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Prologue

Stoketon, Wisconsin, 1845

The woman is alone in the woods, now more than ever. Above her the boughs of naked winter branches clatter together with the force of the wind. They remind her of people whispering as she passes. In the air is the promise of snow by morning, and the dark sky is cloaked with gray clouds. She peers upward, searching for the moon. But it, like so many others, has deserted her this cold night.

She kneels and sets the baby in her arms upon the hard, frozen earth. She looks down at his face, ghostly white in the pitch blackness, and a single tear drips from her eye, splashing the little face, cold and pale as polished marble. Angrily she wipes at her eye with the back of her arm, cloaked in black wool. There have been enough tears and sorrows. Enough cursing them for their neglect and fear. They could have saved him. She will not succumb any more.

Now its time for revenge.

She looks up once more and at last locates the moon, a sliver of pewter glowing dully before a cloud rolls over it, obscuring it once more. Bending, she lifts the child and raises him to the moon, as if in offering. She whispers words in an ancient tongue and keeps the child aloft until her arms grow weak. She sets him back down, looks one final time into his eyes, green now turned milky. One last time she strokes the chubby cheeks and runs her finger over the parted lips, which will never draw breath again.

She picks up the shovel lying next to the baby and begins to dig. Her work, damn it, is punctuated by sobs. She digs tirelessly, the shovel breaking into the hard, icy earth with precision and a force of will that is almost beyond human. At the end of her labor, there is a small trench, about three feet long and deeper than that—its sides come up to the womans waist. She climbs out of it, picks up her child, and gently lowers him into the grave.

Punish them for what theyve done to us both.

She begins whispering furiously once more, ancient words, ancient curses. She reaches to her right, and her hand wraps around a small vial. She uncorks it and sprinkles the dark liquid on top of the child. It is black, wine-colored when the moon reveals its hue.

She wipes her hands on her coat. Avenge us, my son. She picks up the shovel again and begins the hard work of refilling the hole. Its easier once she can no longer see her boy. By the end of her toil, she is drenched in sweat, no longer cold, even though the first flakes of a winter storm have begun to fall and the sky has begun to lighten in the east.

She stoops to cover the little grave with pine needles and leaves, then stands and wipes her hands on her billowing black coat. In the forest a wolf howls. She hurries away from the grave, passing a sign as she goes.
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Chapter 1

Hunter Beaumont awakened drenched in sweat, striped sheets twisted around him. His heart pounded, and an irrational fear coursed through him, disproportionate to the calmness of his dark bedroom.

He sat up, rubbing his hand over his slick face, and reassured himself with the same words countless nightmare sufferers have told themselves since the dawn of time: It was only a dream. It was only a dream. But it was that same dream again. The one that was part memory, part horror movie. The one where he is camping with his parents and he can see the glow of the campfire flickering on their faces. Its a lovely scene at first, romantic and warm. His parents voices are hushed, his mothers laugh tinkling as the two of them huddle together, the fire keeping the darkness of the woods surrounding them at bay. But then a shadow falls over his mothers and fathers faces, and their eyes turn in an instant from contented and adoring to terrified. Then come the screams…and the blood, all the blood. That was when Hunter always awakened.

But this time something more than the nightmare had awakened him. Was someone knocking on his bedroom door? Yes, there it was again, an almost tentative tapping. In his post-nightmare state, Hunter imagined the worst—that a monster lurked outside, something needing to be invited in. And once inside it would rip him limb from limb, gorging on his flesh and drinking his blood.

Hunter allowed himself an embarrassed laugh and attempted to pull himself together. He sat up straighter against the headboard and used a corner of the top sheet to dab at the beads of sweat still gathering on his forehead. Yes? he called out.

With a creak the door opened, and Lori Schmidbauer, his grandmothers nurse, peered in. Even backlit, Hunter could see the kindness in the womans dark brown eyes and the concern and sadness on her face. She glanced down the hall and then back toward him, gave him a tentative smile.

Hunter? Honey, Im so sorry to wake you. Can I come in?

Hunter pulled the sheet up farther, covering his chest. A new kind of alarm had begun inside, the dread beginning to churn like something alive in his guts. Is everything okay?

Lori didnt respond. She simply tiptoed into the room and sat down gingerly on the edge of his bed. Hunter leaned over and switched on the nightstand lamp. Lori still wore her scrubs, and her curly brown hair was pulled loosely into a ponytail. She looked like the most tired woman in the world. Hunter repeated his question and added to it.

