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“Look, I love you, Trevor,” Caitlin said, “but why don’t you put your art aside for a minute and help me move the rest of these boxes out of the living room?”

He didn’t hear her, more intent on the chair. Beautifully carved of expensive oak, its curving armrests begged something to hold; its tall back reached toward the ceiling, though its peaked top fell far short of its goal.

He hadn’t wanted to just fit precut plywood slats together. No. He’d gone out, bought blocks of wood, chiseled and sawed away at the blocks day after day. He’d worked on it since late February when he’d bought the house in Gulf Breeze, Florida, from his sister-in-law Amelia. Almost before he’d finished packing his tools, he’d pulled out his sketchbooks to jot down ideas.

If he’d only stop working long enough to help her straighten up the downstairs, she could love the piece even more.

He said nothing.

“Trevor? Boxes. Move. Help.”

“Yeah, yeah. In a minute.” He strolled to his worktable by the attic window. Pencils, saws, gouges and other woodworking tools filled its surface. Trevor selected another gouge and turned back to the chair.

Caitlin crossed her arms, finding herself thoroughly dismissed, and not liking it one bit. Oh, for Pete’s sake! “Maybe you can use one of the empty boxes to move that thing out.”

“What? Move what out?”

She waved a hand to the chair. “Your project to make you the new avant garde?” If he didn’t get rid of it, she’d do it herself. She hated the thing. Her skin crawled whenever she looked at it, yet she couldn’t say why. “When someone buys it, you can use one of the boxes to ship it to them.”

A quirk creased his brow; the silent look proved he thought her crazy. “Sell it? Who’d want it?”

“Indeed.” She pushed the festering argument down, watching him finger the chair with mixed reverence and longing. Though lovely, she wondered why he would simply carve a chair when they had this beautiful landscape, Santa Rosa Island, and its intriguing Civil War era fort, outside their window.

Maybe his brother’s love of the fort drove him away from the subject.

She ran a hand along his shoulders. “Come downstairs when you can, honey.”

Trevor blinked and set the chisel aside. “I’m sorry. What needs doing?”

She tugged his hand. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

Another set of boxes managed to make it into the attic, but by dinner Trevor was hard at work again. Caitlin frowned, stirring a dish of steaming vegetables.

He was driven. She had to give him points for that. He spent hours, days thinking about his work; nights brought dreams of the chair. One night not long after they’d cleaned up the living room, Caitlin found him sitting in the attic, staring at the oak construction, muttering to himself.

“No, not good enough. Useless piece of trash—”

“It’s lovely. Keep going.”

“Ugly, terrible. Quit wasting your time.”

“Honey, who are you talking to?” Caitlin said.

He held the chisel poised against the chair. The moon shone through a gap in the curtains. Caitlin stood at the door, watching, worried. She took a step forward.

A frosty blast seeped over her.

She crossed her arms tight across her chest to ward off the chill. Another step forward and the chill vanished. She breathed a sigh of relief.

Her worry for her beloved remained. “Trevor?” Fixing her gaze on the chair, she could see yet more intricate designs in the wooden surface, swirling vine-like etchings, a few stylized horses and ravens.

The chisel fell from his grip.

Did she see a severed human head among the marks? “What are you doing?”

“Dreaming. I mean, I thought I was.” He scanned the room, bewildered. “I don’t know.”

She took his hand and tugged him to his feet. “I’d say you were sleepwalking.” She frowned at the chair. “Or I guess, sleep working.”

Trevor wasn’t prone to sleepwalking. How bizarre to find him working while unconscious! “Come back to bed.” She led him to their bedroom, pulled the bedcovers back, and he crawled underneath them, shaking.

Everything after she’d snuggled down next to him was an utter haze. Yet, somehow, here, three-thirty in the morning, he’d ended up in the darkened attic working on the chair again. She switched off the light and pulled him into her arms. “You need to give that chair a rest. You’ll burn out if you’re not careful.”

His twin brother Gordon had. Gordon worked himself to death his wife said. Of course, exhaustion wasn’t the official explanation for Gordon’s demise. The local news had a field day with the story. His was the first famous death at the fort in . . . a long time.

She didn’t want to think about it.

Three days passed and the more Trevor’s head cleared, the more he spent time with Caitlin and their new home. He trailed behind while Caitlin trawled the nearest garden center, picking out flowers for her garden, then spent all day planting. Beside the lavender, marjoram and other herbs she’d planted in spring she added some pink blooms—what the garden center employee called Echinacea. She was all set to plant a tray of geraniums, momentarily.

Caitlin took a swig from a water bottle and brushed the sweat from her brow. “I hope these last through fall. You know my horrible luck with plants.” Several years of trying in vain to keep chrysanthemums alive on their apartment porch proved her words. Somehow, she suspected those deaths were due to her timing and hoped she got it right this time.

Trevor bit back a laugh. “That was a fluke.”

“Uh huh.” Caitlin picked up a geranium start, squeezing its plastic pot to loosen the roots. “We’ll see.”

When she exhausted her day’s gardening efforts she allowed herself to relax. A shower proved a great balm to her aching back, and she smiled when she peeked out the window to see the red and purple blossoms in her new garden. If the geraniums and Echinacea didn’t last, she hoped the rose bushes would survive.

She rolled her shoulders and dragged the towel over her wet hair, deciding she would pay for all the hard yard work tomorrow.

If it didn’t kill her.

“You know, I think I’ll let you do all the yard work from now on, and just direct from the shade.” She sauntered into the bedroom. Empty. She slid her favorite nightgown over her head and padded through the house. Trevor wasn’t in the kitchen, either. Only the lunch dishes waiting in the strainer met her gaze. She peeked out the front windows.

No Trevor.

Where did he get to?

Tapping met her ears. She mounted the stairs, and pushed the attic door open. There he stood, tools in hand.

Hard at work—again.

She leaned against the doorjamb, arms crossed, watching. “I don’t mean to sound like a worried mother, but haven’t you done enough work?”

“Mom was never so worried about me.”

No, because for all we know, she’s dead.

Caitlin shuddered, willing the thought away. She was unsure how to describe the sound of his chisel—tapping in designs, or nailing a coffin shut? “Suit yourself. Don’t blame me if your batteries are drained in the morning.”

