
  
    Also by Kim Murphy

    Whispers from the Grave

    The Dreaming: Walks Through Mist

    Promise & Honor

    Honor & Glory

    Glory & Promise

    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter One

  


  

  



  
    Near Charles City, Virginia

    

    October 2013
  


  

  

  A floorboard in the hall creaked. Rubbing tired eyes, Geoff glanced up from the computer screen. Just the house settling. Another creak. From the rug beside the desk, his wolfish-looking black dog pricked his ears in the direction of the sound. Someone was definitely there. The door cracked open, and Mosby wagged his tail.


  “Daddy...” Clad in seahorse-patterned pajamas, his seven-year-old daughter entered the library, clutching her spotted stuffed pony.


  “Sarah, it’s one in the morning. What are you doing up so late?”


  Tears streaked her cheeks as she scurried over to the desk with red locks flying behind her. She climbed onto his lap and clung to him. Her cries intensified. “Daddy!”


  “Sarah?” Wiping the tears from her face with his thumb, he hushed her and rocked her. “What’s wrong?”


  She stared up at him with blue saucer-like eyes and sniffled. “I thought you were gone.”


  It was the second time in a week, and the sixth time in a month that she had complained about the dream. Her description never varied. She kept seeing him lying in a pool of blood on the ground or floor, she wasn’t certain which, choking to death. After a consultation with a psychologist, he had been reassured that his daughter’s nightmare was caused by their recent loss of Mosby’s sire, Saber. At seven, children were becoming aware of the finality of death, and Sarah had transferred her fear from the loss of a pet to a parent. But how could such a young mind envision graphic details of a lingering death, especially since Saber had died peacefully in his old age? Geoff would have expected more typical childhood fears of going to sleep and not waking up. “I’m fine, Sarah. There now—see, there’s nothing to cry about.”


  Another sniffle. Calming slightly, she touched his face to reaffirm he was real. “Will you read me a story?”


  “You pick one out, while I let Mosby outside.”


  Sarah scampered over to the bookcase, where the children’s books were arranged on a lower shelf.


  He strode to the door at the far corner of the library and held it open. “Mosby.”


  The dog raced across the room and out the door. He returned to Sarah, who was waiting with The Black Stallion under her arm, and resumed his seat. Unlike his son, Sarah was easy to calm. Neal was at that difficult teenage stage. At fifteen, he had his learner’s permit, which he thought entitled him to special car privileges. Earlier in the evening, they had engaged in a stupid argument and exchanged heated words. He’d have a talk with Neal and apologize before the boy left for school in the morning.


  Geoff drew Sarah onto his lap and began to read. After he had read several pages, the scent of honeysuckle drifted over him. He sucked in his breath. Unlike Saber, Mosby hadn’t shown the capability of alerting him to an impending seizure, but then, he had gone nearly three years without one. The dog had only been a puppy at the time.


  “Sarah, can you run and get your mom?”


  She dashed for the door leading to the hall, but stopped short and screamed. His ex-wife stood in the doorway.


  “Beth...”


  But she kept staring at Sarah. Finally, she took one of Sarah’s red curls between her fingers. “You’re a lot like my little girl. George... I thought Georgianna was...” She glanced up at him. “You’re not George.” In her hand, she held a gun.


  Not Sarah! Geoff hurtled across the room, shoving his daughter aside. Landing on the floorboards beside her, he heard a gunshot. Blood spattered over Sarah’s pajamas. “Sarah!” Burning pain spread from his chest to his back. It wasn’t Sarah’s blood, but his own. Her dream. She had foreseen his death.


  As his gaze met with Beth’s violet eyes, she shouted, “Stay dead this time!” She vanished from the doorway.


  Gasping for breath, he rose on an elbow and checked Sarah. Although paralyzed by fear, she seemed physically unharmed. His vision blurred. Don’t die in front of her. Not like Mom. For a fleeting second, he was five. Glass shattered, and his mother’s bloody head slumped over the steering wheel.


  He felt the warmth of blood filling his shirt. Lightheaded, he struggled to remain conscious. “Sarah...” Losing the battle, he sank to the floor. A fog drifted over him, and he had no idea how long he lay there when panicky voices surrounded him. Gentle hands rolled him onto his back.


  “Geoff!” His wife grasped his hand. “Please be all right.”


  “Chris? Sarah, is she...?” he asked weakly.


  “She’s fine. Help is on the way.”


  In an attempt to slow the blood flow, his father applied direct pressure to the wound in his chest. Geoff gasped in agony. Unable to catch his breath, he tasted blood at the back of his throat. He reached out. “No...” Ignoring him, his father continued with his futile lifesaving efforts. Geoff clamped his fingers around his father’s wrist. “Please... stop.” Their gazes met, and the pressure lifted from his chest.


  “Dammit, Geoff.” Tears welled into the older man’s eyes.


  He had never seen his father cry before, and it seemed strange, even now. He coughed—more blood. Finally, another breath came.


  Chris cradled him in her arms and whispered, “Hang in there, Geoff. Help will be here in a few minutes.”


  Her fingers stroked his hair, and she hugged him tighter. As he fought for another breath, his hand encircled hers. “I... love...” Unable to force another breath, he gulped back the blood. He choked and sputtered. His lungs were exploding. Suddenly, he felt incredibly light. He drifted. His mother waved at him. He had forgotten her gentle dimpled smile. Alongside her, Saber waited. Rejuvenated to his sleek, youthful form, the dog wagged his feathery tail and barked excitedly. Near a soft light stood a woman with black hair cascading the length of her back. Margaret... He now understood. His death had been a terrible error in judgment.


  “Geoff! Geoff!”


  He turned to Chris’s voice, summoning him back to life.


  “He’s gone, Chris,” said his father, weeping unashamedly.


  “Noooo!” She dug her fingernails into her palm and moaned.


