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  CHAPTER 1

  Okay, sleepyhead, time to wake up,” Allie said, reaching into the backseat of the car and giving her five-year-old son, Wyatt, a gentle prod. “We’re here. We’re at the cabin.” Wyatt stirred but didn’t wake up. She didn’t blame him. It had been a long day. Make that a long week, she corrected herself. And, if she were really counting, it had been a long two years. But she tried, whenever possible, not to count. It didn’t make the time go any faster, or the loss any easier to bear.

  She exhaled slowly and resisted the urge to put her head down on the steering wheel. She was exhausted—beyond exhausted, really—and it occurred to her, in that instant, that they could just sleep in the car that night. God knows, they were tired enough.

  But no sooner had she considered the idea than she rejected it. This was supposed to be a fresh start. A new beginning. For both of them. It wouldn’t do to wake up in the car tomorrow morning, wearing wrinkled clothes and stretching stiff limbs. They would spend the night in the cabin. The cabin that would hereafter be known as their home.

  The only problem with that, she thought, studying the cabin by the light of the car’s headlights, was that it didn’t look very homelike. And that was putting it mildly. Several shingles had fallen off the roof. Knee-high grass was growing right up to the front porch. And the porch itself was listing dangerously to one side.

  But it was still standing, she told herself. And that was something, wasn’t it?

  It had been over ten years since she’d last seen it. Part of her had thought it might have vanished altogether, swallowed up by the forest around it. But of course that hadn’t happened. This wasn’t a fairy tale. This was real life. She, of all people, knew that. She’d learned it the hard way.

  She turned off the car’s headlights, and the cabin all but disappeared into the darkness. She shivered unconsciously. Living on a suburban cul-de-sac these last several years, she’d forgotten how dark the darkness could be.

  Maybe she should just keep driving. If memory served her correctly, there was a motel on Highway 169. They could be there in fifteen minutes. But then what? They’d still have to come back here in the morning. And the cabin wouldn’t look any better by daylight. It might, in fact, look worse.

  “Mommy?” Wyatt’s voice broke into her thoughts. “Are we there?”

  “Yes, we’re here,” she said, in her best imitation of cheerfulness. She turned to smile at him. “We’re at the cabin.”

  “The cabin?” Wyatt asked, struggling to get out of his car seat.

  “That’s right,” Allie said. “I’ll show you.” She reached for the flashlight in the glove compartment and turned it on. But as soon as she got out of the car, she could see the flashlight was no match for the night’s darkness. Its weak beam barely cut through the blackness. She glanced up at the sky. No moon that she could see, no stars, either.

  She shivered again and tried to ignore the sensation that the darkness itself was somehow palpable, like a weight pressing down on her. Even the air, she realized, seemed to have a cottony thickness to it.

  She opened the car’s back door, unfastened Wyatt’s seat belt, and lifted him out of his car seat. She settled him on her hip and shone the flashlight in the direction of the cabin.

  “There it is,” she said. She hoped her voice sounded reassuring. Especially since she was feeling in need of some reassurance herself. Wyatt frowned in the direction of the cabin.

  “I can’t really see it,” he whispered. “It’s so dark.”

  “It is dark,” Allie agreed, and her heart sank a little more. But she caught herself. Stop it. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Peace. Quiet. Solitude. And now you’re unnerved by a little darkness?

  She reached for the canvas tote bag she’d placed on the backseat beside Wyatt. She’d filled it with everything they might need their first night here. She’d unload their other belongings in the morning. Right now, the important thing was to get Wyatt inside and into bed.

  Poor kid, she thought, slamming the car door and walking up the cracked, overgrown flagstone path to the front porch. She’d woken him up at dawn that morning, when the movers had come to put the contents of their house into storage, and, except for a few well-timed rest stops, he’d spent the whole afternoon and evening in the car. But he hadn’t complained. He almost never did that anymore. And it worried Allie. Complaining, after all, was one of childhood’s God-given rights.

  She stepped gingerly onto the cabin’s front steps, testing them for stability. They held. So, too, did the warped and slanting front porch. She fished the front door key out of her tote bag and opened the rusted lock. And as she pushed the door open, she said a silent prayer. Something like, Please don’t let there be three generations of raccoons living here now. But when she turned on the lights, the cabin looked exactly as it had the last time she’d seen it. Relief flooded through her.

  Wyatt, though, didn’t like what he saw. After a quick look around, he buried his face in the nape of her neck.

  “Hey, what’s wrong?” Allie asked, lugging him and the tote bag inside and locking the door behind them.

  But Wyatt refused to lift his head. He just burrowed it deeper into her neck.

  She frowned, looking around the cabin’s living room. It looked fine to her. Homey, even. She could see there was a layer of dust on the furniture, and a few spider webs in the corners of the room. And it was stuffy, after being shut up for so long. But for the most part, it had stood the test of time remarkably well. There was nothing wrong with it that a little elbow grease wouldn’t set right.

  Still, she tried to see it from Wyatt’s perspective. After all, he’d lived his whole life in a three-bedroom ranch house replete with all of life’s modern conveniences. By his standards, this cabin wouldn’t just look rustic. It would look downright primitive. But scary? She didn’t think so.

  “Wyatt,” she said softly. “What’s wrong, honey? I know it’s not like our old house. But it’s fine, really. It’s just a little dusty, that’s all. And the furniture is a little old. But it’s nothing you and I can’t fix up together.”

  But he shook his head violently and whispered something she couldn’t understand.

  “What did you say?” she asked, positioning her right ear against his mouth.

  “I said ‘he’s looking at us,’ ” he whispered back.

  Allie felt her body stiffen involuntarily. “Who’s looking at us?” she asked, feeling a little unnerved. Okay, a lot unnerved. The movie about the boy who could see dead people came to mind, but Wyatt had never exhibited any such gift. At least, not to her knowledge. She fought down a little shiver of dread.

  “Wyatt, who’s looking at us?” she asked again. But he only shook his head and wrapped his arms more tightly around her.

  She willed herself to be calm. Nobody is looking at us, she told herself. We’re all alone here. In more ways than one.