“In a—oh, hell. I forgot what I meant to add.” He sighed and tossed the chisel onto the floor beside the chair. “You’re right, as usual.” He pushed to his feet and loped past her, placing a kiss on her cheek. “What’s for dinner?”

She rubbed her hand along his back, and turning, frowned at the chair.

For a split second, she saw a figure in the chair, a man with his head lolling at a weird angle. The lips gray and cold under the dark beard, the eyes open, staring at something she couldn’t see.

The soldier’s black boots waited beside Trevor’s monstrous creation, as if he might step into them any moment. His military-style coat hung over the high back. He’d died, and would never use any of them again.

Her heart seized for the poor man. Who was he?

The shape of his face changed, shedding the beard, the jawline tapering into a more feminine line.

The face mutated further until she recognized it: The face was her own.

Caitlin sucked in a quick, startled breath and took the stairs as fast as she could.
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TREVOR THRASHED AND turned throughout the night. He muttered to himself, and cursed, cajoling someone in scathing terms. He awoke the next morning in a black mood, blaming her when he found his coffee too hot. When he put in too much sugar, it was her fault.

By the time he’d slammed the front door, she wanted to slam his head into the concrete. Deep breath, Cait. You love him.

He stumbled as he reached his truck, and braced his hands against the hood. He shuddered and gasped for breath. Caitlin ran down the steps two at a time. She laid a worried hand on his back. “Are you okay, honey?”

“I’ve got a bastard of a headache.” He took another slow breath. “No, actually, I feel like shit. I think I better see a doctor.”

The problem was, they didn’t have one yet.

Caitlin skimmed through their insurance papers, and picked a new doctor. She was disappointed when the man only pronounced Trevor exhausted and prescribed exercise and a dose of sleeping pills when necessary.

When Trevor didn’t follow the advice, he was difficult, grumpy, argumentative, always locked in the attic, chiseling and scribbling. Caitlin worried about him every second he worked up there. When he complained of blinding headaches she pointed to his work as the culprit. Even when he took a day off, tried to rest, the pain persisted.

“Maybe a fishing trip won’t be such a bad idea.”

“The sun will kill me.”

She brushed the complaint away. “You’re not a vampire.”

“How do you know?” He nibbled her fingers.

“You used to surf every hour of the day?” She laughed and tugged away reluctantly. Perhaps he wasn’t so sick after all. “We should do that again sometime. Check the wave reports. Maybe we can go tomorrow.”

Within seventy-two hours, he pronounced the pain gone, and returned to his duties for his new employers, Wilkins and Brandt Art, the small gallery in Gulf Breeze. Mrs. Wilkins allowed him to display a set of the chair drawings in her gallery.

Caitlin ambled through the gallery, waiting for Trevor to finish for the day.

“How much will you take for these fine drawings?”

The male voice drew her attention away from Trevor’s work. A short man with black hair and a lazy eye, dressed in a pinstripe suit and straw hat, crossed the gallery to pause at Trevor’s side. “They’re your work, are they not? Are they available?”

“Yes, they’re mine,” Trevor said. “They’re not for sale. Sorry.”

Caitlin eyed the older man. Who’s this fella?

“Don’t be absurd, Trevor.” Abby Wilkins jumped in before Caitlin could ask.

Caitlin took in his fine coat, the diamond gleaming from his ring finger. More than likely, the man could pay a fortune for the pictures. Perhaps even the chair they had stashed in the attic. Maybe they’d be rid of the stupid thing yet.

“For you, Mr. Hofter? Of course they are.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Trevor said. “They’re not for sale.”

Abby choked and pulled Trevor aside. “Are you mad, darling? Do you know who he is?”

Caitlin peered over Abby’s shoulder, seeing the man in question studying a Jeffersonian era desk. Trevor grimaced. “I can’t say I do.”

“That’s Marvin Hofter,” Mrs. Wilkins said conspiratorially.

“Who’s Marvin Hofter?” Caitlin asked.

Abby spluttered and tugged at the collar of her linen blouse. “How can you not know him?”

The name meant nothing; Caitlin could only give her a blank look. “I don’t.”

“My dear, he’s only the editor in chief of Antiques Daily.”

Now Caitlin understood why Trevor’s mentor was making such a huge deal. 

Trevor touched one of the sketches, almost, Caitlin thought, as if he would protect them. “I’m sorry, no. The pictures aren’t for sale.”

Hofter pursed his lips and retrieved a card case from the pocket of his silk coat. He pulled forth an embossed business card and handed it to him. “If you change your mind, don’t hesitate to call me.” The man tipped his hat and walked away.

Caitlin kept her gaze on him. Something about him made her want to grab Trevor and move as far away as possible. Like to Siberia.

Abby turned back to them, drawing Caitlin from her thoughts. “Trevor dear, are you all right?”

“Just tired.” He frowned. “I haven’t been sleeping well.”

“Earlier you mentioned something about your family. Are things all right?”

Reluctant to answer, Trevor looked at everything but Abby. She exchanged a worried glance with Caitlin. Trevor leaned against the welcome desk, sighed and said, “I had a fight with my father.”

This was the first Caitlin had heard of any fight. She opened her mouth to ask what happened, then thought better of it. That he’d mentioned his family didn’t bode well. Abby will think he’s crazy if he starts talking about his brother and sister. Although, undoubtedly she knew all too well what Gordon did, thanks to news and local gossip.

“I think you need something to take your mind off whatever’s troubling you,” Abby said.

Trevor shuffled a stack of fliers sideways. “I’m fine, Abby. I’ll see you tomorrow. Come on, Cait.” He retrieved his keys from his pocket. “Let’s go.”

He pushed out the door and left Caitlin staring questioningly after him. Mrs. Wilkins patted her arm. “Go on, dear. Keep him home this weekend. Maybe he’ll feel better after a break.”

As they drove home through afternoon traffic, Caitlin wondered if time off was a good idea.

Sitting at the kitchen table, ignoring his dinner, he drew designs on his napkin.

She picked up his half-empty plate. “You’re bored.”

“No. Okay, a little.” He smiled with a certain glint in his eye. “Can’t you think of another way to keep me occupied?”

“I’ve a nice pie recipe somewhere. You could make it for our dessert tonight.”

He snorted. “What, me? Cook? What would Noah think if he found out?” he said, meaning his best friend. “You’re the woman around here.”

She smiled, scraping the remainder of his dinner into a storage container. “You remember that when all those groupies show up.”