  Geoff struggled to touch her cheek to let her know that he was all right, but his arm remained frozen at his side. He tried to speak. No words came out. She bent over him and began sobbing. Then he saw—a crimson patch covered his chest, and his own eyes stared up, sightless in death.


  
    * * *
  


  Granite spires and headstones covered the grounds of the family cemetery. A four-foot brick wall with an iron gate marked the perimeter of the old section. Cameron names surrounded Chris. Geoff’s mother, Sarah, lay nearby. An empty plot remained beside her, where his father, Winston, would eventually rest. To keep unwelcome guests and the curious away, the funeral had been limited to family members—Winston; Geoff’s sister, Judith, and her husband David; his uncle, T.J.; Chris’s own parents; and Geoff’s fifteen-year-old son, Neal, from his first marriage. What must the boy be feeling? His mother had been responsible for Geoff’s death.


  Chris had placed Saber’s ashes in the casket alongside Geoff. Until the dog’s death, the pair had been inseparable. A massive red-hued oak shaded the grave with ruddy fall leaves. The tree would keep them cool in the summer, and leafless branches would let the sun through to warm their faces during the winter. What was she thinking? Geoff and Saber were dead, not just sleeping, and she had joined the ranks of widowhood. So numb—when would she wake up?


  “Chris...” Winston grasped her arm and led her to the waiting car. When she turned her back, the coffin would be lowered into the sandy ground of the land that Geoff had loved. A stable hand drove them the mile to Poplar Ridge. As they approached the three-story, red brick house with two adjoining two-story wings, she thought of her first trip to the estate nearly ten years before. After her car had a flat tire, Geoff had met her on the road to Poplar Ridge and helped her. Because of his casual attire of faded blue jeans, she thought he had been a stable hand himself.


  The car reached the circular drive in front of the cascading steps and came to a halt. She barely noticed Winston escorting her to the drawing room and the tapestry sofa. She stared at the crackling flames in the fireplace. It was here that Geoff had sat beside her and told her about his epilepsy. They had both realized complications of the disorder could be life threatening, but she hadn’t expected... Not like this!


  “Chris, would you like me to look in on Sarah?”


  Chris blinked and glanced up at Judith. Her friend’s blue eyes were puffy and red as if she had been crying. “She hasn’t said a word, since... since...”


  “I know,” Judith whispered, placing a tissue to her eyes.


  All morning Chris’s tears had remained at bay, but she felt them working their way to the surface. “Sarah had dreams this would happen. We kept reassuring her that things were all right. What do I tell her now? She keeps drawing pictures of Geoff.”


  Judith sat beside her. They hugged and cried. After a long while of holding each other, Judith said, “I’ll go check on Sarah now.”


  Chris dried her tears and stood. “I’ll look in on her. She needs her mother now, more than ever.” Near the far wall, Mosby curled on the padded dog bed. “Come on, Mosby. Let’s go see Sarah.” The dog followed her with a lowered head and his tail down. Even the dog grieved. If it had been night, the brass sconces would have lit the west wing’s wood-paneled hallway, like on the night that Geoff had died. The gunshot and running footsteps echoed in her mind. Beth had dropped the gun outside the library. Chris placed a hand on the knob.


  Unable to go inside, she went up the stairs to Sarah’s room. Outside her daughter’s door, she heard a squeal of giggling laughter. “Sarah?” Although she couldn’t make out the words, Sarah responded with lively chatter. Another giggle. Neal must have found some inner strength and managed to draw her out of her shell. Relieved for even that small measure of victory, Chris went inside.


  Besides Sarah, the room was empty.


  “Sarah, who were you talking to?”


  Her daughter stared up at her with innocent-looking blue eyes. Their color and mischievous spark reminded her so much of Geoff that it made her ache. “No one,” Sarah finally answered.


  “Sarah...” On Sarah’s table was another drawing. Until now, the artwork had been her daughter’s only mode of communication. Expecting to see another graphic picture of Geoff lying in a pool of blood, Chris drew in a sharp breath. Geoff was depicted as sitting behind the desk with acorn carvings in the library and Sarah was on his lap. He was reading her a story. Beside the drawing lay an open copy of The Black Stallion, the book Geoff had been reading to Sarah on the night he had died. “Sarah, I told you not to go into the library.”


  “I didn’t.”


  “Sarah...” No, the little girl had suffered enough. Chris decided not to scold her. “If you need anything, I’ll be resting in my room.”


  “Okay, Mommy,” she responded cheerfully.


  Relieved that Sarah was talking again, Chris trudged to the room she had shared with Geoff. Upon his death, her first inclination had been to move to another bedroom, but she felt closer to him among the leather furniture and aged wood that still reflected his quiet masculinity. Not the interior decorating type herself, she had never added any feminine touches after they had married.


  His jeans still remained folded in the drawers and his shirts hung in the wardrobe. It was almost as if he were away on a trip. Because of his seizure disorder, he rarely left Poplar Ridge. Even in death, he was a part of the estate. A family photograph rested on the dresser. It had been taken in late fall a couple of years before. The day had been much like this one. After a picnic in the meadow, Neal had watched Sarah, while she and Geoff had slipped off to the cottage. Her fingertips stroked the glass as if caressing his cheek. But Beth had shattered the dream. The fact that she had been caught and institutionalized failed to be of any comfort. With a scream, she hurled the picture across the room and heard the tinkle of breaking glass. “Dammit, Geoff, how could you do this to me?”


  Surrendering to her grief, Chris sank to the floor. Mosby curled next to her, and she hugged the dog closer, weeping into his thick, black fur.


  “Chriiiis...”


  Like a whisper in her ear, it was his voice. She clutched Mosby tighter and sobbed on the dog’s shoulder.


