most of her time with Miles, her boyfriend. He’s at our apartment all the time, plops right down in between the two of us when we’re watching our shows, eats our snacks without even asking. It’s annoying.”

Margaret shuffled across the room, joining Natalie at the window seat. “Have you talked to Bronte about how you’re feeling?” 

“I’ve never been any good at confrontation. I’ll admit, I’ve been giving the silent treatment. I know it’s not a healthy way to go about it. She keeps asking me what’s wrong, and I feel like she should know me well enough to figure it out without me having to tell her. Seems obvious to me.”

“If Bronte isn’t clear about what the problem is, she won’t know how to fix it.”

Natalie blew out a long sigh. “I suppose you’re right.”

“Lifelong friends are hard to come by, take it from me. If you’ve always been close, you can’t let a little squabble over her boyfriend ruin the bond between you.” 

“I just ... I don’t know what to do.”

Margaret stood. “Come with me. I believe I have just the thing you need.”

“You do?” 

Margaret nodded, and Natalie followed her to the library, gasping when she entered. “Whoa, this is amazing. I had no idea you had a library in the manor.”

“I don’t post any photos of it on the website. I like the element of surprise in some things—and this is one of them. My guest’s reactions when they see it ... well, it never disappoints.”

“May I borrow a book or two while I’m here?” 

“Any book you like.” Margaret reached over, picking a book off the shelf and placing it in Natalie’s hands. “Have you ever heard of Eye for Revenge?” 

“I haven’t.” 

“I think you’d like it. There’s a little bit of murder, a little bit of romance, and a little of something else. Read it, you’ll see ...”
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Evie Richelle soared down the cracked sidewalk, legs spread, rubber tires spinning. Summer was here at last, fanning a warm breeze through the air that slapped her uncombed, blond locks against her face like willows in the wind. Her new Roadmaster Aerobee Renegade bike was everything she’d wanted, only it wasn’t new. It was something her Grandma Ruby called “vintage.” Eleven-year-old Evie didn’t know what the word “vintage” meant, and she didn’t care either. As far as she was concerned, it was cool. And cool suited her just fine.  

Tough and yellow, the bike had a brawny bee painted on its side. But the bee wasn’t what Evie loved most. It was the way the wide handlebars curved down at the ends. When her fingers wound around the stiff, rubber grips, she no longer felt like she was on an ordinary bike—she felt like she was on a motorcycle.  

A few minutes earlier when she whizzed by the house next door, Ronnie, the boy who lived there, shook his head and shouted, “Why are you riding a boy’s bike?” 

Evie snickered and replied, “Why do you play with Barbie’s?”

Ronnie’s eyes widened. “Do not!” 

“Do too!”  

And he did. 

She’d seen him one day through her bedroom window. 

Ronnie threw a stick, narrowly missing Evie’s head. She thought about turning around, waving her middle finger in his direction. It was something she’d seen her grandmother do once when they were in the car together on the freeway. Evie decided against the gesture. Ronnie would just tell his mother, his mother would tell her grandmother, and she’d be in big trouble. 

No crybaby was worth that.  

Besides, she had places to go. 

Evie stuck her tongue out and cranked her foot down on the pedal just as Ronnie reached for a handful of gravel. He hurled the small rocks into the air, aiming for her head, but his pitch was weak. Nothing hit her. Not a single one.  

Crisis averted, Evie reached the park and rolled to a stop. She hopped off the bike, leaning it against a sawed-off trunk of a tree. She was debating whether it would be safe to leave it there when she heard a sound. Someone was crying. She climbed the grassy hillside to investigate. In the sand in front of the swings, she saw a girl who looked to be about her same age. The girl was on her knees, and she wasn’t just crying—she was out-and-out bawling. Two boys hovered over the girl. One of them was taunting her, laughing; the other, awkward and still. The boys looked older by maybe a year or two. Given she could only see the backs of their heads, it was too hard to tell for sure.  

She needed to get closer, check things out. 

“What’s the matter, little girl?” one of the boys teased. “Did someone take your swing away?” 

“My name’s not ‘little girl.’ It’s Quinn, and you pushed me!”  

“It’s our turn on the swings,” the same boy said. “Besides, what are you going do about it?” 

