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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          CASTLE WRATH, SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS

        

      

    

    
      "Flora, you know I wouldn't ask this of you if there were any other way."

      Flora MacCallum took a breath, braced herself for what would undoubtedly come next.

      It couldn't be good. Surely at any time throughout history, whenever such words had been spoken, they had never been followed by anything positive. And as she stood there, facing a woman whose belly was swollen with nine months and three days of pregnancy, Flora could only hope that it wasn't. . .

      "The baby?" she asked.

      "No, no," Flora's friend and employer, Libby Mackenzie, answered quickly, waving her hand as if to whisk the very thought away. "It's nothing like that at all. The baby is fine, just a little shy, it seems. Not at all eager to greet the outside world. No. My problem has to do with the house."

      The House, Flora knew, referred to Libby's childhood home, a Gothic Revival-era captain's house that stood above the sea on the Massachusetts North Shore. It had been left to her when her mother had passed away little more than a year before. Even though Libby now made her home in Scotland, she hadn't been able to part with the place where she had passed her happy childhood. Nor could she bring herself to leave it sitting empty but for the few times since that she and her husband, Graeme, had managed to visit. So Libby had decided that she would turn the place into a bed-and-breakfast, and had undertaken to transform the house from a family home into a tourists’ out-of-the-way haven on the New England coast.

      The Project, as the house's makeover had come to be called, had become somewhat of an obsession, even after Libby had learned she was expecting her first child. She had spent months seeking the necessary approvals from the local selectmen. When traveling back and forth had no longer been an option, she'd simply overseen the work long distance, relying on the family's attorney in the States, James Dugan, to see to the details. That is, until he apparently⁠—

      "Slipped a disc in his back," Libby told Flora. "Swing dancing of all things. Seems he 'swung' himself straight into traction. And as if that wasn't bad enough..."

      The pause that followed was more pregnant than the woman who'd uttered it.

      "Apparently the Howards—that couple Dugan had hired who were going to be running the place for us—have decided not to, that is, run the place after all. Going off on an RV trek across the United States instead," Libby muttered under her breath. "Of course they didn't think to tell us this until"—she glanced at her desk calendar—"three weeks before our first guests are due to arrive. So it's either cancel all the reservations we've already accepted, which at this late date would likely prevent a number of people from finding alternative accommodation, and would ruin their holidays, or⁠—"

      Flora simply stared at Libby.

      "I know it's short notice and all, but I—" Libby glanced at her husband, Graeme, a Scottish architect and noble lord to boot, who was sitting quietly beside her. "We were wondering whether you might be willing to travel to the States to take over the final preparations and then stay on to open the house for the season to our guests."

      "Me?" Flora let go her breath in a rush. "You want me to travel to America?"

      "Flora, I know it seems a lot to ask, but you can hire help to do the cooking and the cleaning for the guests, and Dugan can help hire someone for the bookkeeping. You'd simply be managing the house just as you do the estate here." Libby paused. "I just don't know what else to do. This couldn't have happened at a worse time, what with the baby coming—or rather not coming—and me getting bigger by the second." She splayed her hands over her swollen belly. "The doctor assures me if the baby doesn't make his appearance by this time next week, we'll have to issue him an invitation he cannot refuse."

      Flora reached for Libby's hand. She was a petite woman, with shoulder-length dark hair that brushed her chin, held back with a headband from a classically pretty, silver bespectacled face. There was just something about the energetic American who had bounced into their lives the year before that brought out a protective affection in Flora. In truth, Libby had become the sister she'd never had. Yet, despite her seemingly boundless optimism, Flora knew the pregnancy hadn't been easy for her—going from the early weeks when morning sickness had lasted all day, to swollen ankles and lower back pain now. The past two months especially had been difficult as her belly had grown increasingly larger, making even the most routine daily tasks a challenge.

      Having had three very easy, very eventless pregnancies of her own—water breaking at or nearly at her due dates—Flora could only imagine Libby's fears. And it was made all the more desperate by the fact that the child she carried, (a son, they already knew), would be the heir to a rather grand English dukedom, not to mention an additional Scottish earldom, and would become, the very moment he was born, both the Earl of Westonleigh and Baron Conybeare at once.

      It was an event the entire British press corps was impatiently waiting for.

      To the rest of the world outside the village of Wrath, a tiny hamlet tucked away on Scotland's northwestern coast, Libby's husband, Graeme Mackenzie, was known as the Marquess of Waltham. He was once one of the U.K.'s most eligible bachelors. To say it made headlines when he married Libby, a previously unknown, certainly unexpected American, would be an understatement. Suddenly Libby couldn't go out for tea in London without it appearing in the next morning's news editions. But those in the village knew Libby Mackenzie was about as unaristocratic as a lady in her position could be, a girl who would rather spend her days in ragged blue jeans, pulling weeds in the gardens, than hidden behind the ridiculously large brim of an Ascot hat under the king's tent at the yearly races. Somehow, though, she managed to do both—gardening because she loved to, and attending the races because she was expected to as Graeme's wife.