  
    * * *
  


  Day and night jumbled. Chris reached to the opposite side of the bed, expecting to touch Geoff’s finely muscled arm. But the empty spot was cold. Had it been two weeks since they had buried Geoff? Or four? Beside the bed, Mosby gave a gentle bark. Her eyes snapped open. Fully awake, she sat up with her heart racing. The early light of dawn filtered through the window, and she spotted a shadow looming at the end of the bed. “Who’s there?”


  Mosby whimpered a greeting in familiarity. Someone I know. The shadow approached her. “Who’s there?” she repeated. Mosby’s tail thumped rapidly in excitement. The apparition bent to her level, and she blinked. “Geoff?”


  Like a misty veil, his blue eyes stared at her intently.


  “Geoff, it really is you. I had an awful nightmare that you were dead. Please hold me.” Without saying a word, he extended an arm. Longing to touch him, she reached for his hand. Their fingers nearly intertwined, when his image wavered—thinner and thinner—until it vanished. With an anguished howl, Chris pounded a fist into her pillow. She struck it again and again.


  “Chris...”


  Chris heard running footsteps, and Judith was beside her, taking her into her arms and brushing her tousled hair away from her face.


  Tears fought their way to the surface. “I saw him,” Chris insisted. “He was kneeling beside the bed, right where you are.”


  “Chris, it’s only been a month. It takes time to come to terms with these things. You want to see him, so your mind conjured up an image. I know. Even though he was my crazy brother, I miss him too.” Judith handed her a tissue.


  Collected again, Chris dried her tears. “Mosby wagged his tail at him.”


  “Mosby got excited because you were,” Judith corrected. “Geoff wasn’t here.”


  Judith’s words reminded Chris of similar conversations with Sarah. The psychologist had told her that Sarah’s imaginary friend was a healthy outlet in accepting what had come to pass. She wondered if the same would be true for her. “I’m fine now, Judith.”


  Judith rubbed her on the back. “If you’re not, I can delay my return home until later.” For nearly a month, Judith had been away from her family in northern Virginia to be her constant nursemaid.


  “Your family needs you. I can manage from here on out.”


  “Are you sure?”


  No, but she certainly could give the illusion that she was coping. She had intruded on Judith’s life long enough, and she was grateful to her friend for helping when she had been in such dire need. “Yes.”


  “If you insist.”


  “I do.”


  “Very well.” Judith stood. “I’ll see you at breakfast.” After a few steps toward the door, she glanced over her shoulder with a worried frown.


  “I’m fine, Judith.”


  Her friend nodded and closed the door behind her as she left.


  Determined to get on with living, Chris went over to the wardrobe. First, she’d call the law firm and let them know that she’d be returning, then...


  Geoff’s shirts hung inside the wardrobe.


  She swallowed. Maybe going back to work wasn’t such a good idea yet. No, she could do it. Geoff wouldn’t want her sitting around the house and moping forever.


  Choosing a dark gray jacket with a matching calf-length skirt, Chris changed into business casual attire. She had lost weight. The jacket bagged, and the skirt’s waist was enormous. She pinned the skirt. Over by the mirror, she brushed her hair. She dabbed on a little makeup to add some color to her cheeks before making her way down the stairs to the east wing. In the breakfast room, Judith had already arrived, and Winston stood as Chris entered. After she sat in a spindle-backed chair, he took his place at the head of the table.


  “Judith tells me that you plan on returning to work.” She gave a nod, and he cleared his throat. “Chris, I’ll be seventy next spring. I’m much too old to resume taking on the responsibilities that go with running a working plantation again. I had hoped that you might consider taking over the farm business.”


  Give up her job as an attorney? “I don’t think...”


  “Please don’t dismiss the idea outright. Give it some thought. I realize that you’re a woman who needs a career, but you know what it takes to keep the farm going. Neal is old enough to help with some of the physical labor, and, hopefully, he or Sarah will see fit to take over when they’re capable.”


  What would Geoff want her to do? Very little had been more important to him than Poplar Ridge. No longer a city girl from Boston, she had grown to love the land as well. “I’ll think about it,” she promised.


  “Good. Thank you.”


  Was it her imagination or had the wrinkles grown deeper in Winston’s face over the past month? “I’ll hold off returning to the firm until I’ve made my decision.” As he nodded his appreciation, she caught a glimpse of his eyes growing moist. The African-American maid, Laura, entered the room carrying plates with eggs and toast and set them on the table. Suddenly no longer hungry, Chris shoved the plate away. She got to her feet. “I’ve decided to visit Beth today.”


  A plate slipped from Laura’s hands and crashed to the floor. “Sorry,” she said with a waver in her voice. “I’ll clean it up right away.”


  Both Judith and Winston gaped in her direction. The elder Cameron stood, and his gray eyes met hers. “Is that wise? Even Neal doesn’t wish to see her.”


  “I must. I need to know why.”


  “I doubt they’ll let you in.”


  “They will,” she insisted. “You forget that I’m an attorney. I have ways.”


  Concerned, Judith got to her feet. “Not illegal?”


  “Of course not. But I’m certain they’ll see things my way, when I explain it to them.”


  “I’ll accompany you,” Winston added.


  “On my own,” Chris stated firmly.


  An hour later, after seeing Sarah and Neal off to school, Chris gave Judith a goodbye hug, telling her to drive carefully on her return trip home, then climbed into Geoff’s classic ’67 Mustang, taking Route 5 to Richmond. Scattered swamps dotted the countryside. As she got closer, high rises mushroomed. She turned off before reaching the tall buildings, and on the outskirts of the city, she halted at a hospital in a park-like setting. The facility sprawled over several hundred acres with red brick buildings surrounded by woods. Trees shaded sidewalks and buildings, making the grounds look more like a college campus than a psychiatric hospital.