She heard him push his chair back and soon, his arms went around her. “What groupies?” he said, his voice husky. He nuzzled her cheek. “Maybe you can skip out of work this weekend, and see about going to the beach or something? Think you can get the day off?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” She wondered if there were any reports of sharks around here. “Afterward, you can put your surfboards in the attic where they belong.”

Trevor closed one eye, watching her thoughtfully. “In the meantime, I have a great idea of how to spend the rest of the night.”

She put the plate aside and turning, she rubbed her nose against his. “Do you?”

“Mhm.” He walked his fingers into the opening in her flannel shirt, caressing her breasts, a mischievous smile on his face. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.”

He scooped her up, carried her into the bedroom and plopped her down on the bed before going back to work undressing her. Caitlin helped, sliding out of her jeans.

His fingers tickled along her thigh. “Caitie, you’re gorgeous.”

“You’re a fool.”

“A fool who loves you.”

Dragging her toes up his calf, she closed her eyes, welcoming Trevor’s skillful lovemaking.
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​​Chapter Two
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The living room curtains remained closed. His car sat in its usual spot. He was home.

Caitlin put her key in the lock and opened the door. “Honey?”

Something smelled wonderful, but why was the room so dark? “Honey?”

She hoped he wasn’t in the attic, forgetting all about the food in the oven. She didn’t need the house burning down around them.

She didn’t smell smoke though. Where is he?

She found him in the den, leaning across the desk, peering at something. “There you are.” She clicked on the light.

Trevor blinked up at her, a stunned look pinching his handsome features. “Oh, hi. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’m running late. I just tossed a frozen lasagna in the oven.”

He’d called earlier and promised a surprise for dinner, but all she could see that looked food-like was the half-eaten apple by his elbow.

“You’ve nothing to apologize for.” She slipped off her ink-stained smock and took in the state of the desk. What she saw there worried her.

Newspapers covered its surface, and Trevor leaned across them, digging his fingers into a small block of gray clay. She’d never expected this.

“Yes I do.” He waved a clay-covered hand toward the kitchen. “I promised you dinner when you got home and now dinner’s late.”

She leaned into him, kissing the top of his head. “It’s okay.” She frowned down at him worriedly as he hadn’t yet looked up. “No worries. Whatever you’re making, it smells scrumptious.”

“Lasagna. Frozen lasagna. I tossed it in about ten minutes ago.” He blinked up at her, reached out and taking her hand, kissed it. “I lost track of time. I’m a terrible househusband. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she assured him watching him turn his attention back to his clay. “Trevor?”

“Hm?”

She drew his clay-caked fingers away from the figure on which he worked. “You all right, honey?” He nodded, and she nudged a lose lock of dark hair away from his eyes. “Are you sure? I’ve never known you to be so engrossed in your work.” Studying it and selling it was another matter; sometimes he seemed more marketer than artist.

He smiled. “I know. It’s odd, isn’t it? I’ve never worked on something so small before.” He picked up the block he’d molded, shaped, and reshaped. “Isn’t it cool?”

Caitlin took the small figure out of his hands, studying it in the overhead light. The work was spectacular—and familiar. A square-shaped, spindly structure of some sort. “Very postmodern of you, honey.” She handed the figurine back. “I like it.”

Trevor set the figure lovingly on the papers. “You’d have liked a better dinner more than coming home to a bunch of tiny sculptures.” He crossed to the bathroom to wash his hands, and she turned her steps to the kitchen.

He didn’t point out one small fact about the clay figurine—and Caitlin refused to panic, but hadn’t overlooked it: the figure resembled the chair he stored in their attic.
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CAITLIN GREW MORE CONCERNED by the day, though she tried to hide it. She busied herself cleaning out the shed of all Gordon’s photography supplies. The thought of an afternoon cleaning Gordon’s work shed did nothing for her spirits. But the project needed doing, and just as Trevor couldn’t look at Gordon’s photographs for long, he still couldn’t bring himself to enter the small structure. He said there was something spooky about the room.

Caitlin ducked her head in, stepped inside. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary to her. So, she braided her hair out of her face and set to work.

She cataloged all the bent and crumpled pictures—and there were many. Flipping through them, she noted several shots of Fort Pickens, of the garden, the house, and a few sites around town and lastly, several pictures of Amelia. All these proofs seemed just smaller versions of the photographs up in their attic. She made a pile of them for sending to her sister-in-law.

Next, she turned to the leftover silver nitrate and carried the canisters of it and other chemicals to safe chemical dumps. Then she threw away every empty film roll she could find. She called Amelia and offered to send her the camera equipment, but Amelia refused.

“Do what you want with it, Cait. He didn’t trust me with it, so I don’t see any point in keeping it.”

He didn’t trust her? How peculiar.

She understood her sister-in-law’s bitterness. The whole subject of Gordon’s last days must be too painful for her, even still. Caitlin hoped she healed soon; her sister-in-law didn’t deserve such grief.

She thought it best not to tell her of Trevor’s recent fits, though curiosity urged her to do so. Had Gordon suffered the same troubles? What caused it?

She reminded herself of what the doctor said: he likely suffered no more than pure exhaustion, not uncommon in someone who had so recently experienced such a tragic loss.

She wished Amelia well and returned to the shed. There was still much to go through.

As she worked, she found she liked the little place. Yes, her brother-in-law became odd and violent in the last few months of his life, but his art began here, and she could feel the inspiration oozing from the walls. A pleasant vibe filled the room and she smiled as she opened each little box and cabinet, wondering what she’d find next.

She found several rolls of unexposed film, and some overexposed attempts, and empty film spools. She wondered if she might be able to sell the spools online to collectors.

Maybe Trevor could incorporate some of this stuff into his chair.

She frowned. Nah.

Caitlin stacked up another set of empty film boxes, and carried them to the trash. Sweat soaked her brow and she wiped it away. Hoisting the bag into the trash can, she noticed the plastic had torn. The trail of little boxes behind, only confirmed the discovery. “Oh, for Pete’s sake.”

She stomped across the yard, plucking the boxes from the grass.

One rattled in a way it shouldn’t have. She picked at the box top, puzzled. Better not be a roach carcass inside—or a spider. The thought of critters made her think twice about shaking the rattling thing into her hand. She shook it over the sidewalk.