      "I don't know how you do it," Flora had once said to her.

      They had been sitting in the parlor at Castle Wrath, Libby and Graeme's "house," the oldest part of which was a thirteenth century tower keep complete with lofty turrets and cobwebbed secret passages. Libby had been cross-legged on the antique Aubusson carpet, wearing a Boston College sweatshirt whose cuffs and collar had gone ragged from wear, and faded jeans with a missing back pocket. A Brown Betty full of Earl Grey sat on a tray between them while they filled literally hundreds of colored plastic Easter eggs with pence coins, candies, and various other surprises in preparation for the Easter egg hunt that would take place in the castle's gardens later that week. Libby had begun the event for the children of the village as a means for her and Graeme to become more a part of the community. Unfortunately, once the press got wind of it, the event had also become a BBC news item, with paparazzi flooding the village in hopes of an exclusive snapshot.

      "It's simple really," Libby said, shrugging it off. "Didn't you ever play dress up when you were a girl, pretend you were a princess?"

      "Of course," Flora admitted. "Don't all little girls do that at one time or another?"

      "Right." Libby smiled. "The difference is I get to do it now as a grown-up, too."

      It was that same practicality that had helped Libby cope with being the wife of a future duke. As Graeme's uncle, the present duke, often proclaimed, "She will make a right fine duchess."

      "But the weans..." Flora said, bringing her thoughts back to the present and giving the most obvious reason why she couldn't make the journey to America that Libby was asking of her: she had three children. "They still have school..."

      "I've already spoken with Headmaster MacNeil," Libby answered. "The children can finish their studies a week early and be on the first flight over little more than a fortnight after you.  That will give us time to make the arrangements for their passports and any other necessary travel documents. We've talked to Angus and he has offered to bring the children over to meet you in the States himself. He'll even stay on for a while to help you at the house. Consider it a working summer holiday for you and the family, all expenses paid."

      As if on cue, Flora's brother, Angus, walked in. "And I've a'ready spoken to the Widow MacNamara and she's offered to watch the wee one whilst the older two are in school when I'm at work, just as she does when you're working here at the castle. I'll take care of them in the evenings, get them fed, bathed, and up in time for school in the morning. I've watched you do it every night now for the past three years. I know your routine with them."

      Flora was fast running out of reasons why she couldn't go. "But, why me?"

      "Who else would we ask?" Libby answered. "You've done such an incredible job here managing the estate, and this will be quite similar. If all goes well with this project, Graeme and I were thinking of converting several of the old crofter's cottages, and maybe even the old stable block here at the castle into holiday cottages to help attract more tourism to the village. Right now, the only other accommodation this far north is at Miss Aggie and Miss Maggie's B & B, but they told me they're thinking of retiring. If we did convert the cottages, they would be self-catering to start, but perhaps in time we would expand into bed-and-breakfast, as well. We've got to do something, Flora. Without any places for tourists to stay, local businesses will suffer, and the village will fall off the map completely."

      Though her first instinct was to insist she couldn't possibly do this, Flora found herself hesitating in her response. Wrath Village was her home. It was where she had been born, where her children had been born, too. Her ancestors, Libby's ancestors, as well, they had all lived in that tiny corner of Scotland for centuries, surviving wars, harsh living conditions, even the terrible Clearances back in the nineteenth century. But croft farming had become a waning livelihood, with twenty-first century villages coming to rely more and more on outside support. Their location at the most northwesterly point of the Scottish mainland was unique, but it also made it a challenge to lure the typical tourist. As such, the shops and other commerce were constantly struggling, and some villagers were even beginning to move elsewhere. Without villagers, there would be no village. With no village, all that history would be forgotten. Flora would do anything she could to help Wrath Village survive.

      "Come on, Flor," Angus said then as Flora sat considering every aspect of the offer. "If for no other reason, do this to give yourself a well-deserved break away from here. You've been a single parent, doing it all on your own for too long now."

      Had anyone other than her older brother spoken those words to her, Flora's temper would have bristled, even as she knew what he said was true.

      Since the death of her husband, Seamus, on a North Sea oil rig more than three years earlier, Flora hadn't been able to take the time to treat her kids to anything more than an occasional jaunt to the cinema in Inverness. But this? A holiday to the States for all three of them? She'd never be able to afford it otherwise, and her eldest, Robbie, was quite keen on all things American these days. In fact, he swore that as soon as he turned eighteen, he was leaving Wrath Village—dubbed "The Most Boring Place On Earth" in his eleven year old opinion—never to return. Of course, having never been any further away from the village than Inverness, Robbie had never known what it was to be homesick.

      For Flora, it was a little different. Even though the village had been her home for all her life, it had also become for her a daily reminder of all she'd lost. In the many months since that horrible day when she'd lost her Seamus, she had existed in a sort of limbo—going about her business day-to-day—getting a job, struggling to support three children on her own, and all the while seeking to find a rhythm to her suddenly out-of-tune life. Flora hadn't allowed herself to do anything but attempt to fill the void left in her children's lives without their father, even as she knew that no matter what she did, she could never take that emptiness away from them.