Is everything okay? Is Nana all right?

Lori clutched his hand, squeezed it, and let it go. I dont think so, dear.

She stared off at a point over Hunters head, and he could see her eyes glistened with tears.

It felt like his stomach dropped a couple of feet. He bit his lip. Is it time?

Lori drew in a quivering breath before responding. Yeah. I think it is. You better come now if you want to say good-bye.

Okay, Hunter whispered, barely able to find breath to put behind the single word. For his whole twenty-two-year life, his grandmother had been his savior, protector, shield, comforter, mother, father, playmate, and teacher. And now it looked like there actually was a monster outside his door, and its name was cancer. Now it appeared that monster was about to rip all he held dear away from him.

Lori waited on the bed, watching him. He could tell she was trying to gauge his reaction, to see if perhaps he would need a hug. Lori was the kind of nurse who was free with her hugs. A good woman. But right now, Hunter needed a moment to himself, and he told her that.

Sure, sweetheart. Just dont be too long. She got up and paused at the door. I dont know how much time we have. Sorrowfully she nodded, her lips coming together in a line indicating sympathy. She took her time leaving his room. Then he heard her quickened pace as she hurried down the long hallway to his nanas bedroom.

Hunter didnt know if he could do this. Part of him thought if he just stayed there in bed he could delay or prevent the inevitable. If he could only freeze time at this moment, he would never have to face a world without Nana in it. He shook his head and chastised himself for being weak. To every season, he thought, there is an end.

Feeling numb, Hunter roused himself from bed. He slid into the jeans and sweater he had left on the rocker by the window. He looked outside, where the inky darkness revealed nothing, a void. He knew Lake Michigan was out there, and in the morning it would reveal itself in aqua or gray, depending on the quality of light, but right now it seemed as though the huge body of water had vanished. The nights darkness pressed against his windows like something palpable, aching to get inside.

Barefoot, he padded down the hall to his grandmothers bedroom. Ever since he had lost his parents at the age of five, this had been his home, and suddenly the big old house seemed strange and unfamiliar to him, as if he were seeing it for the first time. There was the portrait of his father, painted when Daddy was sixteen, looking young and vibrant and not that much different from Hunter, the same smile and auburn hair. And there was the old Oriental rug, its pinks, blues, and grays faded, leading the way to the door to his grandmothers bedroom, which yawned open. Hunter stood for a long while, staring at that doorway and breathing in the smell of sickness that emanated from the room. Go, he whispered.

He ducked into the room. Nana lay propped up on her old four-poster bed, the one shed had since marrying Hunters grandfather about six decades ago. She looked small and shriveled, vulnerable and nearly lost among the pillows, blankets, and quilts that never could keep her quite warm, not once she took ill. Her hair looked like gray straw, and parts of her scalp peeked through. A few days ago, they had taken her off the IVs and the oxygen, knowing there was no hope. The medical detritus stood in a corner of the room, looking like defeated soldiers.

Lori stood near the bed. When she saw Hunter, she leaned down and whispered to Nana, whose eyes fluttered open at the sound of the nurses voice in her ear. Although she had not been really coherent for the past couple of weeks, a combination of the morphine she took to manage her pain and her own failing memory, her eyes brightened when she saw her grandson. She even managed a weak smile, which vanished almost as soon as it arrived, as if the effort to maintain it was just too much for the old woman.

It probably was.

Lori stepped away from the bed and donned a fleece jacket she had left on a chair nearby. She hugged herself and then said, Ill leave you two alone. Im going to run downstairs and call Dr. Blackstock. She squeezed Hunters shoulder as she left the room.

Hunter sat down beside his grandmother on her bed. Nana?

Hunter, Nana croaked, her voice only an echo of the vibrancy it once had. She tried to lift her hand to his face, and it appeared she didnt have the strength, letting it drop back down to the bedding. She closed her eyes and swallowed. The latter action looked painful, and Nana winced.

Dont talk, Nana. If it hurts, dont talk. He picked up one of her withered hands and covered it with both of his, trying to impart some of his own warmth to the frail appendage, feeling now as if it had been made of parchment and bird bones.

She nodded, staring up at him. She licked her lips. I just want to go to sleep now. Im ready. Can you tell the nurse?

Sure. Hunter smoothed her hair away from her forehead and leaned in close. He bit his lips, not wanting to cry in front of the old woman. What if she didnt know this was the end? He couldnt be so cruel as to reveal that to her. And even as he thought these things, he knew—deep in his heart—that Nana knew perfectly well what was happening.

