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CHAPTER 1


Miss? Miss?”

Mila jerked awake and stared, uncomprehendingly, around her. “Where are we?” she asked, and her voice sounded strange to her.

“Butternut,” the bus driver said. “This is the last stop.”

The last stop. That sounded ominous, she thought, as her hand moved to massage her stiff neck.

“I saw you’d fallen asleep,” the driver continued, almost apologetically. “But I remembered your ticket said Butternut. And I thought if you could sleep through that baby’s screaming, you must really need the rest.”

Mila nodded, annoyed at herself for falling asleep. That was stupid. She was going to have to learn to keep her guard up. And not just some of the time, but all the time. She started to stand up, but her cramped legs rebelled. She sat back down.

“Take your time,” the driver said genially, looking every bit the grandfather Mila imagined he must be with his thick shock of white hair and pleasantly crinkled blue eyes. “You’ve been the only passenger since Two Harbors. Not many people travel this far north, I guess. Why don’t you take a minute to stretch and I’ll get your baggage out for you.”

Mila nodded, then stood up again, slowly this time, and tested her legs. They were stiff, but otherwise functional. She gathered up her handbag, which she’d been careful to wedge between herself and the side of the bus, and made her way down the aisle.

When she climbed down the bus’s steps, she saw that the driver was holding her suitcase and looking around doubtfully.

“Is someone meeting you here?” he asked.

“They’re supposed to be,” Mila said, a little uncertainly.

“Good,” he said, handing her a slightly battered suitcase. “Because they don’t get much traffic out this way. I don’t know why they have the bus stop out at this junction, instead of right in the town.”

But Mila had no opinion about this. A week ago, she’d never even heard of Butternut, Minnesota. Still, she had to admit, what she’d seen of it so far didn’t look very promising. There was no bus station here, for instance, only a rest area, whose cracked asphalt was overrun with weeds, and whose sole amenities were an old bus shelter and a lopsided bench.

“I hope your ride comes soon,” the driver said. “I hate to leave you here alone, but I’ve got to be getting back to the Twin Cities. My grandson’s got a Little League game tonight,” he added.

“Well, good luck to him,” Mila said. “And thank you.”

He started to get back onto the bus then, but Mila had a sudden thought. “Excuse me, sir,” she said. “Can I ask you a favor?”

He stopped, halfway up the bus’s steps, and turned around. “Name is Bob,” he said, indicating his name tag. “And you can ask me a favor. I’ll be happy to do it for you, too, if it doesn’t take too long.”

“It won’t,” she said. “I was wondering if . . .” Her voice trailed off. She had no idea how to phrase this. She thought about it and started over. “I was wondering, Bob . . . if someone was looking for me, and they tracked me down as far as, say, the bus station in Minneapolis, and they asked you if you’d seen me . . . if they, you know, described me to you, or showed you a photograph of me, could you . . .” She hesitated again. “Could you tell them you haven’t seen me?”

Bob frowned. “Are you asking me to lie, miss?”

“Not lie, exactly.” Mila hedged. “More like forget.”

“Forget I ever saw you?”

She nodded.

Bob shifted uncomfortably. “Are the police looking for you?” he asked. “Because if they are—”

“No,” Mila said, relieved to be telling the truth. “No, I promise, it’s nothing like that. I’m not a criminal. I’m just . . .” She paused again here. “I’m just someone who’s trying to start over, that’s all.”

Bob gave her a long, speculative look. “So you want a fresh start?

“Exactly.”

“And you don’t want to bring any old baggage with you?” he asked, with a smile.

“None,” she said, smiling back. “Except maybe this,” she amended, swinging her suitcase.

“Okay, that’s fair,” Bob said. “If anyone asks—anyone not in a uniform, that is—I’ll say that I’ve never laid eyes on you before.”

“Thank you, Bob,” Mila said gratefully, swallowing past something hard in her throat. But she caught herself. Don’t you dare cry, Mila. Because then he really will remember you. Besides, he can’t start comforting you now. The man’s got a Little league game to get to.

“Well, good luck,” Bob said. He climbed up the rest of the steps, slid into the driver’s seat, and pulled the lever that closed the bus’s door.

“Thanks again,” Mila called, relieved that the danger of her crying had subsided. Bob held up his hand to her in a good-bye gesture, started the engine, and eased the bus back onto the road. Mila watched him drive away, then dragged her suitcase over to the bench. She sat down on it, but no sooner had she done this than it began to rain. Not a hard rain. Just a dull, gray rain. Although it had been an unusually warm spring in Minnesota, today, the third day of June, was shaping up to be cool and wet.

So she stood up and carried her suitcase over to the bus shelter’s narrow overhang, hoping to get a little protection from the rain. It was better there, but not by much. She shivered in her thin cotton blouse and skirt and wished she’d worn something warmer. But she’d tried to dress as innocuously, and as forgettably, as possible, and this was the outfit she’d settled on.

She saw something then out of the corner of her eye, and she flinched. But when she turned to see what it was, she realized with relief that it was nothing more than a crow alighting on a nearby telephone line.

Would this ever end? she wondered. This constant looking over her shoulder? This fear, always, of being followed? Of being discovered? She had a sinking feeling that it would not. Unless the unthinkable happened. And he found her.

Reid? Reid? Are you listening to me?”

“Of course,” he lied, though, in fairness to him, he had tried to listen to what his sister-in-law, Allie, was saying to him. But the painkillers—the painkillers that didn’t seem to kill the pain—were making him a little foggy.