  Upon entering the clinic, she signed in at the registration desk with a request to see Elizabeth Carter. After leafing through out-of-date Southern Livings and Reader’s Digests for forty-five minutes, a nurse escorted her into an office. The portly, bald-headed man with glasses behind the desk stood to greet her with an outstretched arm. “Mrs. Cameron, I’m Dr. Daly. Please, have a seat.”


  Shaking his hand, Chris did as he instructed and sat in a chair across from the desk.


  Reseating himself, he placed his hands over his rotund belly and leaned back in his maroon leather chair. “Your request to see my patient is highly irregular. May I ask why?”


  “I don’t intend on harming her if that’s what you’re asking, but I need to know what she was feeling... when...” Her voice cracked. “When she shot my husband.”


  His jowls jiggled when he shook his head. “I can’t allow it.”


  “Dr. Daly, for your information, I’m fully aware that Beth has no family besides her son, who’s a minor. Even though she had been divorced from my husband for several years, he continued to pay for her medical care out of a sense of duty, not because of a court ruling. Two years ago, someone at this hospital decided that she was fully competent to reenter society. My husband is dead as a result of that error in judgment. I aim to find out who issued her release, and why the fact that she had regressed to the point of requiring hospitalization again was missed. In any case, because my husband believed that she was indeed better, he made no provisions in his will for her continued medical care. Their son will not come of legal age for two and a half years. I am his guardian. I am also in a position to continue Beth’s medical treatment at this facility. In spite of what happened, I know my husband would have wanted it that way, but before I can consent to it, I must speak with Beth. The alternative is for her to become a ward of the state.”


  Dr. Daly fidgeted with a pen, then straightened in his chair. “I’m aware that you’re an attorney. You’ve won your case, Mrs. Cameron. However, I must insist that I accompany you.”


  Relieved that she had won her first battle, Chris exhaled slowly. “That’s acceptable.”


  He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “But first... when my patient was released from this hospital two years ago, her schizophrenia was in remission. It is my professional opinion that she has suffered a relapse and was delusional when she shot your husband. I don’t believe that she’s aware of the events that have transpired, and I insist that you maintain a professional decorum as well as silence until I believe she is strong enough to accept the truth. If she divulges anything that would aid in her treatment, I will intervene.”


  “Of course.”


  “Very well, I’ll make the arrangements.”


  “Thank you.”


  “If you’ll return to the waiting area, I’ll escort you to see Beth shortly.”


  Chris shook hands with the doctor once more, and upon returning to the waiting room, she flipped through People magazine. Her hands trembled. She hadn’t seen Beth in seven years, since right before the woman had been committed to the hospital. Schizophrenia? At the time, Beth had been possessed by the ghost of Geoff’s great-grandmother, Margaret. How many other people had similar experiences that were dismissed as mental illness?


  Sympathy? Not quite. After what had happened to Geoff, she couldn’t quite bring herself to forgive.


  “Mrs. Cameron.” A willowy nurse stood beside her, holding a manila folder. “Dr. Daly had a phone call and will join us. I’ll escort you to the patient.” The nurse led the way outside, across a grassy area, to another red-brick building. “This is where our longterm adult patients are housed.”


  As Chris stepped inside, she thought the polished floors and tiny rooms resembled a college dormitory. The nurse halted at a desk where another nurse was stationed and checked over a chart. Fifteen minutes passed before Dr. Daly joined them. He showed her to a door. “Let me tell Beth that you’re here.” He placed his security card in the lock and stepped inside.


  With locks to keep the occupants inside, these rooms definitely weren’t dormitories. Chris’s heart pounded, and a minute passed before the doctor allowed her to enter. Beth’s long black hair was tied in a ponytail, and she sat near a window covered with wire mesh on the outside. A blank stare remained on her face while she looked out the window and rocked in her chair. Suddenly sick to her stomach, Chris feared that her visit had been a dreadful mistake. But Geoff would have wanted her to discover the truth. Standing her ground, she persevered. “Beth...”


  The rocking motion stopped, and Beth glanced over her shoulder. Her violet eyes lit up. “Chris? Come in and sit down. I haven’t had any visitors since I’ve been here. How are Neal and Geoff?”


  She doesn’t remember. Chris sat in an empty chair, leaving only a small table between them. “Neal’s fine, but Geoff...” A lump formed at the back of her throat, and Beth’s eyebrows knitted together in concern.


  The doctor shook his head in warning.


  “He hasn’t had any seizures,” Chris answered.


  Beth’s brow relaxed. “And Sarah?”


  “She’s fine. Beth...” Her face. Chris couldn’t rid herself of the image of Beth running down the hall away from the library leaving Geoff to die in a pool of blood. “Beth, does Margaret still talk to you?”


  Beth paled, but her face held a child-like innocence. “Margaret? She hasn’t spoken to me since... not since... years. I had a gun. But Geoff was all right. He came to visit me. I didn’t mean to shoot him. He understands. Margaret thought he was the scout.”


  Convinced that Beth remembered nothing of the most recent shooting, Chris stood. “I must be leaving.” Her throat tightened, but she managed to whisper to the doctor so Beth wouldn’t overhear. “We’ll continue to see to her care, but I wish to be informed if she recalls what happened.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Cameron.”


  Chris’s mind was numb. She took a walk along the canal in downtown Richmond before returning to Poplar Ridge. By the time she arrived, most of the day had passed. In an attempt to avoid encountering anyone, she made a beeline for the stairs in the west wing. Each time she passed the library door, she shivered. Once upstairs, she heard a peal of laughter emanate from Sarah’s room. Her daughter had made a habit of sealing herself inside after school. Imaginary friend or not, living in seclusion couldn’t be healthy. Chris decided to invite her to go riding. Anything to draw her out. “Sarah,” she said with a knock to her door.


  Still dressed in the denim pinafore that she had worn to school, Sarah opened the door. “Mommy, you’re home.”


  As Chris had guessed, Sarah’s room was empty. She had secretly hoped that her daughter might have brought a school friend home to play. “Sarah, you’ve never told me what your friend’s name is.”