Sleep. That sounds good.

Nanas eyelids fluttered and closed. Hunter thought she had fallen asleep and simply sat with her for several minutes, holding her hand. Finally he thought maybe he should creep away, hoping against hope that this was not the final moment. Lori could have been wrong, after all.

But then Nana opened her eyes, and Hunter thought he should say what needed to be said while there was still time and before he gave in to the tears and sobs that were clamoring inside to get out. He gathered the old woman up in his arms and pulled her close. Placing his lips close to her ear, he thought for a moment, grasping for something profound to say, but finally decided on only this.

I love you so much.

I love you too, Nana whispered. He released her and she slumped back against the pillows.

Hunter covered his mouth. Was she gone? But her eyes opened once more, only about half-mast, seeking him out even though his face was only inches from her own.

Beaumont House, she croaked.

What?

Beaumont House. Promise me youll burn it.

What are you talking about, Nana?

The old woman simply shook her head, and he could see a spark in her blue eyes.

Promise.

Sure, Nana. Anything for you.

The old woman closed her eyes, and a tremble coursed through her. She turned very pale, and then, as Hunter watched, color seeped back into her cheeks, almost rosy. Had she rallied?

But Hunter knew it was over. He bent to place a kiss on her forehead.

Downstairs the doorbell chimed. Nanas doctor, Jay Blackstock, had arrived. Not that there was anything he could do now. He gazed down at her, touched her once more, then turned away.

In the hall he passed Lori bringing Dr. Jay Blackstock to his grandmothers room. The three stopped to regard one another. The young man—who only the year before had replaced the doctor his grandmother had seen most of her life—had worry stamped on his dark features. He was only a bit older than Hunter himself, and Hunter had to wonder if he had seen many deaths yet in his new career. He felt a stab of pity for him.

Lori spoke. Is she…?

Hunter wondered where the calm he felt was coming from. Where were the tears? The anguish? Somehow, he thought, they waited patiently for him, gathering together in a round room with dim light, a kind of emotional way station. Hunter exchanged somber glances with both of them. She just passed, he said softly, biting his lower lip. He stared into the doctors brown eyes for a moment. Youll want to verify that, of course. But shes gone.

Im so sorry. Lori Schmidbauer came toward him, arms outstretched.

Hunter stepped back, not ready yet for the comfort the older woman had to offer. Im okay. Im okay. He nodded and smiled but knew the smile for the lie it was, and he was certain Dr. Blackstock and his grandmothers nurse did as well.

The doctor hurried into the bedroom, and Lori followed. She looked back at Hunter.

I know. Itll come.

She turned and left him standing in the hallway. Purposely he did not glance into the bedroom, not wanting to see them hovering over his nanas body. She wasnt there anyway.

He hoped she was in a better place, free at last from the pain and agony of the last six months, free from invasive treatments and drugs that made her sick, most of all free from the beast that went by the name of cancer.

He returned to his bedroom, still feeling next to nothing. When he had imagined this moment coming, as he had over the course of Nanas illness, he had envisioned hysterical sobbing, choking, a torrent of tears, reddened eyes, and difficulty breathing. When his grandfather had died, many years ago, Hunter had still been a child, and the loss really hadnt registered. In a way it had been only Hunter and his Nana alone in the word for so long. And now he faced being completely alone in the world—no parents, no grandmother, no grandfather, no one. Nana had seen to it that he led a very sheltered life, and he knew her intentions were good. She wanted to protect him from a world that had murdered his parents.

He sat down heavily on the bed, as if drunk, although he had yet to experience that particular sensation firsthand. The bed itself was a mess, and Hunter realized he must have been thrashing around like a caged wild animal to do this much damage. Besides the sheets and pillows being damp from sweat, the fitted sheet had pulled away, revealing the striped ticking of the mattress below.

The nightmare images paraded through his mind, a macabre circus. The campground. Their tent pitched in the woods, where five-year-old Hunter had lain huddled inside a sleeping bag. The looks of terror on his parents faces. The screams. The struggling. Blackness. Dull morning light and his parents lying together, no longer alive, the gory ruins of their corpses…

Hunter gasped. No matter how hard he tried, he could not remember the actual event. Not really, not the details. He had only been five, and he knew shock could block or even erase horrible trauma. But over the years cops, psychologists, and even a professional hypnotist had tried to get him to remember details about the carnage. All to no avail. The memory, as far as Hunter was concerned, was gone.