He watched now as Allie lifted her six-month-old daughter, Brooke, out of her stroller and settled her onto her lap. Cute baby, he thought, and, almost as if she knew what he was thinking about her, Brooke wriggled in her mother’s arms and smiled at him, a toothless, charming smile. And then, for an encore, she balled up her tiny fist and shoved the entire thing into her mouth. Very impressive, Reid thought. Funny how he’d never known before how entertaining babies could be. Much more entertaining than adults, he decided, as he watched Brooke suck mightily on her little fist.

But apparently, while he was doing this, Allie was trying to talk to him, because now her voice intruded on him again. “Reid? Please try to stay with me, all right?” she asked. “Just for a few minutes.” She sounded exasperated. Exasperated and something else. Concerned. Reid tensed, warily. Because if there was anything he hated, it was being on the receiving end of concern.

“Do I sense a lecture coming on?” he asked now, finally tearing his eyes away from the baby. And his voice, even to him, sounded odd. Thick, and cottony. As if he didn’t use it that much anymore. Which, of course, he didn’t.

“A lecture?” Allie asked now, raising her eyebrows. “No. Not a lecture. Not exactly.”

“Because that sounded to me like the beginning of a lecture,” he said, reaching for the glass of ice water on the table in front of him. It was hard to reach from his wheelchair, though, especially since when he leaned too far forward, the full cast on his left leg dug into his thigh, and his still mending ribs ached from the effort. Still, he reached for it, and, misjudging the glass’s distance, his fingers only brushed against it, knocking it off the table.

“Damn it,” he said, as the glass shattered on the floor. And, as if on cue, Brooke started to cry.

“Shhh,” Allie said, trying to soothe her. “Caroline,” she called out, to the woman who owned the coffee shop. “We’re going to need a broom and dustpan over here.”

Reid reached down to pick up a piece of broken glass, but the side of his wheelchair limited his range of movement.

“Damn it,” he said again, giving up.

“It doesn’t matter, Reid,” Allie said, reaching over to pat his hand, which was resting on the arm of his wheelchair. “It’s just a glass. I’m sure it happens all the time here.”

“But I scared the baby,” Reid said, wondering what kind of a jerk you needed to be to scare a baby.

“Reid, she’s fine,” Allie said, putting the baby up on her shoulder and patting her on her back. “She’s just tired, that’s all. She’s overdue for her nap.”

Caroline appeared then with a broom and a dustpan.

“I wish I could tell you this was our first broken glass of the day,” she said to Reid, sweeping up the fragments of glass. “But it’s our third. And today was a slow day, too.” Reid looked away and mumbled an apology.

Caroline left with the dustpan and broom and came back with another glass of water, this one with a bendy straw in it. She handed the glass to Reid and waited until he had a firm grip on it before she let go of it.

“Thanks,” Reid said, sipping from the straw.

“There you go,” Caroline said, sounding pleased. But Reid felt himself sink a little farther into his wheelchair. Is this what it’s come to? he wondered. Holding my own glass and drinking from a bendy straw now constitutes a major accomplishment?

“Allie,” Caroline said. “Why don’t I take Brooke for a little while? You and Reid are obviously trying to talk.”

“Trying being the operative word,” Allie murmured. But she smiled as she handed Brooke over to Caroline. “We just need a few minutes,” she said, shifting her gaze back to Reid. A few minutes, Reid thought hopefully, as the sound of the baby’s fussing receded into the background. Even he could handle a few minutes of being lectured to.

“Look, Reid,” Allie started again, “I can only imagine how difficult it’s been for you since the accident. And Walker and I have tried to be patient, and we’ve tried to give you time to adjust to all the changes in your life. But, Reid, sometimes we feel like we’re the only ones who are trying.”

Reid sighed wearily. So this was about his attitude. Which, admittedly, was pretty poor. But he was in a wheelchair, for Christ’s sake, dependent on other people for all but his most basic of needs, and there were days, still, when the pain was so bad he was convinced the pills he took were nothing more than placebos.

“Look, I’m sorry,” he muttered now. “I’ll do better, okay?”

“Reid, you said that the last time we had this conversation.”

“Well, I mean it this time.”

Allie didn’t look optimistic. “Reid, as of last week,” she reminded him, “you’ve been through two home health aides.”

“I know that,” he said, still sipping from his straw. “But I can’t help the fact that they were both completely incompetent.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” she said. “Walker and I, for instance, are of the opinion that they were both perfectly competent.”

“Right. Well, maybe that’s because you didn’t have to live with either of them.”

“Maybe,” Allie conceded. “But the fact remains that both of them quit, Reid. And they both gave the same reasons for quitting, too. They said that you were condescending, rude, and uncooperative.”

Reid, knowing this was a fairly accurate representation of his behavior, chose not to defend himself.

“The agency we’ve been using, Reid,” Allie continued, “has refused to place another aide with you.”

He shrugged. “No great loss there. They were clearly scraping the bottom of the barrel already.”

Allie frowned, and a line appeared between her pretty hazel eyes. Reid immediately felt bad. He liked Allie. Most of the time, in fact, he liked her even more than he liked his brother, Walker, who, though younger than Reid, had lately developed the annoying habit of behaving like an older brother. But still, Allie didn’t understand what it was like to have these people—these home health aides—living in his house. These people whom he had nothing in common with, but who were nonetheless privy to every detail of his life. He shuddered now, just thinking about the enforced intimacy he’d had to endure with the last two aides.