Something metal bounced on the pavement, pinging as it went. As it settled, Caitlin squatted beside it. What looked like a bronze pin the size of a penny glinted up at her. “Well, I’ll be.”

Caitlin scooped the thing up. Sunlight flashed off the dull metal surface and she narrowed her eyes, studying. The back held no clasp. She decided the thing was probably a button off someone’s coat.

She turned it over and her breath caught in her throat. A stately eagle covered the item’s surface, a capital A over its chest. She tucked her find into her pocket, and swept up the other boxes, shaking them to make sure no other treasures lay hidden inside. She set the trash by the curb and rushed inside.

Cleaned up, she settled down at her computer. She had to know what this button represented.

Many pages came up in her search but finally she stumbled across an antique site that gave her the information she sought. “Button from Union uniforms; eagle denotes membership in Union Artillery. Infantry squad. New York,” she read. Union? Here?

She searched her memory trying to recall specifics of the Civil War. Should she visit Fort Pickens? Could she? No, they’d see her link to Gordon, she was sure. Even if she never produced identification of any kind, surely they’d seen the newspaper stories. Unhappily, there was one photo in existence of her and Trevor at the funeral. No way could the fort keepers have missed it.

She groaned and shut down her browser window, tucking the button into her jewelry box along with the day’s questions. She didn’t need another project now at any rate.
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BY THE END OF THE MONTH, Trevor began having trouble sleeping once again. Caitlin tried to convince him to go back to his doctor, but he would have none of it. Besides, the drugs and exercise hadn’t helped calm him, as far as Caitlin could tell. His nightmares had become more frequent, and it seemed more important to him to be able to awaken from them, escape them, when he needed, than to have a full night’s rest. She couldn’t argue with him. If sleep disturbed him, what other choice did he have?

The unfortunate downside to all this was the strain it put on their daily life. His work for Wilkins and Brandt suffered, and Caitlin found herself in more arguments with him than she liked over his growing collection of sculpted figurines. Within the last few weeks he’d sculpted over a dozen figurines, all different sizes, but repeatedly, they remained of one thing:

That ridiculous, strange chair. Odd that. He usually sculpted all manner of designs.

She didn’t know what she was going to do about this obsession, but it was obvious something must be done.

One day in early August, he handed her a set of legal documents.

“What are these?” she asked, scrutinizing Trevor more than the papers. “Are you asking me for a divorce?”

Judging by his wide eyes, her question caught him by surprise. “No, honey. Never.” He ran a hand down the length of her hair. “Something better than that: I’m thinking about going into business for myself.”

Astonishment tightened her chest. With their less than illustrious employment, she couldn’t fathom how he might have come to this decision. They had a modest savings, but to start his own business? Impossible! They still had insurance and mortgage to pay on the house, outrageous bills they could barely afford as it was. On the other hand, he’d never planned on working in someone else’s gallery for the rest of his life. She wished he’d made this decision before they took Amelia’s offer and bought the house. How could he consider opening his own gallery now?

Maybe they could swing it on a loan from the National Endowment for the Arts, or a local version thereof. The government gave loans for the arts, didn’t they?

He laughed. “Not my own gallery, no. I’ve decided to go into antiques.”

This was even worse. Caitlin blinked, taking a deep breath, she asked him for more details and listened in a good impression of interest while Trevor explained his idea.

“Are you crazy? How the hell can we afford it?”

Trevor merely shrugged. “I’m looking into it.”

“Looking?” Caitlin clenched a fist around the edge of the desk, studying the computer screen. “What have you found?”

He sighed and sat back. “Not much. But I have thought of the perfect name for the shop.”

“What?”

“Cait’s Treasures, or Cait’s Curiosities.” He nuzzled her cheek. “No, I think Curiosities would be best.”

She pinched him. “Don’t you dare!”

“No, I like it.” He kissed her. “I think I’ll need new business cards.”

“You’ll need funding first.” She waved a hand. “No sense in adding an extra expense we can’t afford.”

“We’ll be able to.” He wound an arm around her waist. “You worry too much. It’ll work out, you’ll see. I think maybe I could sell some of Gordon’s photos.”

She closed her eyes and counted to ten, then twenty. “Just don’t jump in before you know what you’re getting into.”

“It’ll be fine,” he said and turned back to the computer. “I promise.”

For weeks on end, there wasn’t an evening that passed when Caitlin had him all to herself before he fell exhausted into their bed and ignored any attempt she made to gain his interest. He was always too weary now. He talked constantly about his latest piece and planned similar pieces in various sizes. As he planned, he worked.

She hoped he’d make the decision to sell all his pieces. She grew tired of looking at the large, elaborate chair, tired of avoiding her own attic. The right interest should convince him to sell.

She hoped it came soon.

She stood back, studying the pieces, trying to see the charm that so overwhelmed Trevor. “Damned if I see it.”

He’d done fine work, but a shudder crawled up her spine when she looked at the pieces. They were all of them creepy. As if touched by some curse.

She wondered if he could donate them to the wax museum in Panama City.

Caitlin awoke one morning to find Trevor on the front porch, working on two more sculpted chairs in the crisp morning air. “Don’t you have enough?” she asked, taking up the cup of coffee he’d set on the porch railing. Cold. He’d been working for a while.

“These extras won’t hurt the collection.” He stepped back to survey his work, took the mug out of her hand and sipped, saying nothing about the temperature of the drink. “Besides, once the others sell I’ll need more.”

She knelt down to study his latest work. He’d carved this with a twisting apple tree motif. The little orbs seemed to glisten. She could almost see an evil queen plucking one down and dunking it in poison. The thought made her shudder. “Not to put a damper on anything, but what happens if they don’t sell?”

“They’ll sell. Marvin’s sure they will. We just need to find the right buyer.”

Marvin Hofter seemed to be doing nothing in that direction, however. She left the obvious fact unspoken. “If they don’t, where are you storing them? Is the store big enough?”

He looked over at her. “I can keep them here.”

Like hell you can. “You might think about renting a storage facility.”

He poked at his latest figurine, smoothing the clay in the opposite direction. “We’ll figure it out.”

“If you say so.” She took the mug from him and crossed into the kitchen, setting the mug in the microwave.

When she returned, his hands and mind were still deep in his work. She reminded him he would be late for work, and took the advice herself.