  Sarah pursed her lips and shuffled her feet as if afraid to respond.


  On Sarah’s table, Chris found another drawing. Geoff was saddling Sarah’s pony. Beside the drawing rested The Black Stallion’s Courage. Each day the drawings varied, but the theme was constant—Geoff and Sarah. The books changed more slowly, but she could see a steady progression through the Black Stallion series. “Sarah?”


  “Daddy,” she responded softly. “I thought you might be angry if you knew that he was reading to me.”


  “Sarah...” With tears filling her eyes, Chris drew her daughter into her arms. “I know how much you want to see him. I do too, but he’s not coming back.”


  “But he was here,” Sarah insisted.


  The tears spilled down Chris’s cheeks. “No, Sarah. He died that night. He won’t be home again.”


  Instead of crying, Sarah grew red-faced with anger. “Daddy was here! He explained it to me. He says death isn’t the end, and you should know that because of Margaret!”


  Margaret? How had Sarah known about Margaret? Unless... No, it was impossible. Geoff was dead. But after being dead for over seventy years, Margaret had possessed Beth. Could Sarah know something about Geoff? “What else did he say?”


  “He tells me that I shouldn’t be sad and reads me stories.”


  Like he had in life. “Does he read to you often?”


  Sarah picked up the book from her table and went over to her bed, sitting on it cross-legged. “When I start to feel sad, I look at the pictures, then he starts reading.”


  “Do you mind if I wait to see if he visits with you now?” The little girl shrugged, and Chris waited while Sarah flipped through the pages of the book. Five minutes. Nothing. Ten. An hour. She was a silly fool for believing. Geoff was dead. No amount of pretending otherwise would bring him back. She’d call the psychologist later to see what she should do for Sarah. “I’ll check on you later, Sarah. Let me know if Daddy visits again.”


  With Mosby trailing behind her, Chris went into the hall to her room and switched on a light. Except for the dog, she was alone. “Dammit Geoff, what in the hell am I supposed to do?” Funny, but she had almost expected an answer. And what would he say if he were here? Exactly what Sarah had said—not to be sad.


  Chris stepped over to the dresser and looked in the mirror. Her appearance had become worn and haggard, and her cinnamon-colored hair had gone mousy looking. Then she noticed. On the finely polished wood of the dresser rested a crystal pendant on a gold chain. Her necklace, a family heirloom. Geoff had given it to her before they were married. She had buried it in her jewelry box and hadn’t worn it since he had died. Laura must have mistakenly left it on the dresser when she was cleaning.


  She held the chain up to the light. The crystal cast a rainbow onto the wall. She clutched the necklace to her body and curled on the bed. She lay unmoving until a scratching sound caught her attention. The clock on the nightstand read 10:02. More time had passed than she realized, but then most of her days seemed to pass without much notice. Mosby undoubtedly needed to relieve himself.


  Dragging herself to her feet, she crossed the room and opened the door for the dog. Winston or Neal were likely still awake and could let him outside. Mosby occasionally spent the night in Neal’s room anyway. As the dog trotted down the stairs, she felt guilty. She needed to make more time for Neal. The boy had essentially lost both of his parents with Geoff’s death. Even if Beth eventually recovered, how could he ever forgive her?


  Exhausted from the stressful day, Chris went into the adjoining bathroom and readied for bed. Would she ever get used to the loneliness? She placed the necklace on the counter and switched off the lights. Quietly returning to the bedroom, she slipped between the sheets. All of her tears must have been cried. Her pillow remained dry.


  After tossing and turning for nearly an hour, she drifted. Half asleep, she felt the weight of someone on the edge of the bed beside her. Geoff’s fingertips stroked along her cheek to her lips. She was dreaming. So what? Don’t spoil it. He’s here with me—now. His lips met hers. On the verge of waking, she kept her eyes clamped shut and floated through the layers.


  The silky smoothness of her nightgown went over her head. Afraid that if she opened her eyes the dream would end, she settled against the mattress. His hands touched and caressed, gently exploring the length of her body. She murmured his name as he clutched her hips and drew her to him. She imagined his familiar weight atop her. Twisting a little to better receive him, she parted her legs in anticipation.


  His fingers intertwined with hers as he slid inside her and settled into a rhythm. She luxuriated in his warmth as his kisses tingled her bare skin. Blood coursed throughout her body, and she felt an intense rush. He whispered in her ear, “Go back.”


  Go back? Chris opened her eyes, and the sensation of making love with Geoff faded. It had been a dream. An intensely real one—she was stark naked—but a dream, nonetheless. Overwhelmed by sadness, she gripped the crystal necklace in her hand. But she could have sworn that she had left it on the counter in the bathroom.


  


  
    Chapter Two

  


  

  The following afternoon, Chris decided the time had come to face the library. In the far west wing, she took a deep breath and opened the door. Bookcases full of hardcovers lined the walls. Behind the massive oaken desk with acorn carvings was where Geoff had often spent his evenings, tending to bookwork. She could almost imagine him sitting in the black leather chair, tapping away on the computer keyboard.


  Finally, she gathered her courage to look at the floor. Dark blotches stained the wood. She sank to the floor and ran her fingers across the mottling where Geoff had taken his final breath. Well into the morning, Lieutenant Jim Franks had asked questions, while his team took pictures of the body. He wasn’t a body, but a living, breathing... The police hadn’t meant for her to see the body bag.


  “Laura!” When the maid failed to respond, she shouted again.


  Out of breath, the pint-sized maid rushed into the library. “Yes, Chris.”


  Chris stood and pointed to the floor. “Why hasn’t this been cleaned?”


  After another gulping breath, Laura answered, “The wood needs to be stripped and re-varnished, or completely replaced.”


  “Why hasn’t the job been done?”