“Look,” Allie said, pressing on, “I know how much you value your privacy. And I know having someone you don’t know well living with you hasn’t been easy, Reid, but it has been necessary. Because as much as we’d like to take care of you ourselves, we can’t. We have Brooke and Wyatt.” Wyatt was their nine-year-old son. “And Walker’s running the business by himself until you’re ready to come back to work, and I’m heading into the busy season for the Pine Cone Gallery,” she added, of the gallery where she’d worked for several years before buying it from the owner the previous summer.

“Allie, look, I know how busy you both are,” he said. “But I don’t expect either of you to babysit me. In fact, I don’t want either of you to babysit me. Especially since I’m capable of taking care of myself. As in all of the time,” he stressed. “Really, Allie. I’m ready to live alone again.”

At this, Allie crossed her arms across her chest and leveled Reid with a you have got to be kidding me look.

“I’m not kidding,” Reid said, to her unspoken comment. “I’m completely serious. I’ll be fine on my own. And, if I need help, you and Walker are only a phone call away.”

“No, absolutely not,” Allie said, shaking her head. “You’re not living in that cabin by yourself.”

“Why not? You two had it completely retrofitted while I was in the rehabilitation center. I can use the bathroom by myself, get in and out of bed by myself—”

But here Allie interrupted him. “Look, it’s great you’re able to have some independence. But someone needs to be with you at all times. I’m sorry if that’s hard for you to accept. But you were in a serious accident, Reid. You almost died. The doctor said it’s going to be months—many months—before you fully recover.”

“If I fully recover,” Reid offered. After all, it was what they were both thinking.

“I didn’t say that, Reid. And I didn’t mean it either. You will recover. But it’s going to take time. And during that time, you’re going to need help. However galling it may be to your pride.”

What pride, Reid wondered, looking down at his damaged leg. It had been a long time since he’d felt anything even remotely resembling pride.

But if he was wallowing in self-pity now, Allie chose not to see it. She had something else on her mind, Reid realized. Something else she needed, but didn’t want, to say to him. He watched while she bit her lower lip, something he knew she only did when she was nervous.

“Allie, what is it?” he asked quietly. “What’d you bring me here for? I mean, other than to tell me I need to improve my attitude?”

Allie sighed. “Reid, that is why I brought you here. That, and to tell you that we’ve found another home health care aide. This one from Minneapolis.”

“Minneapolis?”

She nodded. “We had to find a new agency, remember? Anyway,” she said, glancing at her watch, “Walker’s picking her up at the bus stop right now, and then he’s bringing her here to meet us.”

“Like a blind date?” Reid asked, cringing at the thought. “Is that really necessary?”

“Yes, it is, Reid. Because this time, you’re going to make an effort. This time, you’re going to be civil, right from the start, in the hopes that your civility will be habit forming. Because Walker and I have both agreed that if this placement doesn’t work out . . .” She hesitated here. “If it doesn’t work out, you’re going to have to go back to the rehabilitation center.”

“What?” Reid said, aghast. “Allie, you can’t send me back there.”

She wavered, and Reid knew how difficult this was for her. She liked him. Even when his and Walker’s relationship was at its most acrimonious, Reid and Allie had always gotten along.

“We don’t want to send you back there,” she qualified. “But we will. If you can’t make in-home care work, we won’t have any choice, Reid.”

He shook his head, disgusted. When he’d first arrived at the rehabilitation center, after three weeks in the hospital, he’d been in too much pain to really know where he was, let alone to care. But as he’d started to improve, and to take stock of the situation, he’d come to appreciate how truly depressing the place was. Even thinking about it, he could smell the disheartening odor of disinfectant overlaid by furniture polish, and he could hear the constant drone of a roommate’s television set, always tuned, somehow, to the same inane game show.

“I won’t go back there,” he said now.

“Then make this work,” Allie said, almost pleadingly. “It’s only for three months, okay? After that, hopefully, you’ll be ready to live on your own again. In the meantime, just . . . just be nice to this woman. Her name is Mila. Mila Jones. And, for some reason, she wants to spend the summer two hundred and forty miles from her home in the Twin Cities. And, not only that, but she comes highly recommended from the woman who owns the agency in Minneapolis. So please, Reid. Please try.”

He looked at Allie. She looked hopeful. Hopeful and trusting. But more than that, he thought, she looked tired. And it made him feel guilty. Paired with the arrival of a new baby, his accident, he knew, had been a lot for Allie and Walker to handle. Not that they ever complained about it. They didn’t. They left the complaining to him.

“All right, I’ll try,” he said finally, forcing himself to smile one of his increasingly rare smiles. “This time, I’ll really try.”




CHAPTER 2


Mila had been waiting in the bus shelter for five minutes when a pickup truck finally rumbled into view. She assumed it was there for her. She hadn’t seen any other traffic on the road since she’d gotten off the bus. Still, she waited, warily, under the shelter roof until the driver, a man, pulled up, got out, and came around to her side of the truck.

“Ms. Jones?” he asked.

“That’s right,” she said, taking an instinctive step back.

“Mila Jones,” he clarified. “From Caring Home Care?”

She nodded anxiously. “Is there . . . is there something wrong?”

He shook his head. “No, there’s nothing wrong. I’m just surprised. You seem . . . younger, somehow, than I expected you to be.”

“I’m twenty-five,” Mila said, hoping her youthfulness wasn’t a problem. If it was, there was nothing she could do about it.