  So she forced herself to look at the cabin’s living room again. Really look at it. And this time her eyes came to rest, almost immediately, on the antlered buck’s head hanging above the fireplace. Of course, she thought, with a shaky exhale. Wyatt had never seen anything like that before. It would be frightening to him.

  “Wyatt,” she asked softly. “Are you afraid of the buck’s head over the fireplace?” He nodded his head emphatically but still didn’t look up.

  “Oh, honey, don’t be afraid,” Allie said, snuggling him closer. “It’s not real. I mean, it was real. But it’s not alive anymore. My grandfather, your great-grandfather, brought it back from a hunting trip,” she explained. “It’s been hanging there since before you were born. Since before I was born.” She admitted, “I didn’t really notice it when I was a child. I guess because I was used to it. But I can see why it might be a little frightening to you.”

  Unlike her, of course, Wyatt hadn’t been raised in a family of hunters and fishermen. His exposure to wildlife, in fact, had been limited to the fireflies and frogs he’d caught in their backyard in suburban Minneapolis.

  With some effort, Wyatt lifted his head up. He shot the buck’s head a quick look. But once again he squeezed his eyes shut and buried his face in her neck.

  She tried a different tack. “Wyatt, it’s like a stuffed animal,” she explained. “Only bigger. But it’s nothing to be afraid of. I promise you. It can’t hurt you.”

  Wyatt cupped his hands around her right ear and whispered directly into it. “But he’s staring at us.”

  Allie glanced at the buck’s head again. Maybe it was the angle she was looking at it from. Or a trick of the light. But it did, in fact, appear to be staring at them. She sighed inwardly. This was one difficulty she hadn’t anticipated.

  She felt a flash of annoyance. Not at Wyatt. At the taxidermist responsible for the buck’s head. Did he have to make the buck look so realistic? And so ... so fierce? That buck did not look at all pleased to be hanging up there. In fact, he looked downright angry. No question about it, she thought. He will have to go.

  “Wyatt, I’ll take him down tomorrow,” Allie announced decisively. “But until then, can you just not look at him?”

  Wyatt lifted his head again and looked at her doubtfully. “I’ll try,” he said. “But, Mom,” he whispered, stealing a sideways glance at him, “where’s the rest of him? That’s just his head.”

  All at once, Allie felt exhausted. “The rest of his body ... isn’t here,” she said finally, opting to skip the gory details. “And after tomorrow, his head won’t be here either, okay?”

  Wyatt nodded, apparently satisfied. At least for the time being. As he snuggled back down into her arms again, Allie felt a surge of sympathy for him. She’d taken him away from everything that was familiar to him: his home, his extended family, his friends. And all she had to offer him in exchange was this creaky old cabin. Make that this creepy old cabin, she corrected herself, taking another look at the buck’s head.

  She tried to push any negative thoughts out of her mind. Maybe she had made a mistake bringing them here. But that didn’t change the fact that she needed to get Wyatt to bed. And the sooner the better.

  But first she looked around for something, anything, that would reassure him. Something that would help him understand, even a little, what it was about this place she had loved as a child.

  She settled on the leather couch in the living room. It was old and worn with age. But she knew from experience that it felt deliciously buttery and smooth to the touch. She walked over to it, lowered Wyatt onto it and sat down beside him.

  “This couch was my favorite place to read when I was a child,” she said, patting one of its arms. “Especially on rainy days.”

  Wyatt frowned, a tiny line creasing his adorable brow. “I don’t know how to read,” he reminded Allie.

  “I know that,” she said, tousling his hair. “But you’ll learn how to read. You’ll start kindergarten here this fall.”

  But Wyatt shook his head. “There are no kindergartens here,” he said, sadly.

  “Of course there are,” Allie said, smiling. “There are kindergartens everywhere.”

  Wyatt gave her a pitying look, almost as if he thought she’d lost her mind. “There’s nothing here but trees,” he said, twisting his little body around and looking out one of the cabin’s many windows.

  Allie resisted the urge to smile. “It’s true. There are a lot of trees here. And you’re right that there aren’t any kindergartens in these woods. But,” she said, pulling him into her arms and kissing the top of his head, “there is a kindergarten in Butternut. I’ve already told you all about Butternut, the town this lake is named after. It’s only fifteen minutes away from here by car. We’ll drive there tomorrow morning, and I’ll take you to Pearl’s, the little coffee shop there. And if it’s still open—and I hope it is—I’ll order you the best blueberry pancakes this side of the Mississippi. What do you say?”

  Wyatt didn’t say anything. He just sighed wearily.

  “Time for bed,” Allie said brightly. Maybe a little too brightly. She was fighting that by now familiar sense of guilt. The feeling that she’d failed Wyatt, that she’d somehow been less than the mother he needed her to be. But what was done was done, she reminded herself. They were here now and she needed to make the best of it.

  So she helped him change into his pajamas. And she watched while he brushed his teeth. She had another tense moment when she turned on the faucet in the bathroom. There was an alarming gurgling sound before dirty brown water came sputtering out. But after a few seconds, the water ran clear. And Wyatt, fortunately, was too tired to have noticed anything amiss.

  Of course, she was working hard to distract him. She kept up a steady, one-sided conversation about all the things they’d do that summer: fish off the pier, swim in the lake, and paddle around in the canoe.

  By the time she delivered Wyatt to his bedroom, he seemed reasonably content. The room had been Allie’s room, too, during her childhood summers at the lake. And she was pleased to see that, like the rest of the cabin’s interior, it seemed remarkably well preserved. It was a tiny room, with a steeply sloped ceiling, and knotty pine furniture. There was a colorful braided rag rug on the floor, cheerful red-and-white-checked bedspreads with matching curtains, and an oilskin-shaded lamp that threw a soft glow over everything its light touched.

  Being in this room again, Allie felt a wave of nostalgia. But none of this meant anything to Wyatt, she reminded herself. As far as he was concerned, they might as well be spending the night in a motel room. So now he watched, with solemn detachment, while she opened the windows, made up the bed with fresh sheets, and plugged in the night-light she’d remembered to pack in the tote bag.

  As she tucked him in, she tried to reassure him. Tried to make an unfamiliar place seem more familiar. “Wyatt, did you know this is the same room I stayed in as a child?” she asked, sitting down on the edge of his bed.