  “I’ve been waiting for you or Mr. Cameron to authorize payment.”


  “No one brought it to my attention. Bring me the paperwork. In the meantime, I’ll thank you to place a rug over it. Geoff died here, and I’ll not have the area treated like some sort of curiosity.”


  “I’ll see to it right away.” Laura ran from the library in tears.


  “Chris...”


  Staring at the bloodstained floor again, she hadn’t heard Winston enter. “I’ll not tolerate sloppy work.”


  “Under the circumstances, she’s doing the best she can. We all are.”


  “But Geoff...” She swayed on her feet.


  “I know.” He gripped her arm to help steady her. “Parents aren’t supposed to outlive their children.”


  His statement made her realize just how much he hurt, and she hugged him close. Then she kissed him on the cheek. “I’ve decided that I’ll work part-time here, and part-time for the firm.”


  “Splendid!” A wide grin crossed Winston’s face. “That way, Neal and Sarah’s heritage will be preserved for them.”


  “Geoff would have wanted it this way.” And he wouldn’t have wanted her to give up her career. Compromise had been her only solution.


  “Chris,” Winston said in a low, but even voice, “the reason I came in here was to let you know the school called.” He handed her a slip of paper to call Sarah’s teacher.


  Chris sighed. She might as well get the call over with and picked up the receiver. As she dialed, Winston exited the library. “Mrs. Sims, this is Chris Cameron.”


  “Mrs. Cameron, I realize this has been a very difficult time for you and your family, but Sarah...”


  “Please, go ahead.”


  “I’m very worried about Sarah. She used to make friends easily. It’s only natural for her to be sad after losing her father, especially the way... But she’s scaring the other students with ghost stories. She says that her father still reads to her and spends time with her.”


  “Because of what she’s experienced, I have a psychologist working with her, but I’ll let her know that she’s upsetting the other kids. Hopefully, that will help.” The teacher hung up with an apology and a thank you. When would the nightmare end? Chris took a deep breath and plodded up the stairs to Sarah’s room. More laughter emanated from behind the door. “Sarah?” Chris knocked on the door and went inside. As usual, the room was empty, except for her daughter. The marker in the book on Sarah’s table now held a place in a different chapter from the day before. “Sarah, I just spoke with Mrs. Sims. She says you’re scaring the other kids in class with your stories about your dad.”


  “But I’m telling the truth. You always told me to tell the truth.”


  “I know.” Chris drew Sarah over to the bed and sat beside her. “If your dad really is coming to see you, why hasn’t he shown himself to Neal or me?”


  Sarah looked pensive a moment before responding, “He says that I’m easier.”


  The psychologist had warned Chris that her daughter was likely blocking the memory of how Geoff had died from her mind. “Why do you suppose that would be? More than anything, I want to see him too.”


  Sarah shrugged. “He said that he thought he made it through to you a couple of times. He was sure you’d remember last night.”


  Last night? How could Sarah have known, unless Geoff had said something to her. No, just fanciful daydreaming. But what if? “What did he say about last night?”


  “Nothin’, other than he thought you’d remember.”


  Of course, he would have been tactful in front of Sarah. “Did he say anything else?”


  “That you must go back.”


  The same words Chris thought she had imagined. “Go back? What did he mean?”


  Sarah shook her head that she didn’t know.


  “Sarah, if you see him again, will you ask him what he meant?” She nodded. “Also, no more telling the kids at school. We can’t make them believe, and you’re scaring them. Understood?” Another nod. “I’ll see you at dinner, then. Please come down. You can’t keep hiding in your room.” As Chris retreated from her daughter’s room, she pondered the possibilities. Geoff really was communicating to Sarah. And last night... she had made love to him. How could she find a way to openly speak with him?


  Chris went into the bathroom and turned on the ivory handles to the claw-footed bathtub. After lacing the water with perfume-scented bath oil, she undressed and stepped into the tub, leaning against the cool porcelain. Soaking up the warmth from the water, she closed her eyes. The words “go back” kept running through her mind. What could Geoff have meant? Go back to his grave. Not wishing to be reminded by the finality of his absence, she hadn’t visited the site since his burial. She vowed to do so in the morning.


  Quickly finishing her bath, she dried her body and dressed. Her necklace rested on the counter. This time, she was certain she had returned it to her jewelry box. “Geoff...” He wanted her to wear it. She fumbled with the clasp but managed to put the gold chain about her throat. “Is that what you wanted?” No answer. If she waited, maybe he’d communicate with her. Five minutes passed. Ten. Like the time in Sarah’s room, nothing happened.


  Disappointed, Chris joined the family for dinner. It was the first time in over a month that the entire family had been present, and they ate the meal in uncomfortable silence. Neal kept glancing to Geoff’s empty chair. She’d make a point to speak with the boy after supper. As the meal concluded, Laura brought her a phone. Chris excused herself and went into the hall before answering it.


  “Mrs. Cameron, Dr. Daly here.”


  “I told you that we’ll continue to pay Beth’s medical bills.”


  “Yes, of course. Thank you, but that’s not why I’m calling. Ever since your visit, my patient has become extremely agitated. She won’t speak to me about what’s troubling her.”


  “I was very careful about what I said,” she reminded him.


  “I’m aware of that, but I was hoping that you could return tomorrow. I think she may remember what happened.”


  Beth remembered? The phone nearly slipped from her fingers as Chris’s heart skipped a beat. “I’ll be there.” After making the arrangements, she switched off the receiver. When she turned, Neal stood behind her with Mosby at his side. The boy’s blond hair and blue eyes reminded her so much of Geoff’s that it made her want to cry. “How much of that did you hear?” she asked.


  His brow wrinkled in anger. “Why are you going to see her?”


  In the past year, his voice had deepened, and he sounded very much like Geoff as well. “She’s the only one who can provide us with a reason for what happened. The doctor thinks she has finally remembered. I’m hoping to find some answers. I don’t know whether I can ever forgive her, but I want to know why.”