But in the next moment, the man shrugged and smiled. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. And I already knew you were twenty-five. It was in the fax the agency sent. By the way, I’m Walker Ford,” he added, holding out his hand. “And it goes without saying that you can call me Walker.”

“Okay,” Mila said, tentatively, looking at his outstretched hand. He wants you to shake it, she told herself. And she did shake it, but because she’d hesitated a moment too long in doing so, he looked at her a little more closely, something she didn’t especially want him to do.

In the next moment, though, the handshake was over, and Walker was picking up her suitcase and opening the pickup truck’s back door. “Is this it?” he asked, setting the suitcase on the floor of the backseat.

“That’s it,” Mila said. “I’m a light packer, I guess.”

And if Walker Ford thought there was anything strange about her bringing a single suitcase for an entire summer, he didn’t say so. He only shut the back door and opened the front passenger door, looking expectantly at Mila.

But again, she hesitated. Does he want me to ride up front with him? she wondered anxiously. But of course he did. Where else would he want her to ride? In the backseat? No. This wasn’t a taxi, or a limousine service.

So Mila stifled her inhibitions, smiled at Walker, and climbed up, a little awkwardly, into the truck. And as he closed the door, and went around to the other side, she reminded herself that she’d have to be careful about how she responded to social cues. Like shaking someone’s hand. Or letting someone open a car door for you. Until she started to feel like a normal person again, she was just going to have to act like one. Or try to, anyway.

Walker got into the truck then and slammed the driver’s-side door. “I’m sorry you had to wait out here,” he apologized, simultaneously fastening his seat belt and turning on the ignition. “I don’t know why the bus stop can’t just be in town.”

“The bus driver said the same thing,” Mila murmured, trying hard to appear relaxed. Walker pulled out onto the county road, and she looked out the truck’s window. There wasn’t much to see yet, though. Only pale green fields, giving way to darker green stands of pine trees. As she watched the countryside slide by, she reviewed what she’d learned about Butternut at the public library in Minneapolis a couple of days earlier. According to its website, it was a town of about twelve hundred people situated in the northernmost part of the state, a part of the state that Mila associated almost exclusively with frigid winters. But it had summers, too, apparently, because most of the photographs were of nearby Butternut Lake, looking resplendently blue in the sunshine and featuring people fishing, canoeing, and waterskiing. Still, if the town’s website made Butternut Lake look both accessible and populated, the view of the lake from Google Earth told a different story. It was a big lake—almost twelve miles long and, in places, over a hundred and twenty feet deep—and part of it, one whole end of it, in fact, was managed by the National Forest Service and appeared, to Mila’s eyes anyway, to be virtually unpopulated. Even the more “developed” end of the lake, she decided, with its town beach and its dozens of cabins and lodges, seemed barely to puncture the dense wilderness pressing in all around it.

But as she was considering this, Walker said abruptly, “What, exactly, did the agency tell you about my brother?”

“Oh,” she said, turning away from the window and trying to compose her thoughts. “Well, they gave me a copy of his medical file. So I know about his injuries, if that’s what you mean.”

“Do you know anything else about him?”

She shrugged her shoulders, not entirely understanding the question. “I know his name and his age.”

But Walker shook his head. “No, what I mean is . . . has anyone told you that my brother isn’t exactly the easiest person in the world to get along with?”

Mila paused. Ms. Thompson, the woman who owned the agency, had said something about that, only she’d said it a little less politely than Walker had said it. But Mila ignored that question and said, tactfully, “Well, if he’s not easy to get along with right now, that’s not that surprising, is it? I mean, his injuries would be enough to put anyone in a bad mood.”

“So the agency told you about the accident?”

“It was in the file. A car accident, right?”

“That’s all it said in the file? That he was in a car accident?”

She nodded. “Why? Is there more?” she asked, glancing sideways at Walker Ford. He didn’t say anything right away, though; he just sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. And Mila realized that when he was concentrating on the road, and not on her, she felt more comfortable. She felt comfortable enough, in fact, to steal another look at him. He was about thirty-five or forty, and he was tall and athletically built with short, dark hair and vivid blue eyes. Right now, he was dressed in clothes that gave him the neat, buttoned-down look of someone who was coming from an office, but the way he drove his pickup truck, and the tan he was already sporting so early in the season told her that whatever he did for a living, he didn’t do it sitting at a desk all day.

“Yeah, there was more,” he said now. “He was in a car accident. But he wasn’t found right away.”

Mila frowned. “What do you mean?”

“He was driving on the Arcola Trail, a pretty remote road that runs along a nature preserve outside Minneapolis, and he lost control of his car. I don’t know what happened. And neither does he. He said he wasn’t drinking, or texting or anything like that, and I believe him. He said he just . . . went off the road. But nobody saw him do it, and his car went into a ravine, so the crash site wasn’t visible from the road. As it was, it was almost three days before some man walking his dog stumbled across him. Then it was several more hours before they could get rescue equipment to the scene and cut him out of his car.”

“Oh my God,” Mila said softly.

“You didn’t hear about it at the time? It got a lot of play in the media. At least in the Twin Cities area. It’s pretty rare that someone survives three days alone in a car after a crash like that,” he added.

Mila shook her head. “No. I must . . . I must have missed it,” she said. The truth, of course, was that her life before now, such as it was, hadn’t lent itself to lingering over a cup of coffee and the newspaper every morning.

