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Dedication
 
To my son—who makes me feel like a very special somebody since joining me here on Earth.
 
To my husband—with my eternal gratitude for encouragement, aid, and inspiration.

Introduction
 
“The best way out is always through.”
Robert Frost
 
 
 
 
 
 

PROLOGUE
February, Fourteen Years Ago
 
Her eyes flew open. The sound of hammering coming from downstairs had not been a dream.
Silence.
Pulling the wedding-band quilt higher up over her ear, she lay on her left side in her husband's oversized T-shirt and waited.
There it was again. The repetitive beating sliced through the winter night, too loud to be a woodpecker. Was it the sound of metal against metal?
Wordlessly, she tried to awaken her husband, laying a shaking hand on his billowing chest.
He did not stir.
Why had she agreed to build a house in the middle of nowhere? She liked living in town. Ward was a family town.
In the woods there were no neighbors for a half-mile in any direction. The privacy would be good for them.
The hammering started again. This time she successfully nudged her husband awake.
Sleepily, he got up to investigate. Endless moments later, he returned to report that it had been the dog scratching at its collar.
She didn't think so. But grateful that the sound had ceased, she rolled over to try to get back to sleep.
Darkness blanketed the house outside. Not even winter moonlight shone through the shutters to ease her mind.
Her husband's bedside alarm buzzed, and grudgingly, he got out of bed for the second time that morning. His shift began at eight, and there was the long drive ahead of him.
Still awake, she listened as the garage door closed behind his pickup truck.
In what was left of the early morning hours, she sat up. This time, the hammering returned louder, closer, as if inside the bedroom with her. 
Her husband was long gone by now. No one would hear her scream. No one would want her for the next twelve hours until he returned from his shift.
The sound stopped once again, mercifully. 
She watched the digital clock's numbers change.
Her pulse began to slow its pace just as she felt a hand wrap around her ankle and pull her below the covers. She tried to scream, but no sound escaped her throat.
Ghosts were nothing new to her. The undead souls that occupied space alongside humans were constantly vying for her attention. Help with this loved one or that she was happy to give, just as long as they did not make their apparitions visible to her. Somehow, laying eyes on something otherworldly scared the wits out of her. Thoughts, feelings, even physical sensations were fine, but no visual contact.
Until now, the only physical sensations she had experienced had been made up of a twinge here or a tightness there, letting her know how the spirit had passed from this world. Never before had she encountered such an aggressive energy as this one. It was as if it wanted to bring her into the other world with it, but even in her fear, she knew better. That was impossible.
The pressure traveled further up her leg to her calf, her knee. It was getting harder and harder to breathe. When it reached her thigh, she tried to roll away but found herself pinned to the bed as if by some invisible force. 
There was no one else in the room, no sounds but the distant barking of a neighbor's hunting dogs. 
Unmoving for what felt like an eternity, her vision began to play tricks on her, walls rippling and swaying. Then the sensation of being pulled under as if by an inescapable riptide overwhelmed her.
Too frightened to scream, she did the only thing that came to mind. If she wanted to live, she had to reach the phone, her one lifeline to the oblivion that threatened to swallow her. 
The cell phone on her bedside table might as well have been a mile away. She moved the only part of her body that she could control. Slipping a hand out from under the covers, she fumbled for the phone before it fell to the carpet with a sickening thud.
She looked up just as an unearthly light flashed in the darkness outside the window. Then the sound of glass breaking broke the silence. 
The figure of a young woman stood in the bedroom with her. She wanted something from her, but what, she did not know.
The last thing she was conscious of before everything went black was the sweet scent of Tea Olive blossoming in spring.
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 1
February, Present Day
 