The case had never been solved.

And Nana, God rest her soul, had never allowed mention of the slaughter in her house, not after the first few weeks, when the police and media had been relentless in pursuing the two of them in and out of Nanas Evanston home. Nana, over the years, chose not to remember that shed had a son and a daughter-in-law who had died. Hunter wondered, leaning back on the bed to lie flat and stare up at the ceiling, if she was in denial herself, or if it was all part of her master plan to shield her grandson from further grief and horror.

Whatever it was, she had held Hunter away from the world. He had never seen the inside of a school. Nana had arranged for a succession of private tutors to come to their house. Hunter had never been allowed to play outside unsupervised. Nana had tried to make up for it by being Hunters best friend and lavishing him with expensive toys, electronics, and carefully guided tours of world capitals.

And now Hunter was alone. Really, truly alone. And with his grief and despair at the loss of his grandmother held temporarily—he thought—at bay by shock, he had the luxury of wondering just what the hell he would do now.

He was twenty-two years old and—he supposed—rich, an heir to a fortune once made from something as fragile and insubstantial as paper.

The world was his. He thought of a cliché: the world was his oyster. He could do anything. Travel. Go to college. Work. Engage in long overdue rebellion and fall headfirst into hedonism.

He shook his head, and the first tears coursed out of the corners of his eyes to dribble down his face and run into his ears. He sat up and wiped them away. He didnt know what he would do. He had no idea what he was good for or good at. He didnt even know what he wanted. He glanced at the window, where the sky was just beginning to lighten, a band of pink at the horizon. The first day without Nana was beginning. The world out there was not his oyster; it was an enigma.

There was a gentle rap, once, twice, at his closed bedroom door. Thinking Lori had come by once again to see if he was ready for a hug or some words of condolence, he said simply, Come in.

Dr. Blackstock entered. Hunter noticed for the first time—and he thought how inappropriate this was—how handsome the doctor was, with curly black hair cropped short, an olive complexion, and the darkest eyes. His whole look was Mediterranean, belying the white-bread Blackstock name.

He smiled at Hunter and took only a step or two into the room. I just wanted to say I was sorry. The doctor chewed on a corner of his lip, glancing rapidly from Hunter on the bed back out into the hallway. Hunter was touched by the anxiety and overcome by the desire to offer sympathy.

I appreciate that. Lori has all the information about, um, final details, so if youd just take care of… And Hunter hunched over, the onslaught of tears taking him completely by surprise. The grief hit him like a physical blow. It was a sneak attack; he didnt have any time to prepare.

Dr. Blackstock laid a hand on Hunters shoulder. Dont worry about a thing.

Hunter thought that statement was easy for the doctor to say.

What would he do now?

* * * *

Hunter awakened to bright sunlight streaming into the room. Last night hed thought he would never sleep, but Dr. Blackstock had given him an Ambien, and it knocked him right out. He glanced at the clock on the nightstand and saw it was nearly noon.

Outside, the sun was shining in a pure, unadulterated-by-a-single-cloud sky. Hunter got up and stared out his window at the back lawn of the house, a pristine expanse of green leading down to their private beach. Beyond the sand and pebbles stretched Lake Michigan, an expanse of aquamarine that appeared almost tropical. The day seemed out of sorts with what had just happened, as if the sky should be heavy with storm clouds and the lake should be a roiling mass of muddy waters in deference to Nanas passing.

Hunter sat down on the window seat and stared out at the day, wondering once more what he would do with himself now that the foundation of his whole life had been knocked out from under him.


Chapter 2

Hunter wondered if Maguire Funeral Home employed the same decorators as his grandmother. As he entered he noticed the same preponderance of heavy draperies in muted tones of beige and brown, thick carpets, polished wood and brass, and French impressionist oil paintings on the wall. It was as if the same mind had created the décor of the funeral parlor and the home he had grown up in, minus of course the urns filled with gladiolas and the endless floral arrangements that spilled over into the foyer of the funeral parlor.

He wanted to look anywhere but into the main parlor. Oh yes, look at the stained glass windows! Havent they done a great job with the recessed lighting? And that crown molding is to die for. Even Hunter had to smile at the macabre pun of his last thought.