      And now here sat Libby, offering them all a much-needed holiday—a working holiday, yes—but a holiday, nonetheless. And actually, the idea of running a bed-and-breakfast was something Flora found interesting.

      But could she really do this?

      She kept coming back to the children. They were her life, and she'd never been away from them, not even for a day. Could she really leave them, put an entire ocean between them, even for the short time before they came to join her?

      "Flor..."

      Angus came up beside her then, taking her shoulders gently. "Listen to your big brother now. I'm older and far wiser in these matters."

      Though he winked at her, his face, so like their father's with its dimpled cheek and twinkling eyes, quickly took on a more serious expression. "The past three years have not been at all simple for you. I've watched you. It's doing something to you, this determination you have not to crumble. I canna remember the last time I saw you smile, truly smile."

      He gestured to her heart. "Flora, it is killing something in you, here. You haven't allowed yourself the time to come to terms with what has happened. Your grief for Seamus, it needs to be dealt with, and staying here, burying it behind your responsibility to the weans winna make it go away. Trust me. It isna good for you, and it certainly isna good for the weans. They need to see their mum as the beautiful, brilliant, laughing woman I have always known her to be, not this shadow, this substitute who has come to take her place while she hides from the darkest part of her life. I—" He glanced at Libby and Graeme. "We've come to realize that it is something you just cannot do here, in the village—where every day, everywhere you go, and everything you do is a reminder of what happened."

      Flora closed her eyes as the ache of her loss rolled through her, tightening her throat and burning tears at the back of her eyes. She'd pushed that feeling—and any feeling that might come after it—away for so long, she'd become an expert at it. It was like turning off a lamp, watching the glow of the bulb dim, fade, and finally go cold. All she had to do whenever those feelings began to ignite was click off the light, embrace the darkness, and armor herself with it until she was safely numb once again.

      Still Flora knew Angus only wanted what was best for her. And Libby...

      Flora glanced at her friend, who merely nodded, her eyes filled with her concern.

      Angus tipped Flora's chin up to face him. "Do this, Flora, for Libby, yes, because she needs you. For me, for the weans. But most importantly, please, do this for you."

      Flora looked at him, her dearest brother, always her protector. Though she didn't want to admit it, she knew what he said was right. From the day Seamus had died, Flora had locked her own grief away, hoping to shield her children from having to see their mother completely unravel before their eyes. But keeping that emotion under lock and key for so long was definitely taking its toll on her. In the past six months, maybe more, she had begun to notice a tendency in herself to withdraw from certain situations, particularly when she was around Libby and Graeme, who still acted very much newly-wed and were both quite openly agog at their impending new arrival.

      Love.

      Marriage.

      Children.

      It was all Flora had ever wanted, had ever dreamed of. Flora loved Libby and Graeme both so dearly, and she was so happy for their joy, but watching their open affection for one another, day in and day out, it couldn't help but sometimes bring a twinge deep inside of her. A twinge of envy, yes, but a deeper pang still, of sadness at the loss of the love, and of the life she had once shared with her Seamus.

      God, how she missed him. She missed looking into his eyes and seeing the heat of his stare when he would watch her doing something as simple as hanging the wash on the line. She remembered times when that wash had been left to wrinkle in its basket—when Seamus would come from behind the cover of a sheet flapping in the wind, grab her about the waist and pull her down into the heather for a sun-kissed romp. Flora smiled to herself. Her daughter, Rose, had been conceived during one such romp. Wee Seamus, the youngest, was the result of one particularly cold autumn night by the hearth. And Robbie...he had been conceived on their wedding night, born nine months to the day later.

      If only it could have been a bad dream. The truth of it was a part of her still hoped that the authorities had been wrong somehow, that the helicopter crash hadn't really taken him, that one day he'd come walking down that crooked pathway to their tiny cottage as he always had, whistling some made up tune, his hands in his pockets and that tweed hat slanted over his eyes. But no matter how much she wished for it, no matter how many times she stared out at the starry night sky and begged the heavens for just one more chance, Flora knew she had to accept that Seamus wasn't coming back to her. Ever.

      Flora took a deep breath, and imagined herself standing at a crossroads. One direction led down a road that looked familiar but at the same time was utterly empty, no trees, no flowers, only miles of a dark void stretching before her. The other road turned a curve, leading into the unknown. But there was a certain light shining, beckoning from around that bend. It called to her, that light, offering the warmth, the promise, of the summer sun.

      Flora let go her pent-up breath, and nodded. "All right, then. I'll go."

      And thus she'd chosen her way.

      That night, after the supper dishes had been washed and all three of the children had been bathed and pajamaed for the night, Flora sat with them in the middle of her brass bed, surrounding her atop the thick goose-down duvet. She lowered her face against her daughter, Rose's, hair, colored the same shade of red as her own. She breathed in its freshly washed scent, and the seven year old sighed softly, leaning back against her mother in drowsy contentment. Wee Seamus, still her baby though he was just turning three, lay tucked up against the crook of Flora's left arm, thumb fixed firmly in his mouth, while eldest Robbie sat cross-legged at her feet, reading from a favorite storybook.