From the looks of it, nothing. 

Evie waited, giving Quinn a full minute to buck up and defend herself. But the girl remained where she was, staring at the ground.  

“Hey!” Evie yelled. “Maybe she’s not gonna do something about it, but I will.” 

The boy responsible for the taunting roared with laughter until he turned around and saw Evie standing in front of them, one of her fists raised in front of his face. 

The other boy said, “Evie? What are you doing here?” 

Evie looked at Quinn, noticing a tear in the knee of her thick, light-blue stockings and the sand scattered throughout her long, dark pigtails. Then she looked at the boy who’d recognized her. “Roman Tanner, say you’re sorry!” 

“He’s not gonna do that,” the other boy said. “We’ve been waiting for our turn on the swings forever. We asked her to get off the swing, and she ignored us. So, we ... well, helped her off of it.”

Roman stood still, his eyes never leaving Evie as he said, “Dylan, maybe we should tell the girl we’re sorry for what happened and—” 

“You kiddin’ me?” Dylan said. “No way. Don’t let a girl tell you what to do.” 

Evie had heard enough.

She drilled her fist straight forward. It connected with Dylan’s nose, and blood splashed out everywhere. 

Quinn gasped. 

Roman froze. 

Evie smiled.  

“Did you see what she did to me?!” Dylan cried. 

Evie turned her attention to Roman. “Say you’re sorry. Do it!” 

Roman raised his hands. “All right, all right. I’m sorry!” 

“Don’t say it to me, you idiot,” Evie said. “Say it to her.” 

Roman rolled his eyes and looked at Quinn. “Hey, I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to hurt you, okay? Dylan should have never pushed you off the swing. We didn’t know you’d get hurt. Honest.” 

“Good,” Evie said. “Now get out of here, both of you.” 

The boys turned and went, Dylan shooting Evie a look like she may have gotten her way this time, but it was far from over. Evie didn’t care. Grandma Ruby always told her bullies were the biggest wimps of them all, and looking at the tears trailing down Dylan’s cheeks, she believed her. 

Evie held out a hand. 

Quinn took it and stood up. 

“Wow,” Quinn said. “They’re scared of you.”  

“Not me, my Grandma Ruby. She’s friends with Roman’s grandma. He knows what would happen if I told her what he did. I wouldn’t, though. I’m no squealer, and I’ve learned how to take care of myself. You should too.” 

Quinn shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.” 

But Evie knew Quinn wasn’t the type of girl to defend herself. One look at Quinn’s dress and matching hair bows, and Evie knew everything she needed to know about her. Quinn was soft, easy, the perfect kind of girl bullies liked to tease. And she was thin, a lightweight. Evie imagined if she jabbed her with a pinkie finger she’d tip right over. 

“Why haven’t I seen you before?” Evie asked. 

“We just moved here a couple weeks ago.” 

“Who’s we?” 

“My mom, dad, and my sister.” 

“Younger or older?” Evie asked. 

“What?” 

“Your sister. Is she younger or older?” 

“Younger.” Quinn rolled her eyes. “She’s a pain. Follows me around everywhere.” 

Evie smiled. 

Maybe Quinn wasn’t so sweet after all. 

“I’m Evie. What grade are you going into this year?” 

“Fifth.” 

“Me too. Who’s your teacher?” 

“Mr. Landers.” 

“Hey, mine too.” Quinn may have dressed a little too girly for Evie’s tastes, but Evie admired the chain she wore around her neck. It was silver with two hearts interlocked around each other. “Cool necklace, by the way.” 

Quinn reached behind her neck, unclasped the necklace, and held it out to Evie. “It’s yours.” 

“Oh, hey ... you don’t have to give it to me just because I like it.” 

Quinn dropped the necklace into Evie’s hands. “It’s okay. I want you to have it. Wanna be friends?” 

Evie nodded. “Sure, why not? Have you met anyone else since you moved here?” 

“No, why?” 

“If you want, you can hang out with me this year at school.”

Quinn shrugged. “Okay.” 

“Good, it’s settled then.” 

In the distance, Evie heard someone calling Quinn’s name.  

“That’s my mom,” Quinn said. “I have to go. See you around, okay?”