Some people fear monsters under their beds. There were plenty of those under Cera's, but none that kept her awake at night. She slept the sleep of those so focused on preventing change that they had become blissfully unaware, not seeing the phantoms waiting to grab them from the shadows. 
To Cera, change was horror. She avoided it like a child afraid of the dark. For her, the inevitable ebb and flow of life made her tremble and want to hide, burying herself down deeper into daily routine. She was not one for whom day-to-day life equaled boredom. If she could stem the change of seasons, she would do it without a second thought. To live every day just as she had lived the one before was her own version of heaven. For Cera, there was more than comfort in that predictability; there was sanity.
Ceraphina Patrick Raines picked up The Ward Tribune seconds after it landed in front of her uncle's bookstore. She scanned the color pictures on the front page and sighed. 
The people on the cover were important, at least by Ward's standards, but not her. She winced and turned to the wedding announcements.
She would never do anything that any journalist would deem newsworthy. Her nametag read, Cera. Her mother had said it meant fiery one. But there was nothing fiery about her, not even her temper. Cera, Red to her fiancé, was a nobody, and she had made her peace with it. Already twenty-seven years old, she would never find herself on the front page of anything. Even their wedding announcement hadn't been put in the paper. Neither of them had family locally to read it anyway.
The bookstore was dead at this time of day. The good citizens of Ward were headed either to work or school, giving her time to pick up the newest shipment of books from Uncle Linus that had wrongfully been delivered to a bookstore in the next town. She’d told the owner on the phone this morning that she’d be there today to pick it up. No one would miss her now if she closed up for an hour.
Leaving was a lot simpler than she had expected, no one came into the store in the time it took her to collect her purse and hang the “Be Back Soon” sign on the door.
As she drove, the interstate mile markers ticked off miles as minutes passed. She didn't know how long she'd been driving when she reached her turn-off. The bookstore was only another mile or so from there. She’d be back before anyone knew she’d even gone.
Collecting the box from the friendly older woman who ran Fredericksburg’s used bookstore, she turned her car around and headed back to Ward. 
Retracing her steps, she pressed the gas pedal harder, wanting to hurry back. With only a few more exit signs to go, a speeding black car caught her eye in her rearview mirror. She was driving faster than the speed limit in the right-hand lane, and this black car was going to overtake her in a matter of moments. Her pulse quickened, and she removed her foot from the accelerator. The next exit sign was close now, and the driver of the other car seemed to want it as fast as it was hurdling towards it. She was the only thing in its way. 
Carefully, she steered towards the left lane to give the other car a clear shot at the exit. But without seeing it, the other car swerved around her at the same moment, his front bumper tipping her back bumper, sending her car into a tailspin. 
Her car lurched forward into the ditch, coming to an abrupt stop. 
What seemed like only moments later, sirens wailed in the distance. There was tightness across Cera's chest, and it was cold inside her car. She closed her eyes, unaware that the sirens were heading for her. It felt so good just to close her eyes.
 
 
 