      "Are you quite certain you're okay with this?" Flora asked when Robbie had finished and wee Seamus' eyes had begun to droop.

      One condition of her accepting Libby's offer that the older children must agree to it. Otherwise, Flora wasn't going.

      "Yes, Mummy," said Rose first, smiling her freckled angel's smile. "It will be an adventure for us, like one of those reality telly shows where families have to meet challenges and pass tests. Uncle Angus has promised to let me help do the cooking and the wash while you're away."

      "Eating your cookin'? That'll be a challenge a'right," Robbie muttered, earning him a stern stare from his younger sister.

      "Really, Rabbie," Flora said. "I'm serious now. How are you with it all?"

      "It's fine..." He sighed loudly, rolling his charcoal-colored eyes beneath a tousle of chestnut hair that fell over his forehead and looking far too much like Angus when he'd been that age.

      Flora read the obvious lack of enthusiasm in his response. "'Tis fine, but what?"

      "I just dinna think it's fair we have to wait to go until after you. Why canna we come with you? We dinna do anything in school the last weeks anyway..."

      "You'll stay and you'll finish your studies, Robert MacCallum. That's the agreement. Otherwise, we don't go a'tall. Any of us."

      The boy frowned, but then nodded in resignation. "Hoch, aye..."

      "Mummy?"

      From the big yawn that followed, Flora could see that Rose was fading, too. It was nearly an hour past their bedtime, but she'd made an exception, knowing she'd be away from them soon.

      "Aye, m'wee dosh?"

      "Auntie Libby said there was a bakery near where she lived in New York that made biscuits as big as a pizza." She yawned again. "D'you really think what she says is true?"

      Flora smiled and kissed her sleepy daughter's forehead. "Well, Rose, I'm sure if Aunt Libby said so, then it must be so."

      "Can you imagine it, wee Seamus?" Rose said, her eyes blinking, going wide as could be. "Can you imagine a biscuit as big as this!" She held her arms up as if she were cradling a pizza pie.

      Seamus blinked, his tiny brow furrowing as if he couldn't quite grasp the notion, before he closed his eyes again, his mouth working sleepily on his thumb.

      "Can we get this biscuit when we come to America, Mummy? Please? And can I eat it all m'self?"

      "For certain, Rose dear. Off to bed wit' you now, aye, whilst I take wee Seamus to his cot."

      Flora watched as Rose headed for the door, the hem of her nightgown dragging on the wood floor behind her, no doubt to dream about giant biscuits all the night through.

      Robbie, however, lingered behind.

      Flora saw that he had taken out his atlas, a ragged thing that Angus had given him, and had turned to the page that showed a map of the state of Massachusetts. He pointed to the small dot that marked the village of Ipswich-by-the-Sea, just northeast up the coast from the larger dot of Boston.

      "Is this where we're going?"

      "Aye, 'tis," she answered quietly.

      Robbie turned to the back of the atlas then, to a larger map that showed all of North America, as well as Europe. With an index finger whose nail was blackened from playing football out on the peaty Highland soil, he traced an arc from Massachusetts across the Atlantic to the very tip of Scotland, where their village lay nestled in relative obscurity. Flora needed no words to know what Robbie was thinking.

      "I'll only be there a fortnight afore you, Rabbie. Then your uncle will bring all three of you to join me and we'll have the grandest summer adventure you can imagine. Dinna ye worry, aye?"

      Though he tried very hard to mask it, his eleven-year-old eyes shone with a glimmer of fear—the fear that only comes from losing a parent at a tender age. Bravely, though, he took a deep breath, and nodded.

      "Now off wit' you, and scrub that dirt from under those fingernails with a brush afore the entire village thinks you've been raised in a byre."

      Flora smiled at him and watched as he went, her heart tightening at the vulnerability of her firstborn son who wanted so badly to be thought of as a man, but at the same time—especially at times like these—couldn't deny the boy he still was.

      After she'd tucked Seamus beneath his favorite blanket and watched him curl up on his cot, Flora walked the length of the cottage, turning off lamps, the telly, and the radio which the children had left on. She slid Angus's supper plate to warm on the rack in the oven, and then headed off to bed herself.

      Flora tugged off her jumper, rolled her head from one shoulder to the other to ease the tightness that had settled in her neck. It had been a long day. In her new role as estate manager at Castle Wrath, Flora spent most of her time making the arrangements for deliveries and setting up the various restoration and maintenance work that were needed both for the castle and its extensive garden. It was a seemingly endless undertaking, owing to the fact that the castle had been left uninhabited for some time before Graeme and then Libby had taken up residence. The roof slates were in sorry need of repair, stucco walls wanted refinishing, and most crucially, the seawall needed reinforcement. The garden, once the pride of the whole northwestern coast of Scotland, had been left to grow wild, the antique roses tangled from decades of neglect. And that was just the outside work.