Walker nodded, but kept his eyes on the road. “My wife and I were at my brother’s apartment in Minneapolis when the state police called us and told us he’d been found. We’d driven down from Butternut the day before because we were worried about him. He wasn’t answering his cell phone, or his e-mails, which, if you knew my brother, was cause for concern. He is—he was, I should say—a complete workaholic. Anyway, the authorities caught up with us there, and we met my brother at the trauma center they’d airlifted him to. He was in bad shape, really bad shape,” he said, and when she looked sideways at him again, she saw his face was aggrieved. Reliving this, she saw, was literally painful for him.

“Anyway,” he continued. “You saw the file. Hypothermia. Dehydration. A concussion. Facial lacerations. A collapsed lung. Broken ribs. A fractured left tibia . . .” His voice trailed off.

“Those first days, after the accident, must have been very difficult for you and your wife,” Mila said, and for a moment, she forgot her own apprehension.

“You have no idea,” Walker said. “Reid, of course, was pretty out of it. But my wife and I . . . the first night we spent at the trauma center felt like an eternity for us. And it was touch and go there with Reid for a while. Luckily, though, he was in pretty great shape before the accident, and that’s probably what pulled him through. And when he started to turn around, after the first couple of days, my wife and I wanted to celebrate. But one of the doctors warned us. He said, ‘The hard part’s not over yet. Because now is when it really starts to get difficult.’ And I thought ‘now’? As if what we’d already been through hadn’t been hard enough? But you know what I’ve realized since then? He was right. Because then reality set in. And we realized, all three of us, my wife and I and Reid, that it was just the beginning.”

“It’s a long road back,” Mila said quietly.

“Well, if it’s a road, then it’s a highway, and we haven’t even gotten on the entrance ramp yet,” Walker said, a little wearily. And then, looking over at her, he asked, “Can I be honest with you, Ms. Jones?”

She nodded.

“It isn’t just Reid’s injuries I’m worried about. The injuries, at least, you can see. And treat. It’s . . . it’s the other things I find more troubling.”

“You mean, your brother’s been different since the accident?”

“Very different. I mean, he was never the easiest guy to get along with. He was always . . . intense, I’d guess you’d say. Driven. He could be hard to be around. He didn’t really know how to relax. My wife used to say he didn’t have an off switch. But now . . . now he doesn’t seem interested in anything. Or anyone.”

“Well, depression is not uncommon after a serious accident. Has he had a psychological evaluation?”

“No. He’s refused to have one. He doesn’t deny that he’s depressed. But his attitude is ‘why shouldn’t I be depressed?’ It’s depressing, he says, being stuck in a wheelchair, and being dependent on other people for almost all your needs.” Walker sighed. “We’ve urged him to see a psychologist. We’ve even gotten a referral for one. But he won’t go. Even before the accident, he wasn’t a big believer in talk therapy.”

“All right,” Mila said. “But what about taking medication for depression? I’m sure his doctor would consider prescribing it. Would he consider taking it?”

“No. We suggested that, too. But he says he takes enough medication as it is. And I can’t argue with him there. He takes a lot of medication. A lot of pain medication. Too much pain medication, probably.”

“What do you mean by ‘probably’?”

Even in profile, Walker looked sheepish. “I mean, I’m not sure how many medications he takes, and how much he takes of any of them.”

“Well, who’s giving him his medication?”

“He’s giving it to himself.”

“And you don’t know if he’s taking the correct dosage or not?”

“No,” Walker said, obviously embarrassed. “But I do know that a couple of the medications he’s taking can be habit forming.”

Mila sighed inwardly. This was one complication she hadn’t foreseen. But if she was going to do her job right—and she was going to do it right—then she’d obviously have to take charge of the situation.

“I’ll speak to your brother,” she said calmly. “And I’ll tell him that from now on, I’ll be the one dispensing the medications. He’ll take the correct dosage, at the correct time. No exceptions.”

Walker looked relieved. “Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate that.” They lapsed into silence then, and Walker drove, staring straight ahead, for several hundred more feet before he suddenly pulled onto the gravel shoulder of the road, put on the brakes, and shifted the truck into neutral.

“Look,” he said, turning to a startled Mila. “There’s something else I need to talk to you about before we take the turnoff for Butternut. And it’s important that I talk to you about it before you spend your first night at the cabin with my brother.”

“All right,” Mila said, a little uncertainly. She’d wondered about this, about being alone with a man again, especially in close quarters, as she was with Walker Ford, and she’d wondered if she’d be afraid. But she wasn’t afraid, she realized. She wasn’t for the simple reason that she knew, intuitively, she had nothing to fear from this man. He was tired, and stressed out, but he wasn’t dangerous.

“Look,” he said now, “my brother, Reid, has these dreams.” Then he corrected himself. “No, not dreams. They’re nightmares. And you’ll know when he’s having them, too. Because you’ll hear him. He . . . he screams, I guess, is the best way of putting it. Though sometimes, honestly, it sounds almost . . . not human. Sometimes he screams things you can actually understand. You know, like ‘help,’ stuff like that. But sometimes, he just screams. And it’s worse, somehow,” he said, with a visible shudder. “It’s worse when you can’t understand him. But if you wake him up, which I’ve done a couple of times, he says he doesn’t remember what he was dreaming about. But I think it’s pretty obvious, don’t you? I mean, what must that have been like for him? Being trapped in his car for three days? Drifting in and out of consciousness? And in horrible pain?”

Mila didn’t answer. How could she? Nobody but Reid Ford would ever know what that had been like.