Cera ripped the packing tape from the small cardboard box full of books she’d collected, letting the flaps fall open. For a moment, all of the books blurred in her vision. She touched her head where it throbbed. She couldn’t recall how she’d come to be back inside the bookstore, only that she was there now. Inside the box was a collection of nearly new paperback books all by the same author. Removing a handful of the still glossy novels, a note drifted to the floor.
“Bestsellers” was all it said, in typical Uncle Linus fashion. 
On the back cover of one was a full-length picture of the author. Killer smile, she thought.
Curiosity getting the better of her, she walked to the front desk, typing the name Kyle Preston into a search. Pages and pages appeared about the man, not to mention shiny pictures one after the next of him with beautiful women on his arm. Intrigued, she dug further, this time finding his biography along with a picture of him next to a convertible. In another picture, he had his arm around an older woman identified as his mother. He beamed at the camera, looking proud and content. 
His parents were from Ward, she was shocked to discover, explaining the reason Uncle Linus had chosen this man’s work for the bookstore, but the author had houses all over the world: London, Paris, Los Angeles.
But that wasn’t all there was to learn about Kyle Preston. It seemed he’d seen his fair share of scandal. 
Having digested all she wanted to know and more, she closed the pages she’d opened, feeling uncomfortably like a voyeur. 
Cera closed the blinds to block out the slanted rays of the winter sun that warmed the space through the large picture window, giving the impression of a greenhouse. Her eyes couldn’t stand the light today.
She sipped a cup of herbal tea for her headache and read Ward’s newspaper headline aloud to herself. “New police chief reopens cold case, local couple found dead at home.”
The doorbell jingled, and she automatically dropped the paper on the counter. The man, her first customer that morning, headed towards the autobiographies section with a slight nod to her as he passed. 
Woman's body was dead for at least twelve hours, officials said, before her husband returned home from work. 
Cera imagined dying alone and shuddered. At that moment, the customer dropped a used copy of Agatha Christie's autobiography on the counter. 
“Shame the police haven't been able to solve that case,” the man said, tapping the newspaper with his index finger before removing his wallet from his overcoat.
“Shame?” Cera sounded snappish even to her own ears. “The husband did it, then turned the gun on himself.”
“You sound pretty sure of yourself.” The man looked down at her with an inquisitive glare, handing her a twenty-dollar bill. “The police believe he killed himself when he found his wife's body.”
Cera snorted. “Ever heard of murder-suicide? He could have poisoned her, gone to work like it was any other day, returned home, and finding her dead, killed himself out of remorse.”
The man looked dubious, and that annoyed Cera even more. “You've given this a lot of thought,” he said.
“No, actually, that's just a theory off the top of my head.”
“Impressive,” he said. “But the coroner's report tells a different story. The cause of death was heart failure.”
“Are you a cop?” Cera looked hard at him.
“No, just a concerned citizen. Don't you find it odd that the brand-new police chief would get himself into such hot water with the city council for digging into a cold case if he didn't have a good reason?”
Cera rolled her eyes. “How about for attention?”
The man seemed to absorb this. “Perhaps he wants to set the record straight once and for all for the families. The children insist that their father couldn't have killed their mother. He was a decorated police officer.”
“Understandable. Children, even adult ones, sometimes can't accept what's happened to their family.”
He nodded in agreement. “The entire family, including the woman's sister and brother-in-law, also insists that he didn't do it. That's not just loyalty or denial.”
“You seem to know an awful lot about it.” Cera closed the cash register after giving the man his change and began typing on the store's computer. Inventory wasn't going to update itself.
“It's my nature to be inquisitive,” he said. “Human behavior fascinates me.” 
He smiled a perfect smile.
He looked like a celebrity with capped teeth, Cera thought, before nodding and trying to stifle a yawn.
“I can see by your reaction that you're fascinated by my sparkling conversation.”
She squinted over the top of her reading glasses, letting her wavy vision settle. He was tall, wearing a black turtleneck, and looked vaguely familiar. “I didn’t sleep well last night,” she said, hoping her head would quit aching soon.
“You make all of this yourself?” he motioned to the antique claw-foot table holding an assortment of muffins, cookies, and scones.
“Guilty,” Cera said.
The man instantly picked up on the pun and smiled as he chose a blueberry scone from the basket.
His smile not only showed off a row of straight teeth but made her think that he appreciated her attempt at humor. 
As he paid her for the scone, he looked around the quiet shop with its colorful array of books stacked here and there and its inviting aroma of coffee. “This place wasn't a bookstore when I left Ward.”
Cera didn't ask him where he'd been. If he wanted to tell her more, he would. She knew that from working in a bookstore. The ones who wanted to talk needed little encouragement. 
“How long have you lived here?” he asked.
“Fourteen years.” Longer than she had lived in any one place in all her life.
“I'm here doing research for my next book,” he said.
“Oh, really.” That explained why he wanted to talk about the case, she thought, but she kept her eyes on the computer screen, not wanting to encourage him. She had already mustered up as much interest in the conversation as he was going to get from her today. She didn’t feel like herself. 
“Any good?” the man asked, indicating what was in his hand.
“Let's see. Agatha Christie? Yeah.” She hadn't meant to be sarcastic. It had just come out. She had a million things on her mind.
“I meant the scone.”
“Oh.” Cera blushed.
“You like to read though, I assume.”
Cera looked up once more, this time astounded by the man's determination. “Yes, I like to read.” She emphasized each word.
“What's your favorite type of novel?”
Cera shook her head, resisting the urge to groan aloud. How could she make this man understand that she didn't have the time or the desire to chit-chat right now? “Well, if I had to name one, it would be mysteries.” She liked all books and everything about books, the way they felt in her hands, looked on a shelf, the potential inside each one. Books you could always count on because books didn’t leave you.
He smiled, looking pleased with himself.
“Excuse me. I've got a lot of work to do,” she said, a little too roughly. It wasn't like her to snap at customers; she could usually talk books all day, but not today. She was worried. Todd, her fiancé, had not left his customary note that morning, and she wouldn't see him again until he came home late that night if she was lucky. And they were getting married in two days. The lack of note was significant somehow. He must be having doubts.
“Well, don't let me keep you. I'll be back soon anyhow,” the man said undeterred. “I'm a fast reader.” He tucked his book under his arm and held the scone as if it were made of china. Then he was out the door. 
Cera barely noticed him leave. Mentally, she was back to the task of accessing the inventory on the computer, trying to keep herself from worrying about her upcoming wedding day, even if it was just two people appearing before the justice of the peace.
Her best friend and assistant left the back room in time to see the man smile at Cera, then leave. Lucinda Mercado, the original owner of the shop before it was a bookstore, had run a Mexican market for years until she became too sick to work. “Wasn't that Kyle Preston, that famous author?” she said to Cera from the front window.
That got Cera's attention. Her head went up, catching a glimpse of him crossing the street. She knew he looked familiar. Now she recalled the way his smile had looked to her, a wealthy man with expensive teeth, but also possessing the ability to make a person forget who they really were, a nobody. Without a word, he'd made her feel special, like one of her uncle's one-of-a-kind books. Nonsense.
“He's dreamy,” Lucinda added, straightening the front window display as she watched his tall, broad-shouldered figure dash across the street. “Look, Cera, he's headed for the café. What if the two of us popped over there for a cappuccino?”
“We've got cappuccino here, Luci.”
“Well, we could take a better look at him from there. I've read that he's worth a lot of money.”
“Hmm?” Cera asked, distracted by the inventory search she'd not yet completed. He'd purchased the last copy of Agatha Christie's autobiography, and it being such a popular book, she needed to order another.
“Come with me, Cera. I don't want to go over there alone.”
Cera re-read the last line on the screen again for the fourth time, trying not to be annoyed by her excitable friend.
“No, I can't leave right now. I've got to inventory the latest shipment of books from Uncle Linus by the end of the day.” Then she still had to call the florist for the final check on Todd's boutonniere and her bouquet of white daisies. “You go have a look at him, Luci.”
“I hope he likes older women.” 
Cera smiled at her friend. What she really meant was that she hoped he liked dark hair with a sprinkling of gray and could overlook braces.
Cera peered over the computer's flat screen. “You're beautiful, Luci. Now get over there and knock him dead.”
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 2
 