“Yeah, see you around. And hey, don’t worry about those boys bothering you again. Roman’s not so bad when he’s not palling around with losers. Besides, when you’re with me, I won’t ever let anything bad happen to you.” 
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Fifteen Years Later

Quinn Montgomery woke to the kind of blank darkness that left her feeling like she’d been tangled inside a web, suffocating for a good part of her adult life. Only she wasn’t awake. She was swimming inside a dream, but none of her dreams had ever been this unsettling before. 

Sounds bounced in and out of her consciousness—echoing and swirling like they were being broadcasted inside her mind through an elongated tunnel. 

“Quinn, I need you to listen to me, to hear my voice,” her father said. “Wake up for us, please. Open your eyes.” 

She tried opening her eyes, but she couldn’t. 

Where was he? 

Or even more important—where was she?  

And why wouldn’t her eyes open?

“Come on, sweetheart,” her father prompted. “Come back to us.”

She tried again. 

Still nothing. 

A mixture of odors, pungent and sharp, penetrated her nostrils as she breathed in a lungful of sterile air. The smell was like a cloth had been doused in vinegar and slathered all over the room ... if, in fact, she was in a room. The fetid odor was soon replaced by another sensation—pressure, someone clutching her hand, squeezing so hard it felt like one of her knuckles had cracked.  

“Quinn, can you hear me?” her mother asked. “We’re right here with you, honey.” 

Her mother’s voice sounded frail and thin and something else ... scared.  

Someone placed a hand on her forehead, combing their fingers through her long, coffee-colored curls.  

“She’s not responding to us,” her father said. “Why don’t you give it a try?”

“I ... I don’t know,” came the response. “I wouldn’t know what to say.”

The newest voice Quinn heard was an unwelcome one—Marcus, her husband.

As thoughts raced through her mind, memories began to return, even though most of what had happened over the past twenty-four hours was still a blur. 

“I don’t think it matters what you say,” her father said. “Quinn needs to know you’re here, that you support her.” 

Quinn wanted to laugh out loud. 

Support. 

She doubted Marcus understood the meaning of the word. 

“Talk to her like you would if she was awake,” her father added. “That’s all you need to do.”  

“If she was awake, she wouldn’t talk to me,” Marcus said. “Not after I—” 

“You’re her husband,” her father cut in. “The past doesn’t matter. Right now, Quinn needs all of us.” 

Thick, calloused fingers wound around her bony arm, and she cringed. She knew those fingers all too well. It felt like he’d moved closer to her, his breath steamy and hot as he whispered something into her ear.  

“Quinn, it’s Marcus. I’m here with your mom and your dad, and we all just want you to wake up, to come back to us. I’m sorry about Evie.”  

Evie. 

In an instant, Quinn’s fragmented memories flooded her mind, and she remembered everything—what had happened, where she was, and how she got here.

Evie was dead. 

The night before, she’d received the horrible news about the tragic loss over the phone. At the time, Marcus had been yelling at her, just like he did almost every night, and in that moment, she’d realized something. She couldn’t take one more second of living a life she’d wanted to run away from for years.

She had to get away—away from him. 

Struggling to catch her breath after the phone call ended, she’d grabbed the car keys out of the bowl on the kitchen counter and sprinted from the house to her car, peeling out of the driveway. As she tore up the hill, her tires spitting fragments of freshly laid asphalt back onto the street, her eyes flooded with tears. She tried wiping them away but couldn’t keep up. In the moments that followed, she lost control of the steering wheel, her car veering off the road, careening into a knotty, old tree. The last thing she remembered was a woman hovering over her, asking someone to call 9-1-1.

Now she rested on a hospital bed, her body bruised, heart broken. 

Desperate pleas emitted from her mother’s mouth, but they were overshadowed by something else. A sound, long and steady. A beeping that refused to end. 

A male voice barked commands: “I need everyone to clear the room. Now!” 

In a strange, twist of surreal reality, Quinn felt herself detach from her physical body, hovering between this life and the next. Time had spilled from the hourglass until all that remained were a few tiny grains. 

Part of her wanted to live, to fight, to make something more of her life. 