      For the inside, Libby had spent months poring through every document and engraving she could find moldering in the castle's garrets. She was determined to return the labyrinth of rooms and twisting hallways to their former glory. The necessary fresh paint, new plaster, and paneling would take years to complete, but once finished, the estate and castle of Wrath would be a true jewel on Scotland's remote northwestern coast. It was a thrill for Flora to be a part of it.

      The night was chilly, and Flora took out her thickest flannel to slip on before turning to reach for the lamp beside her bed. As she clicked it on, she caught a glimpse of Seamus's photograph sitting on the table—fixing on the eyes of her husband, eyes which she saw in one sense or another in each of her three children. Normally, whenever she happened to notice the photo, she would quickly look away, banishing the twinge that inevitably came at the sight of it. Tonight, however, she picked up the tarnished silver frame, sat at the edge of the bed she had shared with the man pictured there, and studied his image closely in the lamplight.

      How well she still knew every feature of him, from the crooked bump on the bridge of his nose to the rasp that grew along the line of his jaw when he hadn't shaved. How she longed to feel that rough chin brush against her cheek just once more when he'd kissed her, as it had so many times over the years they had been together. Had she known then that this one simple pleasure would be taken from her so much sooner than she'd expected, she would have savored it all the more while she'd had him.

      Why? she asked herself again for the hundredth time. Why had it had to happen? She'd met Seamus when she'd been seventeen, an innocent seventeen who had scarcely ever been kissed. Even though he was the only man she had ever been with, Flora had never once regretted pledging her life to him. Seamus had stolen her heart the very moment she'd first seen him.

      In her thoughts now, she hearkened back to that long ago night. She'd been standing with some of the other village lasses at a ceilidh. And while most everyone had been dancing, reeling across the worn floorboards of the village hall beneath the lights strung overhead, Seamus had locked eyes with her. He hadn't let go.

      Seamus had been new to the village, having come from Glasgow to take a job on an oil rig drilling some three hundred miles out on the North Sea. He worked four weeks on, four weeks off, and though most rig workers spent their four weeks off traveling as far from the rig as possible, escaping to Inverness, even Edinburgh, not so Seamus. He'd rented a room at the Widow MacNamara's and had come to the ceilidh on his first free night, meeting some of the villagers before setting his sights on Flora.

      He'd asked her to dance, and they'd shared a waltz that night beneath a canopy of fairy lights. He'd been twenty, ready to enter adulthood, and from the moment his eyes smiled down into hers, Flora had been his. It was the way of the world in the village of Wrath. Young men met young women. They courted. They wed. They had children. Life carried on, generation into generation.

      They'd married within two years, and they'd spent their wedding night on the very bed she now sat on, with the sound of the North Sea that broke just down the hillock from their small cottage the music to which they had first made love. Seamus had been gentle, patient. And Flora had become pregnant before the honeymoon had been over. In fact, Seamus had always teased her about it, calling her his "Fertile Flora." In truth, it seemed he had only to look at her and she would end up carrying his child. Had he not made their living out to sea on that oil rig, gone all those weeks at a time, she'd probably have had at least a half-dozen children or more in their short marriage.

      But neither one of them could have known that their time together would have an end date.

      On a bleak November night three years before, the village's former constable at the time, Jamie MacNeill, had driven his checkered patrol car up to her cottage. His arrival hadn't caused Flora any alarm. Jamie had been a schoolmate of both herself and Angus and often stopped by to share a cuppa with her. This time, however, the look on his face when she'd gone to meet him had been enough for Flora to know.

      "'Tis Seamus," she'd said, facing him at the front door even before he'd closed the garden gate behind him.

      Jamie had simply nodded, his eyes darkened by the dread he felt at having to perform this particularly undesirable task.

      "The helicopter that was taking him back to the rig went down, Flor, shortly after taking off. Witnesses said it broke into pieces afore it even hit the water." He'd looked at her then before finishing, "There were no survivors."

      Angus had been away, having gone to America to train as a fireman with the FDNY. It had been his dream, getting that job, but after receiving Flora's call, he'd been on the first flight back home to Scotland.

      Only a week later, Flora discovered she was carrying Seamus's last legacy, their youngest son. When he was born, she named him for his father. And Angus had stayed on to help her, eventually taking Jamie's place as the village constable when Jamie moved on to district headquarters.

      Setting Seamus's photograph aside, Flora walked to the tall pine dresser that stood in the far corner of their bedroom. She hadn't touched it in more than three years—hadn't opened a drawer, hadn't moved the three pounds and fifty-seven pence that her husband had left lying atop it the last time he'd been home.

      Wrapping her fingers around the tarnished brass fitting, Flora tugged the top drawer open, blinking down at the small stack of neatly folded shirts still tucked away inside. She could feel every breath that she took lifting her chest, rushing out of her nose. Before she could talk herself out of it, she took the topmost shirt, a well-loved flannel, and lifted it up by its worn collar.