Kyle Randall Preston stepped outside the bookstore and took a deep breath, letting the chill, dry winter air seep into him. The redhead running the store had heated him inside and out, though she had no idea of the effect her sharp blue eyes and even sharper tongue had had on him. 
She seemed to him to have personal experience with the kind of loss they'd discussed. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have reacted so strongly. The death of a loved one changed a person, he knew all too well. There was much more to her than met the eye, and he wanted to know it all.
The sweet scent of cinnamon still clung to the inside of his nostrils. God, she smelled good.
He had searched high and low, on this continent and others, for a woman as beautiful and vibrant but had come up dry. Little had he known that all along she was back in his hometown, waiting for him to return. A decade was a long time to be away from home, and his thirty-year-old body had lived a lifetime in those ten years. Parties had been plentiful, women had been more so, and collectively they had taken a heavy toll on his soul. 
He saw in his reflection in the glass, the sun shining on his dark brown hair, causing streaks of red to appear, but nothing to compare with the redhead inside. He stole a quick glance over his shoulder in an attempt to catch another glimpse of the clerk, but to no avail.
Across the street, the tables and chairs of the outdoor café had disappeared. The first weeks of winter had removed them and in their place brought the kind of drizzly rain and chilled air that consorts with the flu. He would have to find another place to write outdoors. And if not, so what? He'd have to wait a season for outdoor café writing; he could handle it if it meant being distracted by the lovely red-headed bookstore girl. 
After all, this wasn't the big city, he reminded himself, where he could lose himself in the open air, just him and his laptop, one in a sea of authors furiously writing in the froth of human activity that bustled around them. He would have to adapt to the change in scenery and activity. Small towns like Ward bustled in a subtler way. In the fall, he was more liable to see farmers in town for the afternoon pass him by rather than supermodels on holiday. But he wouldn't have it any other way. He was home for good now.
Unfortunately for him though, just the thought of sitting down to his laptop inside his stuffy, newly decorated apartment in Ward made him want to run back to New York screaming all the way. 
 