She spent the day scurrying around Kameko’s print shop, trying to avoid her boss’ sneering looks. She delivered a print job to a Jacksonville art gallery and the drive gave Caitlin ample opportunity to think about Trevor’s problem. What’s wrong with him? He was wearing himself out and she worried about him. He’d wake up in the middle of the night, and if she didn’t find him scribbling notes or working on his computer, he was upstairs carving away at his chair. She tried to support him, tried to encourage him—after all, the work kept him from brooding over his brother’s recent demise. She’d never had a twin, but from everything she’d seen and read they were closer than close. He should be taking Gordon’s death harder. As far as she could tell, he coped rather well. A meltdown wasn’t inevitable, was it?

Maybe opening the antique shop wasn’t such a bad idea, but she was afraid he might collapse, if he wasn’t careful. And then what? She’d caught him staring at Gordon’s work shed once or twice, and she worried what he might be thinking of his brother.

She had to do something to make him slow down. Everything didn’t have to happen all at once, did it?

When she returned home that night, she was determined to sit Trevor down, and talk some sense into him. She hoped she would do more than talk herself hoarse.

She found him comparing two of his best suits.

“What are you doing?”

“We’ve got a party to go to,” he insisted.

Caitlin blinked. “Whose party?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” He smacked a hand against his forehead. “I’m such an idiot! Abby’s set up a meeting, of sorts, with several investors.”

Things slipped his mind more often lately, it was true, but this was an incredibly strange thing for him to overlook. “Investors for what?”

“For me, of course.” He pointed to the ceiling. “We’re hoping to gain some investors to pay for the shop I want to open.”

She wasn’t sure what to think of this lapse in memory. “When tonight?”

“At seven.”

She glanced to the clock on the bedside table to see it was now five-thirty. “Seven?” Nine she could’ve handled, but seven? “What did you expect me to do? Go in my jeans? That’ll make a great impression! I swear, I’m going to—”

He took her hand and tugged her to the closet. “Please don’t make me go alone.”

“I should.” She crossed her arms. “I should make you sleep in the dog house.”

Trevor laughed. “We don’t have a dog.” He kissed her gently and despite her growing anger, warmth spread to her toes. “You’re beautiful whatever you do with yourself.”

She grunted annoyance. Beautiful my foot! She knew she at least needed a haircut if nothing else—and a manicure. Her nails still held blue ink stains from work.

“Please,” he begged. “I can’t do this without my best girl.”

“Okay.” She poked him in the chest. “Next time, give me some warning!”

She wished he’d given her some hint this time. “And wear the black one.”

She didn’t like these lapses of his at all, but she turned to her closet, and chose her favorite slinky black dress.
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​​Chapter Three
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The parking lot, the front lawn, and foyer seemed too small for the number of patrons who arrived at Wilkins and Brandt tonight. All came in curiosity over Trevor’s advertisement. Abby set up his best works, and hung several of his sketches in her main gallery space. She’d moved most of her usual bestselling artists into the background to make room for his pieces. The whole endeavor must’ve taken weeks.

Incredible. Caitlin couldn’t believe she’d missed all the hubbub. Where’s your head been, sister? She couldn’t remember a single word her husband said about the event, and he usually talked her bored with such things. This time he hadn’t said a word. He talked of nothing but the work he did on the chair.

She wandered through the galleries, taking in the demeanor and comments of the curious folk around them.

“The little ones are cute.”

“I wonder what inspired him.”

“They remind me of Russian nesting dolls.”

“Darling things!”

“Remarkably strange.”

“Gorgeous!”

Caitlin was pleased to see the interest Trevor’s work gained. He must be on to something, but damned if she could see what.

“You’ll certainly find the right investor tonight.” Abby’s voice came from the far side of the gallery where she’d cornered Trevor.

Caitlin sidled up to them and smiled, dipping her head in answer to Abby’s greeting.

“Tell me the truth, Cait, what do you think of them?”

She skimmed her gaze across the sketches dotting the wall nearby. “They’re wonderful.”

“Nothing more critical?”

Oh, I bet you don’t want to know what I truly think. “You’re the art critic, Abby. I defer to your better vocabulary.”

Abby tsked, turning her attention to a shelf of small chair figurines, and to Trevor. “Exquisite, might be a better word. Don’t you worry my boy, if I don’t sell everything here, and more, I’d be surprised.” She patted Trevor’s sleeve. “I bet by the end of the night you won’t have to worry about your silly old plans. Sell a few of these and you’ll become a star in your own right.”

He beamed with pride and slipped his arms around Caitlin’s waist. He laid a light kiss to her cheekbone. “I doubt that.”

“Nonsense. I bet they’ll buy everything up and you’ll have to offer them whatever you’re hiding at home.” She leaned closer. “Maybe someone will buy that ‘special chair’ you’ve told me about.”

“No. Anything but that.”

Caitlin choked on her drink.

“Why ever not?”

“Just—No.”

Caitlin brushed her lips across his cheek. “Can I speak with you in private?” she murmured.

Trevor tried to walk away but she followed.

“Why don’t you let someone make a bid on the chair?”

“We’ll talk about it later.” Trevor slapped Noah’s back. “What’s up?” From here, he guided their conversation to mundane male topics—mostly their trucks. Endeavoring to make the topic of discussion as boring as possible he succeeded in forcing Caitlin to give up—for now—and seek out more pleasant conversation elsewhere.

She scoffed in frustration and paced to the refreshment table. Crackers and pâté in hand, she watched him. He and Noah stopped in their trek, speaking to another man.

Abby caught up with her, startling her with a light touch. “Trevor’s going places.”

Caitlin frowned hard. “What do you mean?”

“He’s got Marvin Hofter’s attention. He’s one great benefactor to have, trust me, Caitlin. Trevor’s on his way up. If anyone can help his shop succeed, it’s Marvin Hofter. I bet he’ll even find a quick buyer for his biggest chair.”

The chair again. She excused herself and entered the ladies’ room, pacing the expanse of tiled floor. Why won’t he get rid of it? She repeated a litany of hatred for the thing, wondering why she found it so damned vile.

Trevor’s voice came to her from outside. He sounded excited, happy. She wondered to whom he spoke.

Caitlin stared at herself in the mirror. How can I discourage his happiness? How can I do it and claim I love him?

She did with her whole heart and soul.