Walker looked at Mila now and then looked out the window and onto the empty road. The rain, which had been a light drizzle, had started to come down a little harder, and Walker turned on the windshield wipers, which squeaked rhythmically, almost comfortingly, against the windshield. He started to say something, then stopped, then started again. “The nights with my brother are going to be tough,” he said. “No doubt about it. But the days, the days might be worse.”

Mila looked at him questioningly. He blew out a long breath, and she knew whatever he was going to tell her next was something he didn’t really want to tell her. “I know I said before that my brother isn’t the easiest person in the world to get along with, but I think I might have understated the problem. It’s why we’ve had trouble keeping home health care workers. Two of them, in fact, have quit already.”

“I know that,” Mila said. “The agency told me.”

“Did they?” Walker said, surprised. “And you still agreed to come all the way up here?”

“A job is a job,” she said simply. And a job two hundred and forty miles from my old life was just too good a job for me to pass up.

“Well, some jobs are worse than others,” Walker said, with a wry smile. “But I’m glad you feel that way. And I’m glad we had this talk, too. It was my wife, Allie’s, idea. She suggested we try to prepare you for the worst. You know, ‘forewarned is forearmed’? That kind of thing. It was also her idea to give Reid an ultimatum this time. She’s telling him—right now, in fact—that if this falls through, we’ll have to send him back to the rehabilitation center he was in after the accident. Obviously, though, we’re hoping things turn out differently this time. Because between my wife and me, we have two children—one who is an infant—and two businesses. And to say that we’re holding our own right now would be to give both of us too much credit. Most of the time, we’re barely keeping it together. And that’s on a good day.”

As he said this, Mila felt a wave of sympathy for him. She knew what he was talking about. “Barely keeping it together” had become her stock-in-trade recently. But Walker Ford didn’t need to know about that. What he needed to know was that she could help him. Help them. Because if she couldn’t help people, she’d need to find a new career.

“Look,” she said now. “Don’t worry about your brother. Let me worry about him. I’m good at getting along with people.” Or I used to be, anyway. “I’ll find a way to make this work,” she continued, smiling her encouragement. “And that way, you and your wife can concentrate on the rest of your lives, all right?”

He looked surprised and relieved. “Thank you” he said simply.

“Now, is there anything else I need to know?” Mila asked, feeling, for a moment, like the competent person she had once considered herself to be.

“You mean, is there anything else you need to know about my brother?”

“Or about the job. About my responsibilities.”

“Well,” he paused. “We’ve already discussed his medication. You’ll give that to him, right?”

“Right.”

“And, let’s see, what else . . . Well, there are a few things my brother can do on his own now. Fortunately, the cabin he’s staying at right now—it’s where my wife and children and I lived before his accident—already had doorways wide enough for a wheelchair. But we’ve also installed an entrance ramp, and a hospital bed, and retrofitted his bathroom, so he can handle his basic needs.”

“What about bathing?” Mila asked.

“Oh, I help him with that.”

“Well, I can take over now.”

But Walker shook his head. “I don’t think so. He won’t let anyone but me help him.”

“But are you trained to help him?”

“Trained?” Walker repeated, looking sheepish again. “Not really. I just kind of, you know, wash him up.” He made a washing gesture with his hands.

“All right, well, I’ll wait to broach the subject with your brother. But ultimately, I think I should be the one doing that. Now, what about the cooking? What will that involve?”

“Nothing on your part. We’ve hired someone to do the cooking and the housekeeping. Her name is Lonnie Hagan. She comes every day, from 8:00 A.M. to 4:00 P.M. She brings Reid his breakfast and lunch—he prefers to have them in his room—and she also prepares his dinner before she leaves. All you’ll have to do with it is heat it up and take it to him on a tray, then collect the tray when he’s done.”

Mila almost asked, Why are you taking him his meals on a tray, instead of having him wheel himself in to wherever his housekeeper or his home health aides are having their meals, too? But she didn’t. Still, it was her opinion that if Reid wasn’t a complete invalid, he shouldn’t be treated like one.

“Okay,” she said. “No cooking or cleaning. But there must be other things you need me to do?”

“Well, Allie and I have been taking him to his doctor’s appointments, but I’m hoping that Reid will eventually let you take him, too. Same with his physical therapy appointments. Those should start as soon as he gets his long leg cast off, which, unfortunately, is still several weeks away. In the meantime, though, we’ll need you to pick up his prescriptions and run an occasional errand. Oh, and check his vital signs and monitor his general health. But that’s about it, I guess.”

“I can do all those things,” Mila said, “and I’ll still have plenty of time left over to provide companionship for your brother.”

“Companionship?” Walker echoed skeptically.

“Uh-huh. Taking him for walks in his wheelchair. Playing board games. Or even just having conversations.”

“Conversations?”

“Yes, you know, talking,” Mila prompted.

“Yeah, about that,” Walker said, looking worried. “Maybe I didn’t really make myself clear before. But Reid doesn’t do the whole . . . companionship thing. He doesn’t do the conversation thing, either.”

“You mean he doesn’t talk?”

“I mean he doesn’t like to talk. Not since the accident. He likes to be alone. In his room.”

“What does he do in there?” Mila asked.

“Nothing,” Walker said. “We’ve offered to put a television in there. Or a computer. But he said no. I even bought him an iPad, which I couldn’t get him interested in. Honestly, I don’t know what he does all day. Stares out the window, I guess. Except he doesn’t do that, either, because he likes to keep the shades down. It bothers me, actually,” he added, “that it’s so dark in there all the time.”