But the cherry wood coffin refused to let Hunter look elsewhere, and eventually his gaze came to rest upon it. And it wasnt as bad as hed feared. Nana wore the peach silk dress she had loved, and in her withered hands she clutched a Bible and a rosary. Hunter moved closer, taking in his grandmother, lying atop a bed of cream satin. Her thin hair was perfectly coiffed into an upsweep she never would have considered in life. And the makeup! Lipstick, eyeliner, mascara, rouge…Nana had eschewed all these things. But she did look good.

She just didnt look like Nana.

Its not really her, you know.

Hunter turned to see a tall red-haired woman standing next to him. She wore a tasteful black suit, pearls, and a comforting smile. She was made up almost as carefully as the corpse in the box. This was Samantha Douglas, the funeral director who had helped Hunter make all the arrangements.

What?

Its just her shell, you know. Shes with us…but thats not her.

Hunter knew the woman was trying to offer him some solace, but her words were having the opposite effect, and he suddenly felt she stood too close. He didnt want to smell her Chanel perfume or to note the blue of her eyes.

Im sorry. I hope youll excuse me.

Hunter hurried away from the casket, trying to take several deep breaths. His grandmother had a lot of friends, and he would need to keep it together for a few hours, no matter how understanding he assumed people would be. He wished he could simply go home. But how would that look?

A gust of chilled autumn air came into the room as the double doors of the foyer opened. There were voices and laughter, which quickly stilled. Hunter looked out to see a group of old women his grandmothers age huddled together in the entry, removing cashmere coats and Hermès scarves. He wondered if there was a bit of triumph in their sorrow as they realized that, even though one of their own had fallen, they had each lived to see another day.

Two of the women spied him standing a few feet away from the coffin. He was afraid for a moment they were headed straight toward him to offer their condolences or, worse, hugs. But they veered close to the casket as they approached, and silently they took Nana in. One of the women stooped awkwardly to place herself on the kneeler in front of the casket, crossed herself, and bowed her head in prayer. Once she stood, both women touched Nanas hands and leaned close to whisper to her.

And then they stepped away, smiling, and approached Hunter. How can they smile? Wasnt Nana their friend? Why, theyre completely dry-eyed! Hunter realized then that visitation like this was probably a commonplace event in their lives, and he felt a little twinge of remorse for thinking that way. He tried to affix a smile to his own face as they approached.

Hunter remembered suddenly the names of the women. One was Mrs. Albert Pikes, who had been widowed decades ago and had never remarried. With her was her friend, known only to him as Miss Huxley. The pair looked like twin sisters and they were seldom seen apart.

Mrs. Pikes threw her arms around him and gripped him in a surprisingly strong hug. He was enveloped in a cloud of talcum and old-woman perfume. She pulled away and held Hunter at arms length, regarding him. You poor, poor dear! She was a saint! An angel! You must miss her so.

Hunter nodded.

We played bridge right up to the end, didnt we?

She looked to Miss Huxley, who looked relieved at getting the opportunity to speak.

Oh yes. She was quite the shark. Miss Huxley let a titter escape.

Hunter noticed how her dentures seemed just a little too large for her. As if shed read his mind, she covered her mouth with her hand.

I didnt know, Hunter whispered, although he did. He would always secrete himself inside his room when the ladies came over for lunch and bridge. Unkindly he had thought of their laughter as cackling.

Miss Huxley stepped forward to give him a perfunctory hug. She stepped back. Im awfully sorry, Hunter.

Thank you. Its nice of you to come. How are you, Miss Huxley?

Peachy!

Mrs. Pikes nudged her. Oh! Well, we will miss our friend. The women exchanged glances.

How are you holding up, dear? Mrs. Pikes asked.

Hunter glanced at his grandmother, wondering if it was true, if she was really with them, if she could hear the words they spoke. Im doing all right, thanks. I think Nana is probably better off now.

She isnt suffering anymore, Miss Huxley said. That cancer is a bitch.

Mrs. Pikes nudged her friend once more and more forcefully. Well, you give us a call if you need anything, young man. I think well go over there and have a seat.

I will. Thanks again for coming.

More and more people were coming in, and the funeral parlor was beginning to take on the attributes of a party. There was a chorus of voices engaged in animated conversations, and almost everyone had to take a moment to offer their sympathy to the poor grandson who had been left to fend for himself in the world. All of them were old and many not shy about asking about his trust fund and what he planned to do with the house in Evanston, telling him it was flat out too big for a young guy like him. And then there were the comments he overheard as people stepped forward to view the body.

She looks just like shes sleeping.

Sure, if Nana slept in a ball gown, made up like a streetwalker!

Shes not suffering anymore.