      Flora buried her face in the soft fabric, breathed in the faint scent that was Seamus. Somehow, amazingly, it still clung to the shirt even after all this time. She quickly unbuttoned the loose shift of a dress she wore, let it fall to the floor. She took off her bra, slid free her panties, and then let the shirt envelope her bare skin. The fabric was soft, the sleeves falling well beyond her wrists, and the shirttail brushed the back of her bare knees as she sank slowly onto the bed. She put out the lamp, lay there, staring at the ceiling, alone in the darkness, with the moonlight reaching in through the window to trace its shadow along her figure.

      Flora closed her eyes. She could feel the heat, the burn of her tears. The grip her emotions had on her left her throat tightening with every breath.

      God, how she missed him. How she missed what their life had been. It had been simple, it had been unexciting, but it had been theirs.

      And then, for the first time since the day Jamie MacNeill drove up to her door, Flora gave herself over to her tears. She shed the armor she had held for the past three years, the shield that had kept her strong for her children. She cried for Seamus, for what they'd had, and for what could have been, weeping silently into her pillow so as not to awaken her children. Her body rocked with each sob until her chest ached from the strain of it and her eyes were swollen from the salt of her tears. And then, after the tears no longer came and the sobs had calmed, she closed her eyes. For one last night, before she left the home they'd made together, before she turned that crossroads and headed for whatever awaited ahead, Flora slept with her husband's shirtsleeves wrapped around her, holding her, embracing her, keeping her warm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          IPSWICH-BY-THE-SEA, MASSACHUSETTS

        

      

    

    
      "Get you a warm up on that coffee, Mr. Matheson?"

      Gavin turned from the window to glance at the waitress, a young brunette named Jules. He gave her a half nod, watching as she topped off the spider-veined ceramic mug he'd been palming over the past two hours.

      "Jules..."

      "Yeah?"

      "I come here every day. Sit at this same table. Drink bottomless cups of your father's coffee. I think you can drop the 'Mr. Matheson' stuff by now and just call me Gavin."

      "Sure thing, Mr. Matheson."

      Jules winked and gave a tip of her head in the direction of her father, who stood behind the front counter. He was an apron-clad, barrel-chested Italian who looked a bit like Danny DeVito, actually—squat, balding, with dark eyes like a ferret. Even though he was busy chatting with some of his other patrons, it was obvious from the glance he gave his daughter that he managed to keep one ear and one eye on the goings on in his café at all times.

      The surest sign of a shrewd businessman.

      "Well, then," Gavin said, "Mr. Matheson it is."

      "Uh, yeah."

      She was a good kid, Jules, and pretty in a tomboyish sort of way, made all the more so by the faded jeans and baggy sweatshirts she typically wore. Just out of the local high school with a 4.0 GPA, a bevy of extracurriculars, and a mind for math like a computer, she had her pick of the Ivy league along with any number of West Coast universities. There was Harvard, of course, thirty or so miles down US-1 and into Cambridge. Or Yale, a couple of hours away by train. Problem was, she couldn't make up her mind on any one of them. So, instead, she'd decided to take a year off to wait tables at her old man's coffee shop, where the locals were more than happy to offer their opinions.

      New Englanders on the whole were an opinionated lot and never shy about speaking their minds, be it which school was the better choice, or what were the chances of the Red Sox to win another World Series. Although Gavin had tried to steer Jules toward his alma mater, Columbia, the current favorite among the other café customers was, of course, the local Harvard. It was also her Sicilian father's personal choice because it would keep his only child closest to the home nest.

      "Thanks, Jules," Gavin said as he sipped the freshly warmed coffee.

      "Anything else? Bowl of chowdah?" she asked, cocking her head to one side, her voice flat with the distinctive New England accent. "Piece of pie? Ma made a crostata di fragole fresche this morning that'll melt in your mouth. I'm telling ya, it's wicked good."

      Gavin smiled and shook his head, although the pie did indeed sound wicked.

      "Just the coffee for me, Jules. Thanks."

      The skinny brunette sighed, shaking her head with a swish of her ponytail as she headed off to freshen the cups of the other café patrons.

      The coffee shop, called Common Grounds, stood on the fringe of the town's central green area, or "common" as it was called. It was next to the post office, adjacent to the pizza takeout owned by Jules' uncle Tino, and just past the whitewashed bandstand where the local chamber music society held concerts in the summer. It was the sort of place that was always busy no matter the time of day, the local watering hole where everybody knew everybody else and greeted them the minute they came through the door. If you needed to find a good plumber, or which farm stand on Route 133 offered the freshest produce, you could ask pretty much anyone, and would be sure of getting an honest answer. The pastries, cakes, tortes, and biscotti, too, were Italian and incredible, made fresh each morning by Jules's mother, Maria. The coffee, prepared most any style one liked—espresso, cappuccino, latté, or even "American style" drip—was always hot, made with the best beans Italy could send across the Atlantic, and prepared by Jules's father himself, Sal.

      Sal Capone.

      And, yes, that was his real name.

      Jules had assured Gavin, however, that there was no connection.