  His brow relaxed somewhat, but he made no comment.


  “Neal, I’ve been meaning to speak with you. I know you’re angry and frustrated, but over the years, I’ve come to think of you as my son. I love you. We’re going to get through this somehow—together.”


  He fought bravely, but his eyes filled with tears. “It’s not fair.”


  “No, it’s not,” she agreed. She wanted to take him into her arms, but he was at that tall, gawky teenage stage, where even under the difficult circumstances, the gesture wouldn’t have been appreciated.


  “The last thing I said to him wasn’t very complimentary.”


  So that was partly what bothered him. “We all say things that we wish we hadn’t. Believe it or not, parents were young once. You need to forgive yourself. Your dad understood.” She was uncertain whether her words helped. He breathed out slowly. “Neal, would you like to go riding with me tomorrow after school?”


  “I can’t.” He bolted up the stairs with Mosby following him.


  Spotting the tears streaking his face, Chris placed her hand on the walnut banister to go after him, then thought better of it. Riding had been the one pastime for which Neal hadn’t felt too “grown up” to accompany Geoff. Only time would help him. Time was the only thing that would help any of them, and she was so weary of always having to be the strong figurehead.


  On her way to her room, she checked on Sarah. As usual, her daughter sat alone at her table, carefully working on a drawing. The bookmark had moved to the next chapter, and the picture on the sketchpad... Geoff was holding her hand, not Sarah’s. “Did you ask Daddy what he meant by ‘go back?’”


  Sarah colored Chris’s dress a rusty-looking brown. The crystal necklace adorned her neck. “He said something about George.” She glanced up. “Mommy, who’s George?”


  “Your great-, several times removed, grandfather. He lived during the time of the Civil War, and he looked very much like your dad.”


  Sarah giggled. “Daddy calls it the War between the States.”


  Or War of Northern Aggression, but Chris didn’t repeat that phrase to Sarah.


  “There.” Sarah held up her drawing for Chris to see.


  She had been mistaken. She wasn’t holding Geoff’s hand. Instead, he wore a long frock coat and hat from the 1800s. George. She was holding George’s hand. Go back. But how? None of it made sense. She tucked Sarah in bed with a good-night kiss, then headed to her room.


  “Geoff, I believe. I now know that you’ve been here talking to Sarah and me.” She could almost hear his laughter. Talking? They had done very little talking the previous evening. “Please come see me again. I miss you.”


  Only the quiet stillness of the room surrounded her. Exhausted, she needed to get some sleep to face the graveyard and another visit with Beth. She had hoped to never see the woman again, but if it gave her some answers... She went into the bathroom to ready for bed. About to remove her necklace, Chris thought better of it. Geoff had been insistent that she wear it. For what reason?


  A brown-tinted prescription bottle sat on the counter, exactly where Geoff had left it. He no longer needed anticonvulsants. She flushed the pills down the toilet. At least he’d never suffer another seizure. She quickly slipped on her nightgown and returned to the bedroom. Beneath the sheets, she waited—and waited.


  When morning dawned, Chris hadn’t remembered drifting off to sleep. To her disappointment, Geoff had made no repeat visit. She opened the drapes to a brilliant late-fall day. The poplars had shed their leaves, but the sky was a vibrant blue. She longed for a cold, drizzly rain to match her mood. Breathing deeply, she dressed in a burgundy calf-length skirt and matching jacket.


  After breakfast, she sent the kids off to school, then drove to the graveyard. The wind was stronger on the flat ground near the graves than on the ridge close to the house. Chris bundled her coat around her and walked across the dry, brown grass. Dead leaves clung to the tree near Geoff’s grave. Tears entered her eyes as she approached the headstone marked with his name.
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  She had read that it usually took a body up to a year to completely decompose. Morbid. She thought of the time that she and Judith had found a skeleton from the Civil War in the cellar. Drying her tears, Chris continued on until coming to the four-foot brick wall that marked the perimeter of the old section of the cemetery.


  The iron groaned on its hinges as she opened the gate. She went through and studied the tombstones. George’s parents, his brother and sister. Georgianna—George and Margaret’s daughter. The daughter that Margaret had thought was the consequence of a sexual assault from a Union scout. The same scout who had wound up as a skeleton in the cellar. Geoff had made certain that Georgianna got a proper marker because, in another lifetime, he had been George.


  Chris arrived beside George and Margaret’s graves. Suffering from posttraumatic stress, Margaret had mistaken George for the scout and killed him.


  Go back.


  Geoff had said that she had been George’s lover, Catherine. How was it possible?


  She checked her watch and took a deep breath. The time had come to face Beth.


  
    * * *
  


  As on the previous day, the same willowy nurse greeted Chris before Dr. Daly escorted her to Beth’s room.


  “She won’t speak to us,” the doctor said, placing his security card in the lock. “In fact, she won’t let anyone near her. If your visit doesn’t help, then it may become necessary to sedate her.”


  She followed Dr. Daly into the room. Beth sat beside the window, rocking in her chair. Her hair was again tied back in a ponytail. Unlike the day before, loose strands flew in disarray, and her face was very pale. Chris’s stomach churned, but she moved forward. “Beth...”


  The rocking motion halted, but Beth continued to stare out the window.


  “Beth, you wanted to see me.”


  Beth burst into tears.


  “Beth, please don’t...” Fighting her own tears, Chris handed Beth a tissue.


  “Chris...” Beth dried her tears, only for more to fill her eyes. “He came to visit me soon after you left.”


  “Geoff?”


  “Yes, he... he told me what happened.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Why didn’t you tell me that he was dead?”


  Chris glanced over at the doctor standing near the door, then returned her attention to Beth. “They thought it best that I didn’t say anything.”


  “But I... I...” Her hands flew to her mouth.