  He shook his head.

  “Well, it is. And do you know what the best part of staying in this room is?”

  Again he shook his head.

  “I’ll tell you,” she said. “It’s that when you wake up in the morning, you can see the lake from your window. You can’t see it now because there’s no moonlight tonight. But tomorrow morning, when you look out your window, the lake will feel close enough to touch. And, if it’s a nice day, the water will be the bluest blue you’ve ever seen.”

  He stared skeptically at the black square of window above his bed.

  “It’s there,” Allie reassured him. “And you’re going to love it.”

  She reached over now and tried to smooth his hopelessly tangled brown curls, but she quickly gave up. It was impossible. The gesture, though, seemed to soothe him. He sighed and his eyes blinked closed. She waited as he hovered on the edge of sleep.

  A moment later, though, he opened his eyes. He seemed suddenly wide-awake again. “Mom?” he asked, a worried expression on his face.

  “Yes,” she said, reaching out to stroke his hair again.

  “What if Dad can’t see me here?” he asked softly. So softly that Allie had to lean closer to hear him.

  At the word Dad she felt the familiar tightening in her chest. But she forced herself to look directly at him. “What do you mean by ‘see you here’?” she asked.

  He squirmed a little under the covers. “Well, you said he would always be watching over me. Only now we’re not at home anymore. We’re here instead. So how will he know where to look for me?”

  Allie felt her eyes fill with tears. She blinked them back. She was determined not to cry. Not in front of Wyatt, anyway. There’d be plenty of time for that later, after he’d fallen asleep.

  “Wyatt, he’ll always know where you are, wherever you go,” Allie explained. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

  “And he’ll always be watching over me?” Wyatt prompted.

  “Always,” Allie said with a smile.

  He squirmed again. “Even if I’m getting into trouble?” he asked.

  Now it was Allie’s turn to frown. “What do you mean by ‘trouble’?”

  “Well, remember when Teddy came over, and we caught that frog?” he asked, suddenly animated. “And we put him in the sink in the laundry room? To live there. Only I didn’t tell you about it. Because I didn’t think you’d let me keep him there. And then you found him anyway. And you got mad. Was he watching me then? Because if he was, he might have been mad at me, too.” He collapsed back on his pillow, slightly out of breath.

  Allie shook her head vehemently, still fighting back the tears. “No, Wyatt. He wasn’t mad at you. Not at all. And neither was I. Not really. I was just a little ... surprised when I found the frog, that’s all.”

  Then she smiled, remembering something. “You know, Wyatt, your dad did much more mischievous things than that when he was a little boy. I’ll tell you about them sometime, okay?”

  He nodded, obviously relieved.

  “And Wyatt? From now on, why don’t we say that your dad is only looking down on you when you need him to, all right? I mean, he’ll always be there for you. But he doesn’t have to watch you every minute of every day. He knows you’re a big boy now. He knows that most of the time you can take care of yourself.”

  Wyatt nodded again, this time sleepily. And Allie made a mental note to be more careful of how she phrased things in the future, given how literal Wyatt’s thinking still was.

  Now, he snuggled deeper under the covers and Allie looked out the window. She found the break in the trees that denoted the lake. It was too dark to see the water, but her eyes followed what she knew to be the shoreline. About half a mile away, across the bay, she saw a lighted dock. She frowned. A dock meant a house, and a house meant a neighbor. There hadn’t been any neighbors the last time she was here. Her family’s cabin had had the whole bay to itself.

  She sighed. She should have known there would be changes here, too. Even in Butternut, Minnesota, time didn’t stand still. But a neighbor? That hadn’t been part of her plan. Her plan had been to come to a place where there were no neighbors. At least not any close by.

  She thought of their neighbors back home in Eden Prairie. They’d tried to be helpful. They’d brought her and Wyatt an endless procession of casseroles. They’d raked their leaves, shoveled snow out of their driveway, and mowed their lawn. All without asking.

  She knew she should have been grateful. And she was, to a point. But she couldn’t help but wonder if it would have been easier to grieve privately. Without feeling that you’d somehow become a curiosity. Someone to stare at, surreptitiously, at the grocery store, or speak to, a little self-consciously, at the playground.

  Of course, the novelty of her widowhood had eventually worn off, but what had replaced it was worse. Because what came next were the suggestions, sometimes from family and friends, sometimes from only casual acquaintances, that it might be time to move on, to pick up the pieces. She was still young, they’d pointed out. There was no reason to think there wouldn’t be another husband someday. Maybe even another child.

  These conversations, it turned out, and not the pitying glances, had been Allie’s breaking point. When they’d started, she’d known it was time to leave.

  Now, sitting on the edge of Wyatt’s bed, she gave herself a little shake, trying to throw off some of the exhaustion that had settled over her. She listened, for a moment, to Wyatt’s breathing. It had settled into the regular rhythm of sleep. He was down for the count, she knew. He rarely woke up after he’d fallen asleep for the night. She turned off the lights and left the room, careful to leave the door open. She would be able to hear him, from her bedroom across the hall, if he needed her for any reason.

  Then she made up the bed in her room, changed into a tank top and pajama bottoms, and brushed her teeth. It wasn’t until she’d gotten into bed and turned off the bedside table lamp that she let herself contemplate the enormity of what she’d done. She’d sold their house, the only home Wyatt had ever known. She’d put most of their belongings in storage. And she’d bought out her brother’s share of the lakeside cabin they’d been given by their parents, who now lived full-time in a retirement community in South Florida.

  And now she’d returned to a place she hadn’t been in years. A place she hadn’t even spent a whole summer in since childhood. She had no relatives here. And no friends to speak of. The few friends she’d once had here had probably long since moved away. There was nothing here for her now, she knew. Nothing for either of them. Which begged the question of why, exactly, she’d decided to come back.