“Well, then I’ll add raising his shades to my to-do list,” Mila said determinedly. “It will come right after confiscating his medications.” But something else was bothering her now. “Mr. Ford—”

“Walker,” he corrected her.

“Walker,” she amended. “If I’m not providing companionship for your brother, I’m not . . . I’m not going to be very busy. I mean, the responsibilities we’ve discussed will take, at most, a couple of hours a day.”

“That’s probably true.”

“But you’re paying me to work full-time.”

“That’s definitely true,” he smiled. “Is there a problem with that?”

“No problem, except that what you’ve described, it’s not a full-time job. I’m not even sure it’s a part-time job.” Even as she was saying this, though, Mila was regretting saying it. Because what would she do if he decided not to hire her to live in, full-time? And where, exactly, would she go? There was no backup plan. Not for her, anyway.

“Look,” Walker said, shifting in his seat. “It doesn’t matter how many hours a day you’ll actually be working, especially when what little time you spend with Reid will probably seem like much more time than it actually is. What matters is that you’ll be there if he needs you, especially if he needs you at night. If you can be that person for him, Mila, you’ll be giving my wife and me our peace of mind back, and right now, honestly, I couldn’t even begin to put a price on that.”

Mila hesitated, still uncomfortable with the idea of working only a couple of hours a day. She had a formidable work ethic, and so far, this job description was not jibing with it.

Walker sensed her ambivalence but misunderstood the cause of it. “Look, don’t worry about being bored this summer,” he said. “Especially if you like the outdoors. The cabin is right on Butternut Lake, and it’s beautiful, really. And when Lonnie’s there, during the day, you’re welcome to explore the area, on foot or in one of the boats we own. Then, on your days off, you can borrow one of our cars and go into town. There’s not much to see there, of course, but it should provide a few distractions. It’s got a good coffee shop, for one thing, and a handful of other stores, some of which even sell things you might need. It’s not exactly the Twin Cities,” he added, with a smile. “But we like it.”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Mila said quickly. “I don’t need a lot of entertainment.” And besides, she was planning on spending as little time as possible in public. The cabin’s secluded location suited her just fine. It was the perfect place to get lost. Or at least to not be found.

“All right, then,” Walker said, with obvious relief. “I think we’ve covered everything.” He glanced at his watch. “We’re late,” he said, shifting the pickup into drive and pulling back onto the road. “I kept you too long. We were supposed to be at Pearl’s, the coffee shop I mentioned, fifteen minutes ago. Are you ready to meet Reid?” he asked, stepping on the gas.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Mila joked. But she found herself wishing that Walker had been a little less forthcoming with her. The more she heard about his brother, frankly, the less confident she felt that she could do the job.

Here they are now,” Allie said, watching the front door at Pearl’s. She shot Reid a warning look and, in the next moment, composed her face into a welcoming smile. Reid followed her eyes to his brother, Walker, and the young woman with him, as they threaded their way through the coffee shop’s tables.

“Hey,” Walker said. “I’m sorry we’re late. My meeting ran over at the boatyard, and I found Ms. Jones waiting in the rain.”

“Walker,” Allie said reprovingly. And then, to the young woman with Walker, “You must be Mila.”

The young woman—Mila—nodded her assent, but there was something about hearing her name said out loud that seemed to unnerve her. She cringed, almost imperceptibly, and glanced furtively around. Reid frowned. That was odd. He watched her thoughtfully as Walker made the introductions. She wasn’t unattractive, he thought. Far from it. She was petite and slender, with straight shoulder-length brown hair, watchful brown eyes, delicate features, and fair skin. But there was something about her that Reid found slightly unsettling. Maybe it was because, when she and Walker joined them at the table, she chose a chair that faced the front door and then looked up every time it opened and the little string of bells above it rang. Or maybe it was because of the way she sank down, ever so slightly, in her chair, drawing her slender shoulders together, as if she were trying to make herself smaller. As if she were trying, he realized, to hide in plain sight.

All this was interesting to him. For about two minutes. And then it was just annoying. Because this was the trouble with bringing virtual strangers into your home. They didn’t just bring their actual baggage with them, they brought their personal baggage with them too. All their problems, big and small, not to mention all their annoying personality quirks and irritating habits.

Mrs. Everson, for instance, who’d been his first home health aide, had brought with her a fondness for cheap red wine, though she’d been careful to drink it only at night, and only in her own room. Reid hadn’t mentioned it to Walker or Allie. He’d figured her habit of drinking herself into a stupor every night gave him a modicum of privacy he wouldn’t have if she were sober. But he’d wondered, idly, what would happen to him if there were a nighttime emergency, as Allie and Walker worried there might be. A fire, or a tornado. In either of these unlikely events, Reid knew, Mrs. Everson—lying facedown on her bed, snoring lustily into her pillow—would be useless to both of them. Still, as much as Reid had enjoyed speculating about how Mrs. Everson smuggled all those empty wine bottles out of the cabin without attracting the notice of Lonnie or his brother, he still hated having her there. Because the truth was that for someone who liked to drink so much, she was surprisingly little fun, and once Reid made it his mission in life to make her quit, she was really no fun at all.

