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PROLOGUE

The drive to St. Augustine from Fort Lauderdale seems like a dream. It isn’t something I expected to be doing. In fact, most everything in my life seems like it’s entirely shifted since I caught Greg cheating, which apparently has been a well-known fact amongst our group of friends for years.

To be fair, the signs have been there all along.

He is handsome…too handsome, really…and rarely have we ever been able to go out for dinner without him chatting up the attractive server at the restaurant for an uncomfortable amount of time.

He likes to flick his light brown hair and set his green eyes on the next female, his mouth curling up into a confident smile. With perfect teeth and the hint of a Southern accent, it’s difficult to be disliked.

Of course, in the past, I’d just sit there and keep my mouth shut. Despite his flirtations, I never thought that he would actually cheat on me.

But the evidence was there—and impossible to conceal—a naked woman sitting on top of him in our bed. I had come home early from work to pick up some papers that I’d left behind. An unexpected surprise…both to me and to my cheating lover who, for the first time—maybe ever—had absolutely nothing to say.

It’s my apartment he was living in, so it’s been easy to kick him out. It’s more difficult to go to work every day, feeling like an absolute loser and trying to act like everything is ok. How is it possible that I hadn’t caught on to his infidelities? Am I really that stupid? That completely ignorant?

In a moment of pure impulse, I have decided to take my vacation time and spend three weeks somewhere, anywhere that will allow me to heal. If that is even possible.

I received an emailed advertisement for a two story, colonial-style house nestled in the marshes of St. Augustine off of the Matanzas River. It’s perfect given my love of old homes with history and depth.

The house is in a remote part of a small neighborhood, the price is right, and it’s somewhere I’ve never been before.

So, no one will know who I am and if I scream really loud, no one will hear it.

Of course, sharing the news with my family didn’t go over very well, and I got the usual guilt-laden comments from parents and close friends.

“How could you go somewhere so far away?”

“What if something happens to you?”

“How can we help you if you are hours away?”

Lots of questions and no solutions as to how to get my life back.

Well, they can all go fuck themselves.
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Every so often, a love bug loses its life to my car’s bumper or windshield, but other than the occasional flash of color diverting my eyes momentarily, I’m not really paying attention.

Shaking my head at the thought of my life that’s in shambles at the moment, I continue on my course, on the highway in the middle of nowhere, heading to a house that is also smack in the middle of nowhere.

BEEP!

Correcting my steering wheel, I pull into the slower lane to give a BMW driver the ability to speed past me.

The trek is incredibly boring with nothing but trees, tacky billboards, and highway exits advertising fast food restaurants, boiled peanut stands, and middle-of-the-road hotels.

I decide to stop for gas and a bathroom break, and after filling up my tank, I head into the most disgusting public bathroom ever tread upon. While I’m doing my business, my phone beeps.

It’s inside my purse, so after vigorously washing my hands and trying not to touch too many things in the filthy restroom, I use a paper towel to push the door open and stand for a moment in the sweltering Florida heat.

The phone beeps again, and I reach into my purse and pull it out, squinting to see who is contacting me.

It’s a text message from Greg.

I really screwed up. It’s totally my fault. The past few weeks have been rough. Can we talk?

Shaking my head, I sigh heavily, and then get back into my car.

The idea of talking with Greg makes my stomach turn and my chest hurt. There’s really nothing left to say. He can apologize and offer up excuses, but what difference will it make? My heart is broken, my mind is wrecked, and even trying to construct a coherent sentence is obstructed by a tremendous betrayal.

In fact, after the initial experience with Greg’s naked lover, another so-called friend came forward to share that this was not the first time Greg had been unfaithful. She knew of another woman he’d met up with while I had been away on a business trip.

Apparently, this woman had spent the entire weekend in my apartment with my man.

Suffice it to say, my relationship with Greg is over.

So, I delete the text message, and then get back on the road.

There is still more driving to do.
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I nearly miss my exit, and in an attempt to sharply turn the wheel, knock over a soda can that courteously spills some of its liquid along the side of the cup holder.

“Shit.”

When I can finally fully focus on the road ahead, it’s disappointing to see that the landscape is unimpressive. The four lane highway sports the same hotels, fast food restaurants, and colorful billboards.