  She heard a faraway sound, haunting but familiar. It had been a long time since she’d heard it, but if you heard it even once, you never forgot it again. It was the sound of coyotes howling. Not an uncommon sound in the woods of northern Minnesota, but not exactly comforting, either. She felt a tremor of fear. Even knowing they were safe inside the cabin it was unnerving. Tiredness, however, quickly overcame her, even if it didn’t completely obliterate her anxiety. I must be crazy, she thought as she fell into a troubled sleep. Why else would I have thought moving here was a good idea?
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  CHAPTER 2

  By eleven o’clock that night, when Walker’s cell phone rang, his mood had gone from bad to worse. He glanced at the caller ID. It was his brother, Reid, the last person he wanted to talk to right now. But in addition to being his brother, Reid was also his business partner. And a demanding one at that. Walker ignored phone calls from him at his own peril.

  He picked up his cell phone and hit the talk button. “What is it?” he growled, by way of a greeting.

  “Jeez, Walk, is that the way you answer your phone now?” Reid asked mildly.

  “It’s eleven o’clock at night,” Walker pointed out, leaning back in his leather desk chair. “We’ve been through this before, Reid,” he said, massaging his temples, feeling the beginnings of a headache coming on. “Remember? You may work twenty-four hours a day, but I’m more of an eight-to-eight man myself.”

  “Well, that may be,” Reid said, sounding faintly disapproving. And despite his bad mood, Walker felt a corner of his mouth lift in amusement. Only a workaholic like Reid would find evidence of laziness in a twelve-hour workday. “But your character defects aside,” Reid continued, “I finished running the numbers on the Butternut Boatyard tonight.” He paused for effect.

  “And?” Walker asked, wishing Reid would hurry up. He wasn’t in the mood to talk about business right now.

  “And you did it,” Reid said simply. “You said you needed five years to turn the boatyard around. You did it in three. Congratulations.”

  There was a long pause while he waited for Walker to answer. Walker didn’t answer.

  “Hey, Walk, I thought this was good news.”

  “It is,” Walker said finally. “Of course it is. I’m just in a lousy mood.”

  “Yeah, I figured that out all by myself,” Reid said. “And you know what? I don’t blame you. If I lived in Butternut, Minnesota, population twelve hundred, I’d be in a bad mood, too. Seriously, Walk, what do you do with your free time up there?”

  “What free time?” Walker asked, only half jokingly.

  “Walk, even I have a little free time,” Reid pointed out. And we both know how you spend it, Walker thought. Chasing women. And, more often than not, catching them.

  “If you must know, Reid, I fish,” Walker said. “It’s very therapeutic. You should try it sometime. God knows you could use a little therapy.”

  Reid chose to ignore that remark. “Listen, Walk, I didn’t just call to congratulate you on the boatyard. I wanted to discuss something else with you, too.”

  Walker tensed. They both knew what that something else was.

  “I think you should move back to Minneapolis,” Reid said, without waiting for Walker to give him an opening. “I need you back here at headquarters. We agreed you’d live in Butternut for as long as it took you to turn the boatyard around. Well, you’ve done that. You’ve done that and more. That boatyard’s gone from being a cash drain to being one of the most profitable we own. Now I need you to do that again with another boatyard. And another. Because nobody’s better at day-to-day operations than you, Walk. Not even me.”

  That was high praise, indeed. And they both knew it. But still, Walker didn’t answer.

  Reid tried a different tack. “Seriously, Walk, I don’t know how you live up there year-round. I mean, it’s beautiful, I’ll grant you that. And you have every right to be proud of the cabin you’ve built. But you’re single. You’re in the prime of your life. And you’ve chosen to live in a place where the hottest game in town is Friday night bingo at the American Legion. Besides, you’ve told me yourself how competent your general manager is. So put him in charge and move back to the Twin Cities. You can still go up to Butternut on weekends. And fish to your heart’s content. Maybe even play a game of bingo or two.”

  Walker sighed. The promise of a headache had materialized, throbbing steadily at his temples. “Reid, can we talk about this later?”

  “No, we can’t. We can’t because I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this for a long time. I’ve tried to be supportive, Walk, even during your little ... domestic experiment—”

  Walker interrupted him. “Is that how we’re referring to my marriage now? As a domestic experiment?”

  “Look, call it what you want,” Reid said. “It didn’t work out. And it’s not surprising, really, when you consider that our first exposure to the concept of marriage was our parents’ marriage.”

  Walker winced. That was true enough. Their parents’ marriage had been a train wreck, and witnessing it had been more than enough to instill a lifelong fear of the institution of marriage in both of them. It was, they knew, something to be avoided at all costs. Walker’s brief, and unsuccessful, stab at it had done nothing to convince them otherwise.

  “Listen, Reid, I’ll call you in the morning,” Walker said.

  “Walk, I need an answer from you.”

  “Later.”

  “Now,” Reid insisted.

  “I think you’re breaking up,” Walker lied. “There’s a storm moving in.”

  “I’m not breaking up—” Reid started to argue.

  But it was too late. Walker pressed end on his cell phone and flipped it shut, dropping it on the desk. Reid would be annoyed, but he’d get over it. It wasn’t the first time Walker had hung up on him. And it most likely wouldn’t be the last time either.

  He left his study and went to the kitchen, grabbing a cold beer from the refrigerator. Then he cut through the living room and pushed open the sliding glass door that led onto the deck. It was pitch-dark outside. He glanced up at the sky. What moon there was was covered by a gauzy layer of clouds. He reached back inside the cabin and flipped on the outdoor lights. Then he walked out to the edge of the deck, found the black sheet of lake below, and twisted off his beer top. He sat down on an Adirondack chair and drank his beer slowly, setting the empty bottle down on the deck when he was done. He thought about getting another one, but stopped himself. No point in drowning his aggravations in beer. Especially when it wasn’t even Reid who’d aggravated him. In fact, he felt a little guilty now for hanging up on him.

  No, even before Reid’s phone call, he’d been in a bad mood. And all because of an otherwise innocuous little shred of fabric he’d found that afternoon.

  He’d been taking down a fishing tackle box from the top shelf of the hall closet when he’d felt something else up there, too. Something improbably silky and soft. He couldn’t see what it was until he’d yanked it down, and by then it was too late. He’d stared at the object in his hands, simultaneously fascinated and repelled by it. It was a lacy little nightgown. His ex-wife Caitlin’s lacy little nightgown, to be exact.

  Once he’d realized what it was, he’d tried to hold it with only his fingertips. As if it would burn him if he touched any more of the fabric than was absolutely necessary. Which was ridiculous, he knew. It was a piece of material, not some talisman with supernatural powers. But still, it was all he could do to force himself to hold it up, gingerly, for inspection.