      The tables, of which there were about ten, were clothed in red-checkered linen and numbered—and the regulars definitely laid claim to their favorites. Number 4, by the window, was the meeting spot for the local garden club each Tuesday afternoon, where polite gray-haired ladies shared an assortment of teas and almond biscotti over heated discussions of crocuses and gladiolas. At Number 3, the local selectmen met for lunches of prosciutto panini and iced tea topped with scoops of lemon Italian ice, discussing such things as the town's new DPW garage or the latest upcoming zoning bylaw. The local cop on duty perched at Number 1, near the door, where he could hear his car radio if a call came in, while the trio of young mothers who walked together each morning took Number 5, which offered ample room for parking their collection of jogging strollers.

      Gavin, however, preferred Table Number 7, because it was set away from the others and commanded the best view of the bustling waterfront beyond the village common.

      Outside the café, the May sun was high and a good breeze blew in off the scenic bay. Pleasure sailors were preparing to go out for a skim on the Atlantic while fishing boats, battered and rusted from the salty sea, were already coming in with that morning's early catch.

      With a history of trawlers, gillnetters, long-liners, and lobstermen that stretched back nearly three hundred and seventy years, Ipswich-by-the-Sea was one of the last true fishing villages in New England. Also known as Little Ipswich, or the more local acronym of "I.B.T.S." or "Ib-its," it was situated on a rocky neck of land, the only access to it coming by way of one winding two-lane road. This, and the fact that it didn’t offer any public beaches, kept it tucked away from all but the most discriminating of tourists' eyes.

      The village had been built and had survived upon the hardworking lives of seamen—fishermen, and boat builders, and even one purported pirate. Thus far, the townsfolk, traditional to the core, had remained steadfast in their refusal to tear down the old waterfront docks and replace them with bustling hotels and trendy eateries in lure of the tourist's dollar. The closest thing to a souvenir shop was the village pharmacy, which did offer a small stock of IBTS t-shirts and picture postcards, alongside the cough medicines, Band-Aids, and assorted tubes of toothpaste.

      It was precisely that unspoiled, small town character that made the village all the more attractive to those seeking a hideaway from the rest of the world. Artists and writers, even executives from Boston and New York, had come to Ipswich-by-the-Sea to refresh and be inspired, renting beach houses and trading tailored suits for drawstring pants and Birkenstocks. The village had certainly appealed to Gavin, who had taken up residence in his friend's summerhouse for the past several months. He hadn't intended to stay so long. A weekend, he'd thought. Maybe two. But, somehow, from the moment he'd arrived in Ipswich-by-the-Sea, Gavin had felt that this place would prove to be his salvation.

      He just had to wait for it.

      Day after day, Gavin came to this same café, sat at the same table, seeking something of the spark of inspiration in the sight of the gritty, weathered faces of the fisherman who went out to earn their living upon the dark waters of the North Atlantic. Hadn't the same thing worked for Billy Joel? Hadn't a number of his lyrics been inspired by the fishermen of his native Long Island? The only difference was Gavin wasn't looking for lyrics, or the poetic, the meaningful play on words.

      Gavin was looking for music.

      There were no papers spread out before him on the café tabletop, no synthesizing keyboard tucked inside his bag. When it worked, Gavin heard it—the notes, the melody—playing in his head. The process was inexplicable, unable to be forced, and unwilling to be controlled. But when it did come, floating in to deliver its mystifying measure, it was almost magical.

      And that "magic" had given him a career most could only dream about.

      Gavin Matheson, the composer, had been writing songs since back in high school in the Baltimore suburb where he'd been born and raised. Together with lyricist Alec Grayson, his partner since Columbia, they had created dozens of respectable commercial hits like "Always Annalise" and "Lost In You Again," while dreaming of Grammy gold. They had worked with artists both up-and-coming as well as established. It was a career that allowed him the excitement of the limelight without the glare, an anonymity that preserved his private life. Songwriters, composers weren't pictured on album covers. Their names usually appeared beneath the song title somewhere, sometimes even after the lyrics, an afterthought. Paul McCartney walking down Broadway buying a hot dog from a street vendor would most certainly be noticed, but Gavin Matheson, songwriter, would not be. At least, that was the case until the day Gavin lost his then six-year-old son, Gabriel.

      "Lost" wasn't quite the right word when it came to explaining why Gabriel was no longer in Gavin's life. It implied that Gavin had had some measure of control over it, as if he could have done something, anything, to prevent it from taking place. Had he known, had he even suspected what would happen that fateful September the twelfth, he would have done anything, faced down the devil if he'd had to, in order to prevent it.

      It had been a sticky, humid, late summer's day in the city, without even a hint of a breeze to stir the air. The sun had burned down on the Manhattan asphalt jungle while air conditioners chugged and churned from apartment windows, dripping puddles onto the sidewalks. It was the sort of heat that brought out the worst in people, the sort that made them do crazy, unthinkable things. And one of those people had been his then soon-to-be ex-wife, Miranda.