A sudden wave of anxiety hits me.

This is St. Augustine? Please tell me it gets better than this. I can’t spend the next several weeks living on the side of a highway.

Taking a deep breath, I consciously try to stay optimistic. The GPS on my smartphone tells me that I still have about twenty minutes before I arrive at the house, so my hope is that things will change.

And, thankfully, they do.

The bustling roads give way to more narrow side streets with immense trees hugging the landscape, heavy drapes of Spanish moss hanging from their branches.

I slow down a bit to take in the beautiful nature. It is gothic and natural—at times, taking my breath away.

The drive gives me a brief initial glimpse of the Matanzas River, and then my car takes another turn onto a narrow road with few homes. They are all different styles and shapes—mostly large structures framed by trees. Some of the homes aren’t immediately accessible; and instead, are guarded by white wrought iron gates. I drive slowly and see that beyond those gates are long winding driveways leading to homes set way back on the property.

There is money here, and these people have the luxury of living far away from the tourist noise and attractions. It is noticeably quieter in this part of the city.

I don’t have much time to ruminate, however, because I finally reach the long driveway leading to the house.

1347 Hidden Hollows Road

From the online description of the house, I know that it’s a two-story, Colonial-style home with a large attic that backs up to a marshy portion of the Matanzas River. The owner—a company called Builders Florida Shoreline had included an interesting write-up about the backyard:

Home is located on northwest point of the Matanzas River. The area is marshy and not suitable for children. Adults should use caution and keep youngsters in the immediate backyard. There is no fence. The house does not have a pool but does have large bathtubs in each of its three full bathrooms.

The description was interesting but didn’t really phase me one way or the other. This isn’t a trip to get a tan. I just want to get away from everyone and hide out with a good book or a series of entertaining movies—the house does have Netflix and other streaming services—plus I’m not a huge fan of getting sunburnt in the blazing Florida heat. So, the description of the house’s amenities is fine with me.

Now, however, as I roll along the gravel driveway and the house comes completely into view, I wonder about its history and why any previous owners hadn’t made the decision to put a fence around the property to—at the very least—protect a dog from running headfirst into a swampy mess.

None of the prior owners had children? Or at least the gumption to build a pool?

Living in Florida—especially during the summertime—makes it an absolute necessity to have a place to cool off.

Shaking my head, I slow down, stop, and park the car, pausing to take another look at the house that will be my sanctuary for the next several weeks.

It’s much larger in reality than it had seemed in the online photos.

A series of elegant steps lead to a large doorway with a brass knocker. Above the doorway, there’s a series of windows and a balcony. I find this to be an interesting feature, given that the natural backdrop of the river would be a more suitable place for someone to take in the view. The front of the house certainly has its share of beautiful foliage from the large oak trees, but a balcony in this area seems to be slightly out of place.

Maybe it’s a perfect spot to watch people pull up to the driveway, and then wave to them with a handkerchief. Like in the movies.

The thought makes me smile, though it doesn’t quite absolve my nerves. The house is large and being inside all alone at night is a daunting thought that hadn’t occurred to me before.

Deciding that it isn’t worth sitting in my car all afternoon, I turn off the ignition, grab my purse, and slowly step out. A shroud of humidity covers me. It’s incredibly hot and stifling, the air nearly soupy with its heaviness.

Builders Florida Shoreline had emailed me a few days prior to let me know that the key would be located on the ledge above the door. As I walk toward the house, all I can hear are small stones and dead leaves crackling beneath my feet.

Stopping for a moment, I look up at the windows on the second floor. For a brief moment, it seems like one of the drapes moved slightly.

It’s probably just an illusion created by the sun glaring against the glass. I’m tired. Stop being ridiculous.

The home is well-maintained, and the stairs leading up to the front door are clean and sturdy. I feel around the ledge until my fingers connect with a large metal key.

I feel a surge of relief and then take a closer look at the key. It has a long shank and its bow is designed in the shape of a fish. Only the fish looks more like a mermaid because it has the head of man. It’s hard to make out the features but I can see squinty eyes and a strange mouth.

That is ugly as hell.