Of course she isnt. Shes dead; you twit!

Hunter felt a headache start to press in, the pain sharp, as though someone was poking needles into the backs of his eyes. He was seized by conflicting urges to break down and sob or to vomit.

When he saw old family friends, the McCarthys, headed his way, he wanted to run. Instead he plastered a smile to his face and held out his hands.

Mrs. McCarthy said, Oh, Hunter, I am so sorry!

Hunter took her hands. Thank you. Mr. McCarthy stood behind them, looking at the body. To break the silence, Hunter said, She had been in a lot of pain.

Oh, arent you the brave one. Mrs. McCarthy squeezed his hand, and her husband stepped forward at last to grasp Hunters shoulder.

Come with us to look at her.

Hunter was stunned by Mrs. McCarthys request. Other than the first glance, he had avoided looking at his grandmother throughout the visitation. It had been easy with so many people coming up to him to offer kind words. But how could he refuse? Yet he thought seeing Nana again, now that he was fatigued and his defenses were down, would result in tears. And he did not want to cry in front of these people.

But what else could he do? He followed the McCarthys over to where Nana lay. He felt dizzy as Mrs. McCarthy marveled at how good she looked, how beautiful. And when Mr. McCarthy agreed, saying how fresh Nana looked, Hunter was sure he would vomit. He tried, with force of will, to hold down the acid bile at the back of his throat. He realized Mrs. McCarthy was speaking to him.

Arent you going to look at her, dear?

Hunter met Mrs. McCarthys questioning gaze, noticing cataracts clouded her blue eyes. It was creepy. He tried to turn his head and saw his grandmothers body in his peripheral vision. He couldnt force himself to turn his head. Why did they think he had to look at her again?

Whats the matter, son? Mr. McCarthy asked.

Cold beads of sweat broke out on Hunters forehead and upper lip. A quick glance in the gilt-framed mirror above the fireplace confirmed what he already knew, that he had turned white, almost greenish. He didnt know from where his next words came, but he spit them out at the McCarthys. Are you enjoying this?

He hurried from the funeral home, ignoring the stunned faces and stalled conversations as he passed. The chill early evening air outside was a shock. There was shrubbery at the side of the building and near those he threw up. He panted, sweating, until the retching stopped, eyes blurred by tears, the acid burning in his nose and throat. He gripped the brick wall with both hands for support.

Trembling, Hunter drew in several quivering breaths, trying by force of will to calm himself. He had closed his eyes, leaning against the building, when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

Its been too much. You need to go home.

Hunter turned to see Jay Blackstock standing on the walk beside him, dark eyebrows furrowed together in concern.

Really. Doctors orders. He smiled.

Hunter rubbed at his mouth and reddened eyes. Im okay. I need to get back in there. I have all those people to talk to. Just the thought caused his stomach to lurch.

Jay cocked his head as if Hunter had said something in another language or had proposed skinny-dipping in icy Lake Michigan, four blocks east.

Did you want to come back in with me? Or were you just leaving?

Jay reached out to touch Hunters face. Who are you kidding, Hunter? Not me. Those people will be just fine without you. They hang out at funeral homes. They run into their friends there…Unfortunately some of them arent as talkative as others.

Hunter surprised himself by laughing. He realized he was shivering. Jay put a comforting arm around him, squeezing his shoulders. Youre cold.

Thanks.

The two men regarded each other. Then Jay said, Look, I know it sounds phony and insincere, but I kind of know what youre going through. Ive lost someone close to me. Who hasnt? But I know the toll it can take. He stared down at the ground, rubbing at a piece of gravel with the toe of his shoe. He looked back up at Hunter and smiled. Your grandmother is the first one Ive lost. I just finished up my residency. Dr. Paskala took such good care of her, and then I come along, and in just a few months, look what happens.

Dont be ridiculous. The cancer had spread. Even Dr. Paskala couldnt have saved her. She was eighty-five. We all have to die sometime. Hunter rolled his eyes. Enough with the platitudes. Did you mean what you said? His voice quivered just a little with the question.

What was that?

That I could go home? Hunters gaze went to the front porch of the funeral home. I dont know if I have it in me to go back in there.

Jay drew closer, engaged Hunters gaze. Hunter. You do what you need to do. You have the funeral tomorrow. You need to rest. Theres not one person—not one—in there who will not understand if you just go home. Jay paused for a moment as if lost in thought. And you know what else? I dont wanna go back in there either. Im driving you home. He dropped his hands from Hunters shoulders and stepped back, drawing his keys out of his pocket. Come on. Im freezing.