 
 
“The council has spent entirely too much of its time on this topic already.” Captain Edward Yates removed his polyester sport coat, tossing it onto a chair. Beneath his soaked armpit stains, his brown leather shoulder harness held his Glock 9 mm. “I'd hate to see what would've been decided tonight if I hadn't been here. There's no telling what our esteemed chief would say to poison your minds against me and the rest of the police department who already have our plates full.”
Chief Williams, dressed to the nines in a custom-tailored suit, entered the room and sat in a chair to the left of the council members. His stony expression did not change, seemingly unperturbed to find Captain Yates addressing the council in his absence. It wasn't as if Yates had kept his intention to become chief a secret.
“Now, see here, Captain, we are all adults,” Bob Machinel, one of the five council members, spoke up. “But I agree with you. I think it's time we move on to more important business. First of all, Beau down at the gas station has been asking the council for permission to add a slot machine. What am I supposed to tell him?”
“Tell him that he knows just as well as I do that video poker was outlawed in 2000,” Captain Yates said. “What’s he wasting council time for?”
Yates made a rude sound before taking a seat. He had seen this all before. The interim chief hadn't lasted long either, too ambitious. There was still hope. 
The city council was comprised of well-meaning professionals who were easily swayed by snake charmers like Chief Williams. Whatever this chief wanted, he'd get. But he wouldn't be the first police chief removed from his position for going against council wishes, and he wouldn't be the last, as long as Yates had anything to say about it. The position of chief was rightfully his; he had the most seniority of any police officer in Ward. 
“Chief Williams' FBI experience makes him a better candidate,” Yates mumbled to himself. But he knew what was best for the simple citizens of Ward, even when they didn't.
“We're here to discuss the case reopened by Chief Williams.” The council's spokesperson was Jennifer Blankenship, a rounded blonde over the age of forty, who had sold real estate in Ward for the past twenty years. “Captain Yates, you've asked the council to review the validity of the case being reopened. And as far as I and the rest of the council members are concerned, there is not sufficient reason to reopen it. The coroner declared Mrs. Aera Normann's death to be from natural causes and Mr. David Normann's of self-inflicted gunshot wound.”
Yates breathed a temporary sigh of relief. The city council had too much to lose if certain details of that case were revealed to the public, the first being that not all of the details of the case were made public.
Every member of the council was in some way connected with the case, which meant each one had something to lose if Ward's citizens knew the secrets. Tom White's first case as Ward's coroner in the year two thousand was declaring Mr. and Mrs. David Normann dead on the scene. A rookie inevitably made mistakes, he knew that.
Bob Machinel, chief of Ward's volunteer fire department, had been involved as well. He'd not only given the coroner, Tom White, a ride to the Normann house that night when the call came in at eight o'clock, but the two of them had spent the evening drinking beer together at Two Bert’s Lounge.
Jody Fletcher, a successful car salesman, was the son of Mr. Andrew Fletcher, a fellow police officer and lifelong friend of David Normann. His father had been on duty and had been among the first responders to the Normann's house that night.
Then there was Imogene Scott. She and her husband, the contractor who'd actually built the Normann's house for them, were close friends of the Normanns, their children having grown up together.
And last but not least, Jane Normann, the oldest daughter of the deceased couple, David and Aera Normann. She, most of all, knew the reasons the chief had for wanting the case open.
All of them connected in some way to the Normanns, all of them with a reason to keep the past in the past.
“But, in the question of the Delray case,” Jennifer Blankenship looked down at her notes, “it is the opinion of the council that if Chief Williams deems it a priority to reopen the murder case of their daughter, Alexis Delray, then it is reasonable to do so. Off the record, the unsolved murder of a child obviously doesn't bode well for the town.”
“Agreed,” said Chief Williams, getting the nodding approval of the rest of the table of council members. “That's why I'm doing everything within my power to find the individual responsible and possibly tie them to the Normann case as well.” 
Yates struggled not to scoff as the council listened with rapt attention to their hero.
“By bringing this person to justice, the town of Ward would be doing a lot of people a huge service,” Williams said. “We can be proud of ourselves for not letting criminals slip through the cracks of a well-intentioned justice system. If the perpetrator of these crimes is still out there, our capable team will bring him in.”
Captain Yates rolled his eyes and folded his arms. He knew when to shut up. Defeat was a bitter pill to swallow, but fortunately he was getting good at it.
 