  He hadn’t remembered this particular piece of lingerie. But then again, Caitlin had owned so many of these frothy little concoctions. Never mind how impractical it was to wear them during northern Minnesota’s long winters. She would have done better to invest in a high-necked, long-sleeved flannel nightgown. But no. Practicality had never been her strong suit. Still, how this one—a white slip of a nightgown, with a lacy trim at the neckline and hem—had gotten left behind, he had no idea.

  And it had occurred to him, for a second, that she might have left it there on purpose. In a place where he’d least expect to find it. But he decided that hadn’t been the case. Caitlin was many things, but she wasn’t devious. Or malicious. Besides, by the time she’d left, she’d been so furious at him the last thing she would have wanted to do was leave anything behind.

  No, he decided. Maggie, the woman who came out from town to clean once a week, had probably found it after Caitlin had left. Tactful as ever, she’d put it somewhere where she thought he wouldn’t find it. At least not for a while.

  But now that he had found it, he had no idea what to do with it. He thought about throwing it away, but that seemed somehow disrespectful to Caitlin. Even if things had ended badly between them, he didn’t bear her any ill will. He thought about sending it to her, but he quickly dismissed that idea, too. He didn’t have her address. And even if he did, how exactly did someone mail his ex-wife her nightgown? In an otherwise empty envelope, with no return address on it? Or wrapped in tissue paper, with a friendly note? Something like, I guess you forgot to pack this when you were screaming hysterically at me and throwing all your clothes into suitcases in the middle of the night?

  In the end, he’d put the nightgown back where he’d found it, on the top shelf of the hall closet. When he had enough clothes to donate to a local charity, he reasoned, he’d bundle the nightgown in with them. But for now, there was nothing else to be done. The nightgown would be out of sight, but not out of mind.

  A breeze blew off the lake now, stirring the branches of the great northern pines that towered above his deck, and Walker exhaled slowly. He felt his headache ease a little. He knew Reid didn’t understand why he lived here. Not full-time, anyway. And Reid was right. It wasn’t entirely necessary for him to do so. He could easily split his time between Butternut and Minneapolis. He also hadn’t needed to build a cabin here. He could have lived in the apartment above the boatyard office. It would have been as comfortable, and maybe even more comfortable, than many of the places he’d lived in over the last several years.

  But what Reid didn’t understand was that where Reid found escape in casual hookups and one-night stands, Walker found escape here. In this town, this lake, and this cabin.

  The town was gossipy, it was true. Most small towns were. Even without trying, Walker already knew more about its residents than he wanted to know. But he had been careful, after his wife left, not to get personally involved with any of them.

  And when he wasn’t working at the boatyard, he was here, in a cabin he’d designed and built himself on one of northern Minnesota’s most pristine lakes. Living out here, he’d been able to avoid any more complications in his life. Because here was untrammeled wilderness, and wildlife galore. There were miles of trails to hike around the lake; and on the lake, which was over twelve miles long and one hundred and twenty feet deep, there were dozens of pine-crested islands to explore. But in all this natural beauty, there were no messy entanglements, no senseless misunderstandings, no heated arguments. In short, there were no relationships, and that suited him just fine.

  Not that he was a monk. He wasn’t. He kept an apartment in Minneapolis, and when he was there on business, he’d get together with a woman he’d known since college. Like him, she put her job first. And also like him, she was uninterested in a long-term relationship. The time they spent together was brief, fun, and uncomplicated. In short, it was just about perfect.

  As he reached down to pick up his empty beer bottle, his eyes scanned the opposite shore of the lake. They stopped on an unfamiliar light, faint but still visible, through the trees. He tried, from memory, to picture what was there. He knew this bay now like he knew the back of his hand.

  But there was nothing there. Not really. Just a derelict old cabin he’d assumed was abandoned. That and a falling-down dock and boathouse. Certainly he’d never known anyone to actually stay on that property. Not since he’d built his own cabin. Maybe, he thought, the place had been discovered by local teenagers, looking for somewhere to drink beer and make out out of sight of watchful parents. That’s probably it, he thought, heading back inside the cabin. No one would be crazy enough, or brave enough, to actually live there.
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  CHAPTER 3

  Wyatt, look, it’s still here,” Allie said excitedly, tugging on her son’s hand as they crossed Butternut’s Main Street the next morning. For the first time since they’d arrived at the cabin, she felt a small surge of optimism. This was a good sign, she decided. Pearl’s was still here. Still open for business. And, as far as she could tell, still exactly the same as it had been when she was a child. The same red-and-white-striped awning, she noted with satisfaction. The same hand-lettered sign, advertising THE BEST PIE IN TOWN. And, she saw through the windows, the same Formica-topped counter and red swivel stools.

  But when they reached the sidewalk outside of Pearl’s, Wyatt hesitated. Allie squeezed his hand encouragingly.

  “Hungry?” she asked, smiling down at him. He nodded. “Good. Because I’m starving. And it’s either Pearl’s, or that can of baked beans I found in the back of the kitchen cupboard this morning.” She waited for a response. He glanced anxiously through the glass door. This was new, she realized, with a little jolt of anxiety. This reluctance to go into unfamiliar places.

  “So, what’s it going to be?” she prompted, letting go of his hand long enough to tousle his hair.

  “This place,” he said, resignedly. Too resignedly for a five-year-old, Allie thought.

  But she pushed open the swinging glass door and gently pulled Wyatt in behind her.

  Once inside, though, Allie felt an unexpected shyness herself. She nodded politely to the customers who looked up from their conversations or their newspapers, but her cheeks burned. It had been a long time since she’d been a stranger anywhere.

  She led Wyatt over to the counter and boosted him up onto one of the empty stools. Behind the counter, a pretty, blue-eyed, strawberry blond woman of about forty was shoveling coffee grounds into an industrial-sized coffeemaker.

  “I’ll be right with you,” she said, glancing up with a smile.

  “No hurry,” Allie said, picking up a menu. She offered to read it to Wyatt, but he had discovered that the top of his stool rotated three hundred and sixty degrees, and with a rare glimmer of excitement in his eyes, he was using both hands to push off the countertop and spin himself around.