      Gavin had been in the studio when the call had come in on his mobile. He'd answered it, still listening to the playback as the song that would prove to be his breakout success was being recorded by an artist whose career had soared nearly the minute the track had hit the airwaves. It had won that longed-for Grammy, as well as most every other applicable award. But Gavin hadn't been there for the resulting accolades. Alec had accepted the collection of golden plaques and statuettes bearing his name. Despite the success it had meant for him, from that September day on, Gavin couldn’t stomach so much as hearing that song. Each time it came on the radio, or he heard it playing through an open window somewhere, it served only as a bitter reminder of the day his son had disappeared.

      The caller had shown as UNKNOWN with a 718 area code on his Caller ID, indicating that whoever was calling was in the greater New York City area outside of Manhattan.

      "Gavin."

      It was Miranda's voice on the other end of the line.

      "Am I late?" Gavin had said, immediately glancing at his watch, hoping it hadn't stopped since it showed he still had two hours before he was supposed to pick up Gabriel for their court-scheduled weekend.

      "No. You're not late."

      Gavin heard background noises then, a muffled voice echoing over the buzz of an intercom. "Where are you?"

      She didn't immediately answer, but he could hear her breathing into the receiver. Finally, she said, "I'm at the airport."

      "Airport? What are you—?" And then he felt his pulse jump into the back of his throat. "What are you doing, Miranda?"

      "I'm leaving, Gavin. I just wanted to save you the trouble of going to the flat since we won't be there any longer."

      We. That meant her—and Gabriel.

      "Where the hell do you think you're going? Where's Gabriel? Put him on the phone. Let me talk to him. Don't even think you're taking him with you⁠—"

      She knew damned well their court appearance was scheduled for that coming Monday, when the judge would rule on the issue of Gabriel's custody. As it was, she'd changed the date and then had neglected to appear so many times before that the judge had warned her if she didn't make this appearance, he'd find her in contempt of court.

      It was one of the main reasons their marriage had failed. No matter what Miranda might have ever been expected to do, be it as a wife, as a mother, or in any other role she might play, she always—always—did the opposite. If she had an appointment for ten o'clock, she breezed in at eleven fifteen. When she was to have volunteered to chaperone an event at Gabriel's preschool, she couldn't be bothered to even show up, leaving the entire class no choice but to cancel their field trip. She'd even married Gavin, he had little doubt, simply because her parents hadn't wanted her to marry an American, fearing they would lose her to the other side of the Atlantic. She just refused to do anything that might even remotely resemble "conforming."

      But even Gavin couldn't have expected what she'd do that day.

      "Miranda, just tell me where you are and I'll come and get Gabriel. You can go and do"—he chose his words carefully—"whatever it is you find yourself needing to do at this moment."

      "What I need to do at this moment, Gavin," she ground out in her clipped British accent, "is take my son and leave."

      "Our son, Miranda. Gabriel is my son, too."

      She launched into a familiar vitriol then, accusing him of treating their son like a possession. Christ, no matter what he did, what he said, she always found a way to turn it around on him. She was a true master at painting him in the worst possible light.

      Usually, whenever Miranda would start in on him, Gavin would just hit the END button on his phone. He no longer lived under the same roof as she did, so he didn't feel obliged to stand by gritting his teeth while she doled out one of her famous tirades. This time, however, Gavin let her rail on, doing everything he could to keep her on the line while quickly scribbling a note to Alec that read:

      Miranda. Taking Gabriel. Have to go. Now.

      Underlining the last word three times, Gavin grabbed his jacket and hurried for the studio door.

      Miranda was still shouting at him through the earpiece of his Samsung as he frantically hailed a cab. When the driver looked at him in the rearview mirror, obviously wanting to know where he intended to go, Gavin hesitated.

      Which airport was she calling from?

      JFK, or LaGuardia?

      With the 718 area code, it could be either one.

      He certainly couldn't ask her, so he muted the mouthpiece and told the driver the one that seemed more likely.

      "JFK. And there's an extra hundred in it for you if you get me there quickly."

      As they'd raced down Delancey Street on their way to the Williamsburg Bridge, Miranda had gone on, citing her laundry-list litany of reasons for why their marriage hadn't succeeded. Every one of them, of course, had been Gavin's fault. It had been that way from the start.

      He only cared about his career.

      He was never home.

      He was always working.

      Miranda only ever saw things in extremes. And the list had only grown to book-sized proportions in the seven years they'd been together.

      The fact that he'd had to rearrange the recording schedule of a major artist so that she could attend a week-long retreat upstate to "rejuvenate" after having Gabriel had apparently vanished from her memory completely, yet she somehow recalled every occasion when Gavin hadn't been able to accommodate her whims.

      And then, suddenly, Miranda had stopped talking.

      Sitting in the back of that stifling cab in the middle of Manhattan traffic under a blazing sun, Gavin had prayed his phone hadn't dropped the call.

      "Miranda?"

      "I gotta go," she said then. "They're calling our flight. Good-bye, Gavin. Have a brilliant life."

      "What the⁠—"

      Gavin heard the
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