Are you sure?

Hunter, I wouldnt offer if I didnt want to. I dont do things I dont wanna do. Im smart that way. Now will you just come on? My car has heated seats.

Hunter followed him to the parking lot.

When they pulled up in front of the redbrick driveway fronting Nanas house—Hunter would always think of it as Nanas house—Jay cut the ignition and turned to Hunter. Even in the dark, his eyes were full of concern. I dont know if I made this clear, but I do want you to know, I am awfully sorry for your loss. I know how big a part your grandmother played in your life. And from what I hear, she was quite a lady.

Hunter grinned. Quite a character is more like it. Hunter turned to look out the window—and to hide his tears. He sniffed and batted them away, turning back to Jay. Thanks for the ride. Do you, um, do you want to come in? Hunter pulled at a loose thread at the wrist of his jacket.

Ill take a rain check. He gripped Hunters chin in his hand, gently turning Hunters head so their eyes met. For sure. He let go of Hunters chin. But right now, you need to make yourself some warm milk and crawl into bed. This kind of thing takes so much out of you. You need to rest.

Is that the doctor talking?

Thats your friend talking. Now scat! Jay reached down to unlock Hunters door.

Hunter started to exit the car, and Jay grabbed his arm. He handed him a prescription bottle. Ambien. Just in case.

Hunter took the bottle from him. Thank you so much. He stepped away from the car and before closing the door said, I am awfully tired.

Of course you are. Sleep. Good night, Hunter.

Good night. Hunter closed the door, stepping farther back as Jay pulled out of the driveway. He watched until the red taillights disappeared where Sheridan Road dead-ended at South Boulevard. Inside the house, Hunter leaned against the door and thought how he had never seen eyes so brown.


Chapter 3

Hunter lay in bed the night after they buried Nana, the images from her funeral fresh in his mind: the bright sunshine-infused day, the warm breeze, the autumnal colors of the leaves, almost seeming to glow against the backdrop of a sky so blue it looked unreal. The whole thing was so at odds with what Hunter had expected from a funeral: everyone in somber black, unceasing drizzle, black umbrellas raised against the cloud-choked sky.

He stared up at the ceiling, listening to the sound of a foghorn on Lake Michigan behind the house and the steady rush of traffic along Sheridan Road at the front. After his outburst at the funeral home, his eyes had remained dry, his emotions once again wrapped in cotton, leaving him feeling numb, like a zombie, just going through the motions. Was this how grieving was supposed to feel? Like…nothing?

He turned restlessly in his sheets. He supposed all the old people at the funeral had talked about him on their way home, commenting on his stoic attitude, his strength, his bravery in the face of his loss. And then he thought he was kidding himself. They probably never mentioned him at all. In a week or so, maybe less, he wouldnt even cross their minds.

But on his own way home from Rosehill Cemetery, he wondered why he didnt feel more, at least some anger at why the only person he loved in this world had been taken from him. Yet all he did when he got home was make himself a ham sandwich, pour a Coke Zero, and read the Tribunes online edition.

He thought about all that lay ahead of him, enough to keep him busy for weeks. His grandmothers large redbrick home, prime real estate, set as it was on the shores of Lake Michigan, would have to be sold. It was too big for him, with its six bedrooms and seven bathrooms, its library, its sewing room, and greenhouse. Hell, it was too big for the two of them, but Nana would have never considered leaving. Plus it was only a half hour or so from downtown Chicago, which frightened Hunter with all its noise, bustle, crime, and traffic. He wondered if he should escape to somewhere more secluded but had no idea where to start looking.

Fortunately for Hunter, Ian Mateer, Nanas attorney and one of her oldest and dearest friends, would take care of all the details for him. In fact he had an appointment with him in the morning. Hunter planned on asking Ian about Beaumont House and Nanas enigmatic last words. He wasnt sure if her request had just been the ramblings of a woman on her deathbed. Perhaps Beaumont House wasnt even real, or it was part of Nanas history that had long faded into obscurity, the ground where it once stood now a subdivision.

Whatever. He needed to rest. His appointment with the attorney was at nine A.M., and not only would he perhaps find out about Beaumont House, but he would discover the contents of his grandmothers will.

He turned over, thinking. He closed his eyes, believing sleep would never come, yet without even knowing it, he drifted off into a dreamless slumber.