  Allie smiled nervously at the woman behind the counter. “He was cooped up in a car for the better part of the day yesterday,” she explained. But the woman, looking over at Wyatt, only smiled.

  “Three generations of children have spun on those stools,” she commented, flipping a switch on the coffeemaker. “And with any luck, three more generations will spin on those stools, too.”

  Allie started to say something, then stopped. The woman was frowning at her in concentration. “Don’t tell me,” she muttered. “It’s right on the tip of my tongue ... Allie Cooper,” she announced, finally. Triumphantly. “Your family has a cabin on Butternut Lake.”

  “That’s right,” Allie said, flushing with surprise. “How did you know?”

  “I never forget a face,” the woman said, taking out a pencil and a check pad. “Although truthfully, sometimes, I wish I could. My ex-husband’s, for instance. Now there’s a face worth forgetting.” She didn’t sound bitter, though. Just matter-of-fact.

  “I do forget faces,” Allie confessed. “And names, too.”

  “Well, I don’t expect you to remember me,” the woman said with a shrug. “You were just a little girl when your father used to bring you in here for breakfast. I was a teenager. And this was the last place I wanted to be on a summer day. Busing tables when my friends were all out at the lake.”

  Of course, Allie thought, with an internal sigh of relief. She did remember her. Caroline, she thought her name was. Her grandmother Pearl had worked the register. Her mother, Alice, had taken orders, and her father, Ralph, had worked the grill. Allie had to subtract the years from her face, and replace her middle-aged warmth with adolescent sulkiness, but she could see her now as she had been then. Busing tables with a bored, slightly exasperated expression on her face.

  “You’re Caroline. Caroline Bell,” Allie said.

  “I was. I’m Caroline Keegan now. I didn’t keep my husband,” she said, with a smile. “But I did keep his last name.”

  “Well, I’m not Allie Cooper anymore, either,” Allie explained. “My last name now is Beckett. And this is Wyatt,” she added, gesturing to Wyatt, who continued to spin furiously.

  “That’s right,” Caroline said. “I heard you’d gotten married. Your brother was up here fishing with friends some years ago, and he brought me up to date on all your lives.”

  “I did get married,” Allie said, quickly, checking to see that Wyatt was still absorbed in spinning on his stool. “But ...” She paused. This was the hardest part, telling people who didn’t already know. Oh, who was she kidding? All of it was the hardest part.

  “But my husband was in the Minnesota National Guard,” she said, finally. “He was sent to Afghanistan with them two years ago this summer and ...” She stopped again. She couldn’t go on.

  “And he didn’t come back,” Caroline finished for her, speaking softly. “I’m so sorry, honey.”

  Allie shook her head, fighting back the tears.

  Wordlessly, Caroline flipped over the empty coffee cup on the counter in front of Allie and filled it up from a steaming pot of coffee. Then she pushed it, along with cream and sugar, over to her.

  “Now, I’ll take your orders,” Caroline said, companionably. “But I can’t get them started right away. The grill’s on hold while Frankie, my fry cook, tinkers with the air-conditioning. It’s on the blink right now. And I don’t need to tell you how bad the timing is, what with the weather reports calling for a heat wave.”

  Allie nodded, sipping her coffee. She was grateful to Caroline for changing the subject. It was an art form, she’d decided, that few people had mastered.

  “Oh, here’s Frankie now,” Caroline said, as a massive man maneuvered his way behind the counter. Wyatt caught a glimpse of him and abruptly stopped spinning. Then he stared, wide-eyed, as Frankie scrubbed his hands at a deep sink, dried them off, and took an enormous apron down from a hook on the wall and tied it around his huge waist.

  “Frankie, the griddle cakes are up for table three, and table seven needs the breakfast special, sunny-side up,” Caroline said, cheerfully.

  Frankie nodded and turned to face the grill, but Wyatt continued to stare at his back. Caroline noticed him staring and smiled. She leaned on the counter and said, quietly, to Allie and Wyatt, “Frankie is six feet six inches tall and three hundred and fifty pounds of pure muscle. But he is the gentlest man I’ve ever known.” She added, “I have never, ever, seen him lose his temper. He doesn’t need to. One look from him and an unwanted customer clears right out of here.”

  I’ll bet they do, Allie thought with amusement. Coming up against him would be like colliding with a solid wall of rock.

  “Now, for those orders,” Caroline said.

  “Wyatt and I will both have the blueberry pancakes,” Allie answered.

  “And I’ll have a chocolate milk shake,” Wyatt chimed in.

  “Not for breakfast,” Allie corrected him.

  “But you said I could have one yesterday,” Wyatt said, determinedly.

  “I did?”

  He nodded. “When we were driving in the car yesterday, you told me about Pearl’s. And I said, ‘Do they have chocolate milk shakes?’ And you said, ‘Yes, they do.’ And I said, ‘Could I have one when we go there?’ And you said, ‘Yes.’ ”

  “Oh,” Allie said, momentarily at a loss for words.

  “I’ll tell you what,” Caroline said. “How about if I bring you an extrasmall milk shake as a compromise? After all, it is breakfast time. And a growing boy like you needs food that’ll stick to his ribs.”

  Wyatt thought about it. “Okay,” he said finally. “But not too small.”

  Caroline winked at Allie, scribbled their orders down, and ripped the sheet off the check pad. She stuck it to a clip above the grill, at eye level with Frankie. A customer came up to the counter to pay then, and she moved down to the cash register.

  “Your cabin is on Otter Bay, isn’t it?” she called down to Allie.

  Allie nodded in surprise. As far she knew, Caroline had never been to her family’s cabin. But she’d forgotten how much people in a small town knew about each other’s lives. Even, it turned out, the location of an otherwise remote little cabin.

  “You have a new neighbor out that way,” Caroline said, handing her customer his change.

  “I know,” Allie said, a frown playing around her lips.

  She’d taken Wyatt down to the dock first thing that morning, and they’d seen the cabin across the bay. It was built on a bluff, perched over the lake, and it had been designed in such a way as to make it look as if it were hovering there, over the water. It was sleek and contemporary, all clean lines, pale wood, and glass.