  “Beth...” Chris grasped her arm, and gently pulled it away from her mouth. “Tell me what he said.”


  Dabbing the tissue to her red-rimmed eyes, Beth sniffled. “He says that he doesn’t blame me. He knows that I’ve been ill since Margaret...”


  The words certainly sounded like Geoff. He wouldn’t have blamed Beth. “Was Margaret...” She didn’t want to say “possessing” in front of Dr. Daly. “... in control of you?”


  “No, it was me.” Her hands went to her head as if she suffered from a severe headache. “But I still can’t get her voice out of my head, and then I see the scout. Chris, I would never intentionally hurt him. You must believe that. I loved him.”


  “I believe you.” Chris suddenly felt sorry for Beth. Compassion? Beth couldn’t help what had happened to her, anymore than Margaret had. She was likely suffering from posttraumatic stress as a result of Margaret’s possession, not schizophrenia. No wonder treatment hadn’t helped. The doctors had been drugging her for a disorder that she didn’t have. “Did Geoff say anything else?”


  “Mrs. Cameron,” the doctor said, stepping forward, “this line of questioning is not what I intended.”


  “Please, it’s important.”


  The doctor backed off, but continued scrutinizing her.


  “Beth?” Chris asked.


  Beth placed the tissue to her eyes and dabbed one more time. “He said there’s only one way to change what’s happened.”


  “Change?” Chris’s heart picked up tempo and raced. “Geoff’s dead. How can we change that fact?”


  “I’m not certain I understand myself.” Beth gulped back a breath. “Chris, I don’t expect any favors for me, not after what I’ve done, but if there’s a way to help Geoff...”


  Losing patience, Chris raised her voice. “What did he say?”


  “Mrs. Cameron.” Dr. Daly buzzed for orderlies and stepped between them. “This questioning is out of line. I must insist that you leave.”


  “No!” Beth howled, digging her fingernails into the palm of her hand until she drew blood.


  “Beth...” Chris heard charging footsteps behind her, but the doctor held her at arm’s length, keeping her separated from Beth. “What did he say?”


  “Go back. The necklace...”


  Rough hands seized Chris’s arms, drawing her from the room. Another orderly grabbed Beth.


  Chris shook an arm free from the man’s grip. “Let go of me, you bastard. I’m going.”


  The orderly loosened his hold.


  Outside the door, Chris leaned against the wall and sagged. Go back. Everything pointed to her venturing to George’s time, but Beth had given her an additional clue. The necklace. What could it all mean? Change what had happened by going back to George’s time. “How, Geoff?” she whispered.


  Collecting herself, Chris breathed out slowly and returned to the Mustang. Replaying her visit with Beth through her mind, she drove the twisty, winding road to Poplar Ridge. About a mile from the house, the path narrowed to a gravel lane. In a field, black Angus grazed. She reached the zigzag fence on the ridge, when a sleek black shape darted across the road in front of her. Swerving to miss the dog, she hit the brake too late, colliding with a brick pillar at the entrance. The crystal in her necklace glowed.


  Thankfully, she had been going slow, but her arm hurt. Ugh. She was going to strangle Mosby. What had he been doing running this far from the house anyway? For a brief instant, she thought she saw three buildings where one sweeping mansion once stood. Chris blinked. The gleaming light had been her imagination. She struggled with the door, but it failed to budge. A blond-haired man with blue eyes stood on the other side. “Geoff?”


  With little effort, he opened the door and helped her from the car. His hand felt light and cold. Broken glass from the windshield lay scattered on the ground.


  “I must be dead if you’re here.”


  “You’re not, but you’re in a place where we can meet.” His voice was as airy as his touch.


  “It really is you.” She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the lips. Stunned by their iciness, she drew away slightly.


  “Chris, there’s not much time.” He took her hand, and they were suddenly standing on the lawn of Poplar Ridge. Rows of boxwoods led the way to the river. The grass was green, not winter brown, and the magnolias had brilliant white flowers. Rejuvenated to his youthful physique, Saber sprinted ahead of them. “I haven’t been very successful in reaching you.”


  “Occasionally, you were. Geoff, there’s so much I want to tell you. I’ve been so lonely, but Sarah...”


  He placed his fingers to her lips. “Not yet.”


  They strolled closer to the mist-covered river. Waves lapped against the bank, and Chris felt an invigorating breeze against her cheeks. A gleam appeared in Geoff’s eyes. Even death couldn’t separate him from the land he loved. She breathed in the river air. “Why have you brought me here?”


  “To explain.” A smile tugged across his mouth. Unable to resist, he kissed her.


  The warmth of his presence overshadowed the cold of his lips, and she eagerly reciprocated.


  “Chris, I’m sorry for bringing you here in this manner, but I needed to make my message clear. Sarah’s mind is too immature to explain what I’ve been trying to say, and Beth... well, she’s too confused.”


  Saber had been the dog running across the road, causing the accident, not Mosby. “You keep saying, ‘Go back.’ I’ve figured out that you mean to George’s time, but how? And even if I can find my way, how can I prevent what’s happened?”


  He held up a hand that she was asking too many questions at once, then he briefly touched the crystal pendant around her throat. “I remember everything—not like before in bits and pieces—but both lifetimes. You brought this with you.”


  “To George’s time?”


  He nodded.


  She clutched the necklace. “You said it was handed down through the generations.”


  “But Margaret took it from you. If you keep it in your possession, you’ll stay safe.”


  “What about you? Beth said if I go back I might be able to help you.”


  A thoughtful expression came to his face. “Beth sees what she wishes.”


  Suddenly confused, Chris asked, “Why would I go back if I can’t help you?”


  “I meant that I’m uncertain if you can change time. I only know you were a part of both time periods, and I loved you in each. That’s meant to be, and you must go back for it to happen. You almost made it this time.” He glanced at the windswept island in the
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