Shivering suddenly, I put the key into the lock and easily open the door.

I reach out and turn the knob, apprehensive but ready to see what is inside.
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I’ve seen lots of horror movies where the unsuspecting protagonist steps inside a mansion, only to be met with furniture that is covered with plastic, dust, and insects. And I’ve seen other movies where the house is dark and dreary, full of unpleasant surprises.

This is thankfully not the same experience. As with the outside of the home, the inside is clean and inviting. The furniture is tasteful and in neutral tones, crystal bowls filled with wrapped candies and flowers await me in the foyer.

An investigation of the downstairs continues to improve my mood. There’s a sitting room to the left filled with beige and gray sofas and end tables, along with an oak piano that looks perfectly in place.

To the right of the foyer, there’s another room—this one a bit fancier—with a large dining table and matching chairs, a China cabinet filled with different sized plates and cups. This room also has a miniature bar adorned with elegant trays filled with colorful bottles.

A pair of swinging doors lead me through to the kitchen—a very charming addition.

And what a kitchen! It’s huge, with brand new appliances; a large subzero refrigerator, separate freezer, a brand new oven with a shiny stovetop, and a luxurious wine refrigerator—leading me to wonder if there is a wine cellar located somewhere within the house.

All of the countertops are granite and look immaculate. And in the center of the kitchen, there is an island with a series of chairs. Large pans hang from the ceiling.

Too bad I’m not a better cook.

Ornate French doors lead to the backyard. I’m not sure whether to explore or go upstairs.

You don’t want to be hunting around those marshes in the dark. Best to check out the surroundings now.

Listening to the voice in my head, I unlock the French doors and step out.
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The backyard is a decent size, and the grass is bright green and cut short. A series of large trees flank the outskirts of the yard and straight ahead, I can see marshlands eventually leading out to the river.

I decide to walk closer to the marsh and feel a change in the soil. It begins to get mushier and wetter, and my shoes start to get muddy. In the distance, I see something glinting in the water and I’m about to take a closer look, when I hear rustling from behind me.

Turning around quickly, I see a man approaching. My breath catches in my throat, and my nerves are suddenly on edge.

I’m here in the middle of nowhere. Who the hell is this guy? What if he strangles me and throws me into the marsh?

Reaching for my cell phone, I remember that it’s in my purse, which is still in the house.

Fucking brilliant, Lila. Way to go.

Faking a smile, I call to the man who is now coming closer, “Hey there. I’m Lila. I’m staying at the house for the next few weeks.”

Finally close up enough for me to see, the man grunts. “You shouldn’t get so close to the water.”

Well, he’s friendly.

Sticking out my hand, I try to get a better conversation going, “Nice to meet you.”

The man reaches out and firmly shakes my hand. He’s attractive in a rugged, doesn’t shave, and might need a shower kind of way.

“Name’s Darryl. I’m the groundskeeper. They should’ve told you about me.”

I can vaguely recall a blurb about the guy:

Groundskeeper works on the premises and takes care of all yard work. There is a cleaning lady who will come once a week. Please be sure to give her 3-4 hours to complete her cleaning.

“Oh, yes! I remember. Thanks, Darryl. I was just taking a quick look outside before it gets too dark.”

The man scowls and looks out toward the marsh. He rubs his scruffy chin and pauses before speaking again.

“It ‘ain’t safe out here. Those marshes can pull you under. Stay by the grass and definitely don’t come out here at night. Just not safe.”

I feel a bit annoyed at all of his advice. After all, I’m a grown woman who (now) lives on her own. Don’t really need some guy telling me when and where to be. This is my rental, and I’ll do whatever the hell I want.

Lord knows I’m tired of being told what to do by men who don’t really worry about my well-being and this guy barely knows me.

“Thanks,” I mutter, turning back to the house. “I’m going to head back. Do you need anything else?”

My abruptness is obvious because Darryl seems surprised by my response. He looks like he wants to say something else and then he just shakes his head instead.

“Nah, I’m going to take off as well. Just wanted to come out since I knew you were arriving today. Wanted to be sure you didn’t need anything. Grocery store is about ten minutes back in town, so you can get stocked up there.”

I feel guilty for being so suspicious and try to quickly change my tone and be more appreciative.