  Below the cabin, on the lakefront, was an enormous boathouse, with at least half a dozen slips in it, and a seemingly endless dock, jutting far out into the water.

  Allie’s ramshackle boathouse and dock, on the other hand, presented an almost comical contrast to their luxurious counterparts across the bay. The boathouse roof had partially fallen in, and so many birds were nesting in its exposed rafters that it looked like a rookery. The dock, unfortunately, hadn’t fared much better. It was in the process of collapsing into the lake, with only part of it visible above the waterline.

  “Your neighbor’s name is Walker Ford,” Caroline said, coming back down the counter to stand in front of them. “He bought the local boatyard a few years back.”

  “Really?” Allie asked, with more politeness than enthusiasm. She wasn’t thrilled about having a neighbor, especially one as seemingly ostentatious as this man. His owning the boatyard, though, did explain why he had so many boats.

  Caroline put place settings, pats of butter, and pitchers of syrup in front of them. “It’ll be nice to have a neighbor all the way out there,” she said. “And I think you have at least one old friend from town who’s still around.”

  “Really?” Allie asked, puzzled.

  “That’s right,” Caroline said. “You remember Jax Lindsey, don’t you? You two used to be inseparable, didn’t you?”

  Of course Allie remembered Jax. The two of them had met the summer they were sixteen. They’d bonded over the makeup counter at the local drugstore. But it had never occurred to her that Jax, of all people, would still be living here. Her family life had been troubled, to say the least, and Allie had always assumed that when Jax left home, she’d put as much distance between herself and her parents as possible.

  “I can’t believe she’s still here,” Allie murmured.

  “Well, she is,” Caroline said. “She stayed in Butternut. Although, honestly, if she hadn’t met a nice local boy—Jeremy Johnson—she might have moved on. Anyway, they got married, took over the local hardware store from Jeremy’s parents, and had three daughters. With a fourth on the way.”

  “Four children?” Allie breathed. She’d often felt she was barely holding her own with one.

  “That’s right,” Caroline said. “And she makes it look easy, too.” She sighed and shook her head. “I have one daughter. Daisy. But four? I’m frankly in awe of Jax.”

  “How old is Daisy?” Allie asked.

  “Eighteen,” Caroline said. “She’s starting college in September. She has a full scholarship to the University of Minnesota. But she moved down to Minneapolis after school ended a few weeks ago. She wants to work and save money before school starts.”

  “Sounds like a good idea,” Allie said.

  “It is a good idea,” Caroline agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t miss her,” she said, a little wistfully, reaching behind her, to the counter beside the grill, and sliding two plates of blueberry pancakes in front of them. Then she presented Wyatt with his chocolate milk shake. It was in a small juice glass, but it had a hefty dollop of whipped cream on it, with chocolate syrup drizzled over it. Needless to say, Wyatt didn’t complain. He picked it up immediately and took several large gulps. When he set the cup back down, empty, he had a little glob of whipped cream on his nose. Allie laughed and wiped it off with a napkin.

  “Not bad, huh?” Caroline asked, smiling. “I’ve got to take a few orders,” she said, coming out from behind the counter. “You two enjoy your breakfasts.”

  “Thank you,” Allie answered. She reached for Wyatt’s plate of blueberry pancakes and started to cut them for him. Otherwise, she was afraid he’d swallow them whole. Her own stomach was rumbling hungrily. Often, over the last two years, she’d had to force herself to eat. This morning, though, that wouldn’t be necessary. Perfect blueberry pancakes might not be able to solve the world’s problems. They might not be able to solve her problems, either. But right now, it was almost possible to believe that they could.
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  CHAPTER 4

  Walker was still in a bad mood the next morning as he slid onto a stool at Pearl’s and signaled Caroline for a cup of coffee. She was taking an order at one of the tables, but she looked up long enough to give Walker a quick nod that said she, and a fresh pot of coffee, would be right with him. He glanced at his watch. He was late for a meeting with one of the boatyard’s biggest suppliers, and last night’s headache, despite the aspirin he’d swallowed before leaving the cabin, continued to throb dully at his temples.

  At least he’d managed to get to the counter without being drawn into a conversation with any of the regulars, he thought. Because this morning, he had neither the energy nor the patience for Butternut’s particular brand of folksiness. Instead, as he waited for his coffee, he watched Frankie, the gargantuan fry cook, crack several eggs in rapid succession onto the sizzling grill. It never ceased to amaze him how a man that large managed to maneuver so gracefully in a space that small. But Walker had never seen him make a single false move. It was rumored, he knew, that Frankie had done time. Hard time. Which might explain why he obviously felt so at home in such close quarters.

  But as much as Walker was enjoying watching Frankie, something to the right of him caught his eye. Three stools away, a woman was sitting with a little boy. A mother and a son, obviously. Walker knew immediately they weren’t from Butternut. He would have recognized them if they were. He sighed. Was it possible that he knew, at least by sight, every single one of Butternut’s twelve hundred residents? Maybe Reid was right. Maybe it was time to move on.

  He tried, out of politeness, to look away from his counter mates. But he couldn’t. Probably because, even in profile, he could see how pretty the woman was. She must have sensed his eyes on her, too, because she turned and met his gaze, head-on.

  He hadn’t been wrong about her, he saw. She was pretty. Exceptionally pretty. But in a totally unselfconscious way. As if she didn’t know that she was pretty. Or didn’t care. Though neither scenario, Walker thought, seemed likely. In his experience, women both knew about, and cared about, their relative attractiveness.

  This woman had long, honey-colored brown hair that fell in a straight curtain down to her shoulders, and hazel eyes that were striking against a golden complexion. She smiled at Walker, now, a polite but disinterested smile. Walker recognized that smile. It was the smile he smiled when he didn’t want to appear unfriendly but didn’t want to be drawn into a conversation either. After the smile, she turned back to cutting her son’s pancakes.

  Walker felt a little jolt of surprise. That was unusual. Not that mothers of young children were in the habit of throwing themselves at him. They weren’t. Not usually, anyway. But they also weren’t completely immune to him either. His eyes skated, almost unconsciously, to her ring finger. There was a thin gold band on it. No surprise there. Young, single women were in short supply this far north. Not much excitement up here. Unless, of course, you were an avid fisherman.