The other part was tired and broken and didn’t want to wake to a world if Evie wasn’t in it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3



[image: ]


Two Days Later

The last time Quinn had seen Evie, Evie asked if she was happy, as she’d done many times in the past year. Not wanting her friend to worry, Quinn had assured her everything was fine, even though it wasn’t. 

At present, Marcus was standing across from her hospital bed, leaning against the wall. Quinn had just asked him to leave, and based on his expression, he wasn’t keen on the idea. 

“You almost died, Quinn,” he said. “I don’t think you should be alone right now.”

“I’m fine,” Quinn said. “I feel a lot better today. I’m going to talk to the doctor when he stops by and ask him when I can get out of here.”

“You can’t leave. You’re still recovering from the accident.”

It was just like him to say those words. 

He was always trying to make decisions for her, and today was no different. 

Dressed in single-cuff, black trousers, striped socks, and new, polished loafers, Marcus was no longer the board-shorts-wearing surfer he used to be, and Quinn wondered where that man had gone. When they first met, he was charming and flirty. The man standing before her now was so different, he was almost unrecognizable.

She attempted to slide off the hospital bed and stand, but her wobbly legs disapproved. She reached out, wrapping a hand around the bed railing, doing what she could to steady herself while Marcus looked on, his arms folded, head shaking, disapproving. 

Always disapproving.  

“I talked to the nurse earlier about being released,” Quinn said. “She thinks the doctor will sign off on it if I have people to look after me when I leave here, and I do. If he allows it, I’ll have a few forms to fill out, and then I’m free to go.” 

“Where’s the doctor? I want to talk to him.”

“Please, Marcus. Don’t make a big deal out of it, okay?”

“It is a big deal. If this guy thinks it’s all right to release you this soon, maybe we need to get a second opinion, because I don’t agree with it.”

His temper was flaring, and she hadn’t even delivered the worst news yet. 

“Since you’re here, there’s something else we need to talk about,” she said. 

“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

“My parents will be going home tomorrow morning,” she said. “If the doctor discharges me, I’ve decided to go with them to Cody.”

“Wyoming isn’t home, Quinn. Not anymore. Your home is here with me, the same place it’s been for the last six years.” 

But was Utah her home? 

Or was it his? 

Marcus stomped a foot onto the floor. “Come on, now. Be realistic. Get back into bed. You need rest.”

She shook her head. “I’m going back to Cody, Wyoming. I want to be there for Evie’s funeral.” 

He stepped forward, jabbing a finger in front of her face. “You’re in no condition to go anywhere, and you know it.” 

Two days ago, his comment would have signaled the end of a discussion in which the old, timid Quinn would have given in. Over the years she’d learned relenting was a lot easier than fighting for herself. But now, a more determined Quinn was emerging, and this new woman’s eyes were wide open. 

“I’ve already made my decision,” she said. “I’m going home with my parents.”

“I don’t understand what’s happening right now. You’re ... you’re not yourself.” 

“You’re wrong. I’m feel more like myself than I have in a long time.”

“I’m your husband. I know you, and your actions, your behaviors ... This,” he swirled a finger in the air, “what’s happening right now, it isn’t you. Bottom line is, I don’t want you to go, and as your husband, I have a say in the matter.” 

They squared off, Quinn staring at Marcus, Marcus staring back. 

As a husband, Marcus had always been faithful. He was reliable, and he had a great job. But the longer they were married, the more she saw him for who he truly was—a bully. As days rolled into years, she recognized herself less and less, until the little bit of light remaining in her soul had been snuffed out. 

A nurse popped her head inside the hospital room, smiling at Quinn as she said, “Hey, hun. Just checking on you. Is there anything you need?” 

“I’m fine, thank you,” Quinn said. 

“The cafeteria is open. If there’s anything you’d like me to get for—”

“She said she’s fine,” Marcus cut in. “If she needs something from the cafeteria. Not that the food in this place is edible, because it isn’t.”

The nurse narrowed her eyes at him as she stood in the doorway. Then she glanced at Quinn, waiting until she’d nodded before the nurse backed into the hallway, leaving the door open a crack.