The small chairs, though— Every time she looked at them she felt ghouls ambling over her grave. The big one especially made her skin crawl.

Yet, for some reason, the damned things made Trevor happy.

She closed her eyes. You can’t discourage this.

Despite the fear and loathing the chair inspired, she couldn’t do it.

Caitlin sighed, kicked at the dead air under the sink, and swept up her purse. She’d paste on a smile and do whatever it took to help him succeed.
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THE EVENT GAINED TREVOR a set of investors to negotiate with but Caitlin didn’t see how the night had proved successful; he’d sold a few smaller pieces but brought home no substantial checks. They’d spent the next day arguing about it.

She gave up the Internet search she’d started for him this morning, certain she’d been helping. Her attempt only fueled the argument. When he ducked into the attic to work on the chair again, she decided she had to get out. She studied herself in the mirror by their door, fluffed her unruly locks and made a face at herself. She grabbed the phone book up and flipped through until she found the nearest hairdresser. A trim wouldn’t hurt their budget much.

She pushed open the attic door. Trevor stood with his back to her, running a strip of sandpaper over the chair’s left front leg. Nearby, he’d turned his brother’s mounted photographs from the wall. From this angle, Caitlin thought she recognized a 16x20 close-up of the birdhouse in the garden.

She turned her attention back to her husband. “Honey, I’m going out.”

He grunted.

“Did you hear me?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m off to see my boyfriend.”

He grunted again.

“We plan to take all the money out of your CDs, buy a boat, and sail to Tahiti.”

“Have fun,” he said, emotionless.

Caitlin shook her head and took the stairs, leaving him to his work. Trotting down the porch steps she glanced across the gulf to the fort. Standing majestic and quiet in the warm afternoon, she watched tourists move back and forth around it.

She could swear she could almost hear them speaking in low tones about the coming battle.

Men in blue ran to accomplish their duties, carrying rifles, and lining up the cannons. A Confederate boat sped in her direction.

The colonel wheeled his horse around and called to his men. One ran to his side and handed something up to him.

The light flared off a crude pair of binoculars.

Caitlin startled at the glare. A motorboat, presumably full of tourists, moved away from the docks. Her home stood behind her, the air conditioner humming along, combating the afternoon’s stifling heat.

Her hands shook. She leaned against the car and took a deep breath, then another. “What in the world?”

She sped inside and pulled a bottle of water from her refrigerator. Standing there, door open to let the cool air seep over her she shook the reverie away, for once, embracing the chill.

Daydream. That’s all it was.

She set the empty bottle in the recycle bin and took to the stairs. She poked her head in the attic door. Trevor stood considering his project, one hand on his hip.

She smiled, surveying the fine figure he cut in the empty room. “Honey, I’m going now. My boyfriend’s waiting for me at the docks.”

“Have fun.”

She shut the door and dropped into her driver’s seat, keeping her eyes on the driveway and away from the fort.

She sped through traffic wondering how long it would take Trevor to register what he’d agreed to. She laughed to herself.

She expected her cell phone to ring any second, and to hear him demand clarification.

She reached the salon, and no ring. She sighed and swept inside, gave the receptionist her name, and sat down to wait.

The hairdresser called her name and she settled into the chair. “I’m Sealya.”

“Celia?”

“Pronounced the same just spelled differently.”

She nodded and Sealya stepped back pondering her, her hand to her chin.

“What can I do for you today?”

The cape flicked through the air and came to rest against her chest.

“Just take a few inches off,” Caitlin instructed.

Sealya ran a brush through her hair. “You’ve got gorgeous hair. Were it me, I mean, I realize this is my job, but I wouldn’t cut it. It’s too pretty. Most gals would kill for hair like yours.”

“Can’t fault me. Nature did it.”

“Yes, she did. Mama was generous to you.”

Caitlin blinked. “Thanks.”

Sealya grabbed a bottle and spritzed water on her locks. “Very generous. I could do a little bit with the grays, I suppose. Some henna coloring would look fabulous on you.”

“Grays?” Caitlin peered at her reflection. When did those come out? “I’ve been too busy to think about it.”

“Oh?”

“Moved into a new house a few months ago, and my husband’s trying to open an antiques shop.”

“Is that so? What kind of antiques?”

“From the Art Deco period mostly, furniture, jewelry, trinkets, and some sculpture.”

The woman pursed her lips in a silent mewl of appreciation. “I love antiques.”

Caitlin pointed to her purse and the woman handed it over. She pulled forth one of Trevor’s new business cards. “We’re having a little party at the store this weekend. A pre-opening reception. You should come.”

“Sounds intriguing. So, how do you like our little town?”

They chatted about the area for a few minutes as the woman snipped, fluffed, and brushed Caitlin’s hair. She kept waiting for the woman to mention the fort, and what Gordon had done there. So far, so good. She didn’t say a word, more intent on her scissors and mixing her colors.

“You’ll get used to the tourists,” Sealya said, squirting the color on and working it into her hair. “They come out every year around the anniversary of the battle. It’s a pain in the backside, but it’s what we sacrifice for the energy.”

Caitlin froze. “What do you mean, for the energy?”

She tipped her head, running the color over the length of Caitlin’s hair. “The vibrations are off the charts.” She leaned close and lowered her voice. “You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed.”

Tremors blossomed under Caitlin’s skin, excitement. “Vibrations?”

The hairdresser smiled. “Someone as strong as yourself couldn’t miss them.”

Caitlin blinked at their reflection. “What?”

“Sealya, phone,” the receptionist called out.

Caitlin’s hairdresser looked up. “I’m sorry—Cait, was it? I’ll be right back,” she said, and walked away.

Caitlin watched her, her fingers going instinctively to her pocket and the bronze button she never left behind now. What kind of vibrations did she mean? She wanted to ask more, but the woman didn’t come back until she was ready to rinse out her hair. Then the hair dryer drowned out her attempts to speak. Was this something she wanted to shout out for the whole salon?

No.

She bit back the question and paid her bill, but made a mental note to come back at another time and ask the myriad questions the hairdresser sparked in her mind.
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​​Chapter Four
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Caitlin took a glass of sparkling grape juice from the refreshment table and meandered through the crowd filling the store’s semi-empty room, watching them as they pored over the sketches Trevor and Abby had set out for the perusal of his potential patrons. For a moment, his accountant, Michela Gweinyr, stopped to chat with him and it seemed those nearby couldn’t decide whether to stare or ignore her. Must be the beautiful dress she wore, iridescent green with black sparkling vegetal designs; the clip in her red hair matched the shade, but Caitlin couldn’t make out the shape of the decorations from here—were they fairies? Or apples? Whatever they were, they only seemed to enhance the woman’s beauty. She seemed to sparkle with loveliness and gaiety.