* * * *

Hunter awakened to the sound of rain tapping on his window and the low rumble of thunder. His bedroom was so dark that when he sat up, he needed to turn on his bedside lamp. This would have been the perfect day, he thought, for Nanas funeral. The wind outside was in a frenzy, and its howl at times was almost like a scream. Hunter huddled down farther in his sheets and blankets, wishing he could remain in this warm cocoon all day.

But he had an appointment downtown on LaSalle Street in a little more than an hour and needed to get himself pulled together. He reluctantly threw off the covers and went to his window to gaze outside at the gray lake and the whitecapped waves as they hurled themselves against the beach and breakwater just south of their house.

My house. Well, well see about that, wont we? Nana had never discussed what she was leaving to him, but he assumed everything. Who else was there?

Hunter went online to check the Metra schedule and saw a train would be leaving from the Main Street station in Evanston in thirty-five minutes, enough time for a quick shower, some coffee, and the walk to the station.

As he stared through the green-tinted windows of the train, Hunter realized he was actually looking forward to the visit with the lawyer. Not because of any greed, but simply because he would have his questions answered, and because it would be nice to speak to someone who had more to offer him than condolences.

And Beaumont House. Perhaps at last the truth about Beaumont House.

Ians office was a few minutes walk from the train station, and Hunter hurried through the rush hour pedestrian traffic and arrived only five minutes late. Ians middle-aged receptionist, a heavyset woman with a helmet of bleached-blonde hair, smiled as he entered, and Hunter had the sense she already knew who he was.

Good morning, Mr. Beaumont. Ill let Mr. Mateer know youre here. She picked up the phone.

Hunter sat in the waiting room. He grabbed a copy of Entertainment Weekly and turned to the book reviews. Before he even had a chance to begin perusing that weeks offerings, the receptionist told him he could go in.

Even though Ian Mateer was approaching eighty, he was still a handsome, fit man. His hair was thick and the kind of silver darker-haired men must envy. His shoulders were broad, waist narrow, and his stomach as flat as a man half his age…at least one who did regular sit-ups. His handshake was warm and his smile genuine as the two greeted each other and sat down. Behind Ians head was a panoramic view of downtown Chicago. Clouds cut off the tops of skyscrapers.

Ian smiled. Hunter. I do want to say how much Ill miss your grandmother. She was one of my closest friends, and I dont think Ill ever meet anyone quite like her again. She had quite a sense of humor.

Hunter nodded.

How are you holding up?

Hunter shrugged. Under the circumstances, I guess you could say Im doing okay. Would you just get to it? Ive had enough sympathy to last me for a while. Hunter was surprised at the force of his own thoughts.

Ian nodded. Thats good. Itll get better, especially if you appreciate all the good things she brought to your life. He paused. Well, I can see from the expectant look on your face, weve had enough small talk.

What? He can read my mind? Im sorry, Mr. Mateer. Im just not myself right now. Maybe Im a bit overwhelmed.

Ian held up a placating hand. Its okay. I understand. He reached to his left, opened a drawer, and brought out a sheaf of papers. Well, why dont we get down to business?

Hunter stared at the tall stack of papers, amazed.

Dont look so surprised. Your grandmothers assets were quite large and complicated. Ian sighed. Sorting all of it out has been quite a job.

I appreciate that, Mr. Mateer.

Please, call me Ian. I dont need a whippersnapper like yourself making me feel older than I already am. He shifted some of the papers. Besides, theres no need for thanks. Its all part of the job. As you can see, what we have here is pretty complex. Stella has made copies of everything for you to take home, of course, but I took the liberty of boiling it all down into nuts and bolts. I hope you dont mind. Ian pulled a legal pad from a corner of his desk and set it atop the stack of papers.

I dont mind. I appreciate it.

Okay, then. Lets cut through the legalese and get you apprised of where you stand. First, I have to tell you that estate taxes, medical bills, and other debts left a quite substantial figure, one that will continue to grow as the final bills come in.

Hunter frowned.

But not to worry. Your grandmothers assets will more than cover them, and we here are already set up to handle payment, so you need not worry about a thing.

Thats good.

And the good news is that even after everything is paid off you are still very well provided for. Your grandmother left you, with stocks, funds, and cash combined, over three million dollars. Ian smiled. Which means, of course, that if you invest appropriately—and we can handle all those details as well through Merrill Lynch—you should be able to do whatever you want with your life. Travel. Study. Its all set up in a trust fund that we will take care of administering. Okay?

Hunter felt the
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