Marcus leaned to the side as if looking to see if the nurse was still within earshot. Then he shifted his focus back to Quinn. “All right. I’ll tell you what ... if you’re released, I’ll agree to take you to Wyoming. We’ll both attend the funeral so you can have the closure you need, and then we’ll come back here. All I want is for things to get back to normal again.”

Normal. 

She didn’t even know what normal was anymore.

All she knew was the time had come to have an even more difficult conversation, one Marcus wouldn’t want to hear. She’d thought about waiting until they were back at home, but she’d spent enough of her life waiting, living her life for someone else. 

Evie would want her to stand up for herself. 

It was time.

“Marcus, I’ve done a lot of thinking over the last two days,” Quinn said. 

“Oh, yeah? About what?” 

“About our marriage and our life together.” 

He raised a brow. “And?” 

“I’m not right for you, and you’re not right for me. I don’t think we ever were.”

He responded with a simple shrug of his shoulders, unfazed, acting as if she hadn’t said much of anything at all. “That’s the meds talking. You don’t mean it.” 

“You haven’t touched me, really touched me, in a long time. I can’t even remember the last time we were ... the last time we had sex. I bet you don’t know either. That’s how long it’s been.” 

He rubbed his hands together, huffing out a frustrated, “It’s just something we’re going through, something all marriages go through.”

“No, it isn’t. It’s more than that.” 

“Where’s this coming from?” 

“I want to find purpose and meaning in my life again, and I want to stop holding on to the past. Our son has been dead for two years. We weren’t doing great before he died, and since then ... well, it’s gotten even worse. I’m not happy, and if you’re being honest with yourself, neither are you.”

Marcus reached out, tracing a finger up and down her arm. “I love you, but I don’t know how much more of this nonsense I can take.” 

“I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I meant what I said. I am leaving with my parents tomorrow.”

“So you’ve said, over and over again. If I wanted a constant repeat, I’d buy a parrot. Like I said before, I’ll drive you. There’s no need to hitch a ride with your parents.”

Quinn took a deep breath in, gripping the bed sheet in her hand as she whispered, “I didn’t want to have this conversation here, but since we are, I want to be honest with you. I’m not just going to Cody for Evie’s funeral. I’m leaving here, for good.” 

He moved a hand to his hip. “What are you talking about?”

She paused a moment, taking in a deep breath as she gathered the courage to say what she needed to next. “I’m leaving our marriage.” 

He went silent for a moment, and then he bent toward her, gritting his teeth as he said, “Are you out of your mind?” 

He fisted a hand, and Quinn waited for him to hit something, what he often did when he was angry. But he didn’t. He stood there—stunned.  

“I’m sorry to tell you like this, Marcus,” Quinn said. “Truly, I am.”  

“Don’t be.” 

“I’m not saying any of this to hurt you.” 

“Oh, don’t worry,” he scoffed. “You haven’t.” 

He blew past her, and she closed her eyes, listening to the high-pitched squeak of the rubber on the bottom of his shoes as they advanced down the hall. 

Away from her. 

Away from their life together. 

The veil of darkness had been lifted at long last. 

She reopened her eyes, and for the first time in a long time, she breathed in a full, cleansing breath—a breath that was the start of a new beginning. 
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Eighteen medium-sized boxes. It was hard to believe a few handfuls of cardboard was all Quinn’s life had amounted to after so many years. She pondered the thought as she peeled a piece of packing tape from the dispenser and onto the last box. 

At the age of twenty-six, it was hard to believe she was moving back in with her parents again. Sure, she’d be in a separate casita behind the main house, but who was she kidding? It was like she was experiencing life in reverse. 

Quinn stacked the box she was holding on top of another and turned, smoothing a hand over a box her mother had labeled “Isaiah” in black marker. The name had been scribbled inside a heart. Tracing the image with her finger, she reminded herself that Isaiah was no longer alone in the afterlife—Evie would find him.

In many ways, starting over again made her feel like she was going into the next chapter of her journey empty-handed. Her book of life seemed closed, the pages stuck together and unable to be turned. She had no idea what the future held, but she knew one thing—leaving Marcus had been the right decision.

Quinn’s father entered the room, placing a supportive hand on her shoulder. At six foot four, he towered over her five-foot-eight frame. He was in his early sixties, and his hair had started going gray, but he still looked as fit as he’d ever been
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