“Thanks so much, Darryl,” I attempt to inject as much sincerity as possible. “I really appreciate that. That’s a great idea, too. I’m going to grab some groceries after I put my stuff away.”

He seems taken aback.

“You haven’t unpacked yet.” It is more of a statement than a question.

“No, not yet. Just wanted to take a quick look outside that’s all.”

He looks back at the house, his eyes resting on the top floor.

“It’s a nice enough place, I guess. Has an interesting history. Be careful in the attic, too. Probably want to just stay away from it. It’s really large and not sure how sturdy the flooring is up there. The cleaning lady never goes up there so it’s probably full of dust. Well, that’s enough from me. I’ll be seeing ya.”

And with that, he walks back toward the house and then turns so that he is walking alongside the structure.

I watch him disappear from view and wonder what he meant about the attic.

Something—maybe it is my inner voice—whispers to me.

Be careful, girl. Just, be careful.
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I return to my car and lug a large suitcase back up the outside stairs and then up an indoor winding staircase that leads to the second floor.

As with the lower level, the upstairs is similarly decorated with a “Florida” feel.

The second floor has four bedrooms and two bathrooms. After taking a look at each of the different rooms, I decide to sleep in the largest one, which seems like the Master Bedroom. It has an ornate king-sized bed in it and mahogany furniture throughout.

This room is also the only one connected to a bathroom, so it makes the most sense for me to use it as my sleeping quarters.

After unpacking my clothes and taking a walk around, I notice that there is a door at the end of the hallway. It is a smaller door, and when I reach out to try the knob, it won’t budge.

I try the front door key on the small lock, but it doesn’t work.

Making a mental note to ask Darryl about the door, I wonder if maybe it leads to the attic.

I stand there for a moment and then turn to walk back down the hallway when I suddenly hear a thud.

My blood runs cold because the sound is coming from above my head.

The door. It’s coming from the other side of the door.

I walk back to the small door and knock on it.

“Hello? Is anyone there?”

Silence.

Feeling ridiculous, I stand there for a moment longer and try the door handle again. It’s definitely locked. The thing won’t budge.

“Shit,” I mutter. “Must just be one of the pipes or something.”

The idea of sleeping in the house by myself with strange noises isn’t entirely comforting, so I decide to leave the hallway lights on.

I’m not the one paying the electric bill so it doesn’t matter.

Taking a deep breath, I figure it’ll be a good idea to find a place for an early dinner and then pick up groceries before I get too tired.
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Looking for a few more people after my afternoon of solitude, I decide to have dinner in Downtown St. Augustine.

It’s bustling with locals and tourists, the walkways full of people enjoying the dry conditions and warm air. Kids slurp on ice cream cones, while families and dogs walk along the city streets and take in the sights. Ghost hunting signs hang everywhere, offering tourists a chance to spend the night learning about the city’s history while maybe catching a glimpse of a spirit.

It’s interesting to see but the whole scene is a little too busy for my tastes.

I search for a bit and finally find a restaurant offering Mexican cuisine. That sounds good to me, so I duck into the eatery, and a hostess seats me at a table located in the back of the restaurant, which is perfect because I can people-watch, while not being in the center of the activity.

It feels good to sit for a minute and just relax. After ordering a glass of wine, I reach into my purse and stare at my phone.

Greg has texted again, asking if I would be willing to talk with him. There’s also a text from my mother and another one from an acquaintance.

Sighing, I decide to respond to Greg because I don’t want him to bother me throughout the next several weeks. And it feels easiest to just address the situation directly.

I got your texts. And I don’t really want you to keep texting me, so I’m sending this back to you. Please leave me alone. I’ve left town for a bit to do some thinking and to try to pull my life back together since you tore it (and me) apart with your cheating. You need to move on. And please let me move on too. There’s someone out there better for both of us—and you probably already found her since you were sleeping with lots of people while we were together.

Once I hit send, I wonder if maybe the text is too bitter.

“Here’s your wine. Can I take the rest of your order?”

A young waiter smiles at me, and I forget about my concerns.
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After a delicious dinner of shrimp tacos, I leave the downtown area and drive to a local grocery
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