 
 
Lucinda caught up to the long-legged author in the beige trench coat just as he ducked into the Bread Basket across the street. Once inside the bakery, she got an up-close and personal view of the striking features that she had previously only seen on television. 
He was just making his way around the store, hardwood creaking beneath his feet. In his arms, he carried a loaf of French bread, a jar of caviar, a wheel of Brie, and a jar of green olives.
“He likes salty food,” Lucinda muttered to herself, openly staring, not that anyone else saw her.
“A feast for the eyes, this store,” the author said to the young woman behind the counter, never seeing Lucinda behind him, watching him.
Even so, Lucinda nodded dumbly, mesmerized by him. She was invisible, as if she occupied no space at all, hovering, observing.
“Reminds me of a bakery in Paris,” he continued, carefully placing his chosen items on the counter.
The young woman behind the cash register beamed at him, causing a stab of jealousy in Lucinda. 
I haven’t felt this way in so many years.
“Let me get those for you,” Lucinda blurted out, and then looked around to see if anyone had heard her.
Kyle Preston turned his head slightly as if he had heard something but was unsure.
Lucinda backed into a corner, dissolving into the wall as she often did among people who were too distracted to notice her or pretended not to. 
Accepting from the cashier his package in a brown paper bag, he tucked the long loaf of French bread under his arm and set off quicker than he had come in. Suddenly, he was in a hurry to get out of the store.
Lucinda shrugged, waiting for him to disappear before disappearing across the street herself.
 
 
 
“You offered to pay for his food?” Cera slowly enunciated each word.
“I don't know why I did it. The words just fell out of my mouth. But as usual, no one heard me.”
Cera sighed.
“He just has this... this presence,” Lucinda said as if that explained things. “He pulls people in like a tractor beam. It's powerful.” She shook her head, trying to rationalize her irrational behavior. “Following a celebrity into the bakery—I know it was crazy. And I think I may have spooked him.” 
With nothing more to tell, Lucinda meandered to the back room, most likely to feel sorry for herself, and Cera wished there was something she could do to help her friend. She was a good soul, but she just got lonely. There was nothing wrong with her; there was simply a shortage of people in Ward who paid any attention to her, the reason she had practically stalked the man. Unfortunately, Lucinda also had a tendency to go overboard when meeting new people. Some were apt to tear apart new acquaintances, finding this or that wrong with them, but Lucinda found reasons to like people, even if most didn't realize she was there. 
Cera was lucky. She was never lonely, hadn't been for over three years now. Todd was always with her except when he was on a job site. He was an ex-cowboy from Texas and dependable as the tides. She loved that in a man. 
Her mind wandered to the missing note this morning. Every morning for the past three and a half years that she and Todd had shared her house, he had risen early for work. Before leaving
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