  He watched, as discreetly as possible, while she finished cutting her son’s pancakes and slid the plate back in front of him. He was a cute little boy, Walker thought. He wasn’t good at guessing ages, but he thought this kid looked like he was somewhere between four and six years old. He had a mop of curly brown hair, and a sweet but serious expression on his face.

  Now, he wolfed down his pancakes hungrily, ignoring his mother’s mild protestations. Walker suppressed a smile. He couldn’t blame the kid. He’d had the blueberry pancakes before. They were beyond good.

  “You look like you could use an extrastrong cup of coffee,” Caroline said, materializing in front of him with the coffeepot.

  “That sounds good,” he said, tearing his eyes off the woman and her son.

  “For here or to go?”

  “To go,” Walker said, glancing down at his watch again.

  “No breakfast?” Caroline asked, reaching for one of the paper cups stacked behind the counter, filling it up to the rim, and snapping a plastic lid on it.

  “No breakfast,” Walker confirmed.

  Caroline frowned a disapproving frown, but otherwise said nothing. In her own, no-nonsense way, Walker thought, she was as maternal with her customers as the woman down the counter from him was with her son. Caroline didn’t like it when one of her regulars left without a hearty breakfast under his or her belt. But after almost three years, she knew Walker well enough to know he couldn’t be browbeaten into ordering food he wasn’t in the mood to eat.

  Walker laid a five-dollar bill on the counter and stood up to go.

  “Not so fast,” Caroline said, sliding the cup over to him. “I want you to meet your new neighbors. It just so happens that they’re here this morning, too.”

  “My new neighbors?” Walker repeated, blankly. “I don’t have any neighbors.”

  “You do now,” Caroline said. She gestured to the mother and son sitting a few seats away from him.

  “Allie, Wyatt,” she said, loudly enough to get their attention. “This is Walker Ford. Your closest neighbor. Unless, of course, you count the black bears. And I’m not counting them,” she added, winking at Wyatt.

  Walker’s counter mate turned to look at him again. She didn’t look happy. In fact, she looked distinctly unhappy. Which was strange, Walker thought. He hadn’t given her a reason to dislike him yet, had he? He frowned. He wasn’t used to people, especially women, finding him uninteresting or unlikable.

  But her good manners obviously won out. She slid off her stool and, gently pulling her son after her, came over to shake Walker’s hand. Her hand felt soft and smooth in his own work-roughened hand, and for a second, he felt at a loss for words. It didn’t help that she was standing so close to him, either, though it was no closer than was absolutely necessary to shake his hand. She made her son shake his hand, too.

  “I’m Allie Beckett,” she said, smiling that noncommittal smile again. “And this is Wyatt. We just moved in last night, actually.”

  “I saw the light on in your cabin,” Walker said, mesmerized by her hazel eyes. He saw, up close, that they were actually light brown with darker flecks of green in them.

  “You must have been surprised,” Allie said. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s been there.”

  “I was surprised,” Walker confessed. “To be perfectly honest, I didn’t know that cabin was actually habitable.”

  Allie frowned, and he knew he’d said the wrong thing. Pink color rushed onto the gold of her cheeks, although whether from anger or embarrassment, he couldn’t tell. And he didn’t really care, either. Because the change in coloring only made her look more ridiculously pretty than she already looked.

  “Well, it is habitable,” she said. “But it does need some work,” she agreed. “Which is where Wyatt and I come in. Right, kiddo?” she said, pulling the boy closer. He nodded solemnly. “Fortunately, we’re not afraid to get our hands dirty,” she added.

  “Are you sure it wouldn’t be easier to just tear it down?” Walker asked, without thinking. He was having trouble thinking. Thinking clearly, anyway.

  “Tear it down?” she repeated, aghast. More pinkness flooded her tawny cheeks. Even he could see that she was angry now. Very angry.

  “My grandfather built that cabin himself,” she said. “And it was built to last. It’s not ostentatious, like some of the later cabins on the lake,” she added, pointedly. “But it’s not meant to be, either.”

  Ouch, thought Walker. It was impossible to miss that dig. He felt the tiniest flicker of embarrassment. Maybe because when he’d built his cabin he’d wondered himself if it was perhaps just a tiny bit pretentious to build something that big on that lake.

  But he was reluctant to end the conversation on a sour note. They were, after all, neighbors now.

  “Is your husband a fisherman?” he asked, changing the subject.

  “My husband?” she asked, startled.

  Walker checked her ring finger again. It was definitely a wedding ring. She followed his eyes to it and looked at it as if she were seeing it for the first time. Maybe he’d been wrong about it being a wedding ring, he thought. But if it wasn’t a wedding ring, she probably wouldn’t have worn it on the ring finger of her left hand.

  “My husband’s not here,” she said, looking back up at him. And there was something about the way she said it that led him to believe their separation was permanent. He could relate to that, although, in his case, there hadn’t been a young child involved. That was bound to make things more complicated. He wondered if she wore the ring for her son’s sake. Maybe she thought taking it off would upset him.

  “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Ford,” she said now, and Walker almost winced. She’d said it was nice meeting him the same way she might have said it was nice going to the dentist. He watched while she led her son back to his seat at the counter. Then he picked up his cup of coffee and headed out the door.

  “That went well,” he muttered to himself, as he drove his pickup truck to the boatyard outside of town. He reminded himself that it didn’t matter whether the two of them liked each other or not. In fact, it was probably better if they didn’t. He didn’t want a neighbor, and, apparently, neither did she.

  So why, he wondered, did their meeting only add to his irritability? He had no idea. But it did. And not only that, but for the rest of the day, when he should have been thinking about work, he found himself thinking instead about Allie Beckett and her son. There was something strangely unsettling about his meeting with them.

  Maybe Reid was right. Maybe he did have cabin fever. He needed to get away from Butternut, he decided. He’d go to Minneapolis on Friday. A couple of days in the city would do him good. Clear his head. And, with any luck, help him forget about the nightgown he’d found in the closet. Because, as ridiculous as it seemed, Walker couldn’t help thinking that his finding it was a bad omen, a harbinger of more trouble to come.
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