As soon as Michela slipped away to mingle with the rest of the crowd, Marvin Hofter inserted himself into their path. “Trevor, my boy, how are you?”

He nodded to her. “Mrs. Fulmer, a pleasure to see you again.”

“Thanks.”

She crossed her arms, watching him. With his diamond ring, his expensive suit, and walking stick, he cut a fine figure, polished and debonair. He even had a circle of women hanging on his every word.

Why then, did he make her shiver?

Were he to ask her opinion of what he should be for Halloween, she’d suggest a zombie. He wouldn’t have to add much to his ensemble to creep anyone out.

Caitlin dismissed him and turned her attention to the rest of the patrons. Two women milled around the store and every once in a while, she noticed them following Hofter.

“Do you see the difference?” said the blonde.

“It isn’t just me, then?”

The first woman hummed in thought. “No, I see it too.”

Both women wore interesting jewelry, stars being a main motif. Were they witches?

Had Caitlin not seen the symbols in articles she’d recently perused, the design might have slipped past her unnoticed.

As much as they eyed the art, they watched Mr. Hofter.

What are they up to?

Caitlin set her glass on the nearby table and followed along a few steps behind, hoping not to draw their attention.

They drew up behind Hofter on pretext of studying the display of tiny silver and enamel thimbles Trevor had picked up recently in San Francisco.

“They’re lovely things.”

“Hm,” said the blonde.

She knew the blonde, but no. It couldn’t be her old friend Beryl, could it? The more she watched her, the more she became convinced. Yes, this definitely was her Beryl.

She smoothed down her skirt, and was about to step out to introduce herself when Beryl spoke again.

“Do you recognize their vibrations?”

“Strange,” her companion agreed.

“Creepy.”

Caitlin ducked behind the other side of the display to listen.

“The place could use a cleansing.”

Cleansing? Caitlin scanned the store. The room seemed spic and span to her.

Trevor’s voice drew her attention, “For the chairs? I’m sorry. They’re not for sale.”

“You have others,” Hofter pointed out.

“That one’s definitely not for sale,” Trevor said. “At least not tonight.”

Caitlin frowned. Oh, for Pete’s sake!

“That— oh, you mean the chair in your attic.”

The chair in the attic? Caitlin moved a step closer. How did Hofter know about that piece?

Hofter chuckled and shifted his wineglass toward the sketches in question. “Not to worry, my boy. I wouldn’t take your masterpiece from you. Not before we find you the right offer.”

“Hmm . . .”

The women drew Caitlin’s attention back when Beryl’s companion hummed. Her sleek tin-gray pants and shirt hugged her thin form.

“Do you see his aura?” The sleekly-dressed woman nodded in Trevor’s direction.

Beryl fondled the star around her neck. “Definitely in need of adjusting.”

“What about the man with him?”

“I’m not sure I’d call him a man.”

Caitlin drew up short. What?

“Neither would I.”

Caitlin peered over her shoulder. Did they mean Hofter? Or Noah? And what might they be if not men?

No, surely they didn’t mean Noah. She didn’t know anyone so down-to-earth as her husband’s best friend.

She rounded the display to say hello to her old friend, but Trevor called her away. Her head throbbed anyway and so she decided to try to convince him to call it a night.
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CAITLIN COULDN’T SEE what Trevor saw in his strange patron. What she’d overheard from the two “witches”—she could only assume them witches now—deepened her first impression. Still, he offered to purchase two smaller chairs and an antique ammunition ball even before Trevor explained them. At the end of the night, Trevor happily looked forward to tomorrow, and his first full day as an antiques dealer.

Deep in the night, Caitlin found herself in a strange dream; she walked in some mountainous region she couldn’t identify, the scenery green and lush. A bridge stretched out to a plateau on the other side, and the chair stood tall, flashing serene white before her. On the vast sunlit bridge, the chair looked at once lovelier, and more hideous, than she had ever seen it. Approaching the piece, she could read the words Trevor had inscribed, but only for a moment. The letters shimmered and gradually a thick, pearlescent liquid drizzled down them, the liquid becoming vanilla satin. She looked up to see a figure occupied the chair, enshrouded in the same creamy lustrous drapery. The figure was beautiful, and yet, Caitlin couldn’t look it in the face; she couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman. She dropped before the vision of beauty, face against its knees. Soft, cold, ancient arms encircled her.

“Don’t let them have it, love. It’s your legacy.”

A pistol lay on the table. She eyed it, hesitated, wondering at the voice speaking so intimately in her ear.

“It’s your legacy.”

“What legacy?”

Death, terror, misery.

A voice whispered in her ear, Trevor’s sister Delyth.

His dead sister.

Caitlin stiffened, fear blooming in her veins.

Sculpted tendrils reached out from the arms of the chair and wrapped around her. Death, terror, misery.

Fangs grazed her ankle and she jerked away. She saw nothing when she looked down. Fog circled her feet, but there was nothing to account for the strange, sharp prick she’d felt.

Something hissed and she tried to jump back.

The vines held her tight.

What on earth?

A chorus hissed out, Death, terror, misery!

Caitlin squirmed in her bonds.

The gun’s muzzle filled her vision.

“Cait!”

“Stop! No!”

“Cait!”

Caitlin awoke to find herself wound tight in their sheets. Sweat soaked her skin and nightshirt, and her chest heaved hard in panic.

Trevor smoothed her hair away from her neck. “It’s okay, honey.”

She focused on him, understood he was the man behind the voice. Not some ancient demon out to get her.

The table, the room, the chair, all of it dissolved. Gone, but for her memory. The gun never existed. Her lungs squeezed. She gasped air so deep her chest hurt.

“You’re all right.” His arms wound around her; his hand smoothing down her back calmed her shivers. “It’s all right. It was a dream.”

She didn’t need nightmares. She had to get up early for work tomorrow.

Caitlin snuggled close to her beloved, wondering. She knew, remembered now, what damage dreams could do. How easy they could spread. She bit her nail and buried her face in his shoulder. She’d never realized his nightmares could infect her too.
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​​Chapter Five
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The dream haunted Caitlin. She wanted another look at the chair. Alone. She wanted to see it up close. To prove to herself that it was dead wood, and nothing more.

As usual, she awoke to find Trevor hard at work. His thin saw blade ran along the top edge of the chair, producing curling lines. She peered over his shoulder watching him cut some new design.

“Hm?” was all he said.

She touched his back, smoothing her fingers along his shoulder blade in a feather-light caress. “You’re late.”

“For?”

Caitlin arched a brow. Trevor kept working, running the blade back and forth creating a second slim groove in the wood. “For work. You know, bill-paying employment?”

He looked at his worktable, squinting to see the clock.

“It’s eight-forty-five, honey.”

“Is it?” He swore under his breath and crossed to the table to set his tools aside. “Why didn’t you get me sooner?”

How was this her fault? Caitlin bit down on the question, pecked his cheek and nudged him toward the door. “I like watching you work. I’m sorry. You’re so darned distracting, I lost track of time.”

He caught her in his arms. “I’m completely useless without you, you know.”

She smiled and wrapped a lock of his hair around her finger. “I know. Get on out of here.” She swatted his butt as he traipsed out.

His footsteps pounded down the stairs and she eyed the chair. A shiver went through her. She snorted, disgusted by her fear, and slammed the door shut.

Before Caitlin left for work, she circled the block. Making sure Trevor’s car was gone, she went back inside and into the attic. The chair stood majestic in the morning sun. Trevor’s worktable waited, silent. She spied his sketchbook and decided to take a quick peek.

Aside from his tight script, detailing materials needed and improvements he hoped to make to the chair, she found weird symbols, and writing. “What in the world?” The sight of them sent ice sliding down her neck.

Caitlin trekked downstairs and came back with her own notebook. She scribbled down the entries. Maybe she could find an explanation for them online somewhere or at the library.

A door slammed in the distance. Caitlin screamed and spun toward the attic door, clutching the book to her chest, pulse bouncing inside her veins like a manic bunny. Did she hear footsteps?

She crept across the room and placed her ear to the door.

Silence.

She rushed to the attic window and looked out.

Dark, gray clouds hung overhead. A storm surely threatened. Did she hear thunder in the distance? A tree branch lay in the yard, inches from her picnic table. No lightning yet crackled through the clouds. What had brought it down?

Caitlin laughed, running a nervous hand through her hair. You’ve watched too many horror movies. Do you expect a grotesque housekeeper to come knocking at the door next?

Notebook tucked under her arm, she ran down the steps. No sense in being late for work, simply for fancy. She wished again that Trevor would sell the chair; even if she couldn’t retire on it, she’d welcome it. She was sure the damned thing would send her to an early grave.
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TREVOR SAUNTERED INTO the print shop about lunchtime. His clothes were all askew, and he looked worn out already.

“Why so blue?” he teased.

Caitlin looked down to see her hands stained a deep indigo. She swore and rubbed at the ink stains.

“Spend all morning with a new guy?” he teased. “Don’t tell me—he’s a baker, and is fond of blueberry pies? Or you were roleplaying. What, though? That’s what I can’t figure out.”

“Very funny.” She grimaced, but nuzzled into him when he kissed her cheek. “No, I almost took a sledgehammer to a certain stubborn printer.”

“Ten’s fritzing again?”

“No, I mean Calvin,” she teased, perusing the break room fridge. “The man is a nuisance! He couldn’t fix coffee if his life depended on it, let alone something so complicated as a binding machine.” She stepped back, assessing his messy state. “I don’t even want to talk about what happened to printer five.”

“Bad?”

She raised her blue-tinted hand. “This is nothing compared to how black and blue Calvin is now. I don’t know how they ever ran this business before I got here. Boy, you bet I let him have it!”

Trevor shook his head, clucking his tongue. “Poor man. I should’ve warned him you were PMS-y.”

She answered the tease by sticking her tongue out.

He laughed and she reached out and straightened his collar.

“There. That’s better.” She brushed her lips across his unshaven cheek, and scanned his eyes. The skin around them puffed as if he hadn’t slept in months, rather than weeks. “You look exhausted, honey.”

He tossed his keys on the table. “Spending too much time pleasing my other lovers.”

“And their names would be?” She clasped her arms around him possessively. “I need them for my hit list, you know.”

She extracted herself from his embrace and reached out for the coffee carafe, only to find it empty.

Caitlin searched the cabinets for the store’s coffee stash. They must have some somewhere. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes and no. I had to help re-frame a hundred-year old print, and the cops were nearly called in on an argument with three estate executors over a contested Art Deco table.”

“Sounds like a total nightmare.”

“On the other hand, I somehow avoided jail. Let’s skip the coffee.” He held his hand up to show it shook. “I’ve had a gallon already.”

“Dear God, you won’t sleep for a week.” She took his hand. “Let’s go out for lunch. That’ll put things right again.”

Caitlin informed her co-workers of her intentions, and followed Trevor through the store, around displays of colorful paper and blank invitations. Before the door, Trevor’s cell phone rang. He checked the number, frowned and clipped it back to his belt without answering.

“Wrong number?”

“A woman called this morning. Said she’d like to make an offer on my larger chair.”

Caitlin blinked. “That’s wonderful!”

Trevor grunted a non-committal answer.

“What did you tell her?”

He tugged his keys from his pocket. “I said I’d call her later.”

Worry skittered down her spine. She knew his tone. He had no intention of calling the woman back. “Can you wait on this?”

“If she wants it, she’ll wait.”

Caitlin frowned, concern and determination filling her. “I’d hate for you to let the opportunity slip.”

“Later.” He pushed the store’s front door open. “I’ve got a lunch date with my best gal.”

She swallowed the argument, slipped her sunglasses on, and stepped outside.

[image: ]

CAITLIN HATED THE THOUGHT of going back to work. She preferred being alone with Trevor, and he agreed. Nonetheless, they had to return to their jobs, but Trevor reminded her they needed to make one stop before doing so, and detoured to their bank. He entered the glass doors and she waited in the car keeping an eye on his progress with the tellers.

Nervous. Why was she nervous? Something about the call he’d mentioned did it. Why wouldn’t he take the call? Who knew what the
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