Mrs. Bolger, the home health care aide who replaced Mrs. Everson, didn’t have a drinking problem. But she did have a grating tendency to have long, one-sided conversations with Reid, most of which were about her relationship with her daughter-in-law—which was lousy—or about her beloved collection of china dolls, which she referred to as if they were actual people. Add to that her constant, tuneless humming, and the cloying, too sweet odor of her perfume, and, within three days of her arrival, Reid found himself longing for the return of Mrs. Everson.

And now, he thought, watching Mila Jones as she tentatively sipped the iced tea she’d ordered, now someone else would be living with him. Someone who was acting as if she’d robbed a bank and was waiting for federal marshals to catch up with her.

“Isn’t that right, Reid?” Allie said, interrupting his thoughts.

“Isn’t what right?” he asked, entering into what he imagined would be an interminable conversation.

“Mila’s welcome to use any of the recreational equipment in the boathouse. The kayak, for instance, or the Jet Ski.”

But Reid barely grunted.

“Oh, that’s not necessary,” Mila said quickly. “I’m sure I’ll find plenty to keep me busy.”

“Don’t count on it,” Reid mumbled, under his breath.

Allie shot him a warning look and then turned her attention back to Mila. “Mila, what do you like doing in your free time?”

Reid watched her hesitate for a moment and then shrug. “I’m not used to having a lot of free time,” she said, her eyes cutting to the coffee shop’s front door again. Reid felt another wave of annoyance. His promise to Allie, he knew, was about to go right out that door.

“Can we stop this?” he asked now, addressing the table at large. “Can we stop pretending that Ms. Jones and I are going to become good friends? Because we all know that’s not going to happen. If we’re lucky—very lucky—we’ll be able to stand each other just enough to tolerate the very short amount of time we’ll need to spend together every day.”

Allie’s face flushed then from some combination of anger and embarrassment, and Mila, Reid saw, was startled. But only for a moment. Because in the next moment she slid down a little more in her chair and drew her shoulders even closer together, as if she was hoping to simply disappear altogether.

“Oh, come on,” Reid said. “I’m only saying what everyone here already knows. I don’t want Ms. Jones to be here any more than she wants to be here. I’d like to live alone now. Something, by the way, I’m perfectly capable of doing. And Ms. Jones—well, I don’t know Ms. Jones well enough to know what she’d rather be doing—but I imagine it’s almost anything but this.”

“But this is what I want to be doing,” Mila said, sitting up a little straighter. “Taking care of people, I mean.”

Her apparent sincerity threw Reid, but only for a moment. “Well, you may want to do it, but you can’t be very good at doing it,” Reid pointed out. “Because if you were, your agency wouldn’t have to send you two hundred and forty miles away to do it, would they? What’d you do, Ms. Jones, at your last job? Steal a patient’s fur coat? Or was it their family silver?”

“Reid, that’s outrageous, even for you,” Allie objected, and she looked, Reid thought, like it was taking all her willpower not to strangle him. “Mila was referred to us by a reputable agency. And her record, I’m sure, is spotless.”

“Actually,” Mila said, looking not at Allie, but at Reid, “I don’t have a record yet. This is my first placement.”

Reid rolled his eyes, ignoring the warning hand Allie had placed on his arm. “Great,” he said. “So you basically have no idea what you’re doing. Which means you’re going to be even less competent than your predecessors. Who, trust me, already set the bar pretty low.”

He’d expected this to silence her, but she continued to look steadily at him before she said. “I can’t speak for whoever came before me, obviously. But I can promise you that I’ve received excellent training, and that I’m fully qualified for this position. So I’ll do my best to make you comfortable, Mr. Ford. And, if you’re concerned about your valuables, I suggest you keep them locked up. But since you don’t strike me as the kind of man who would own either a silver tea service or a mink coat, I don’t think my stealing them is a real possibility, do you?”

Reid, surprised, sat back in his wheelchair, but Mila was still staring at him, a challenge in her brown eyes. And then she seemed to remember herself, and she glanced around, nervously, as though she’d said too much.

“Okay, fine,” Reid said, still not quite willing to concede the point. “I won’t worry about my valuables. Especially since I don’t have very many of them to worry about. But I still think it’s strange that you’d want to spend your summer so far from home, with someone you’ve never even met before. I mean, seriously, if that doesn’t smack of desperation, what does?”

“Reid, stop,” Allie said, but Mila interrupted.

“Actually, the reason I chose to come here was because I was ready for a change of pace,” she said. “I’ve lived in the city all my life, and I thought this might be a nice change, living here for the summer.”

“Change of pace?” he repeated, not bothering to hide his skepticism. “I think we both know that’s not why you’re here. I think it’s much more likely you’re running away from something. Or someone. A bad breakup, maybe? Or some guy in Minneapolis who—”

But he stopped when Mila stood up from the table so suddenly that she knocked over her iced tea, and then he watched, silently, as she rushed out of the coffee shop, bumping into a few more tables and chairs on her way out.

“Uh, Caroline,” Reid called out to the coffee shop’s owner, who was still hovering nearby, holding the baby. “I think we’re going to need your help over here again.”

He glanced over at his brother and sister-in-law, who both looked appalled.

“What?” he said, with mock innocence. “I thought that went very well.”

Mila was standing down the block from the coffee shop, under the dripping awning of the hardware store, when Allie caught up to her. She’d brought her baby with her—a girl, judging from the pale yellow sweater she was wearing—and the baby, as if sensing somehow how miserable Mila was, smiled at her.

And Mila, trying not to cry, smiled back at her. Even in her present misery, it was impossible not to. Most babies were cute, she supposed, but this one seemed especially so, with her downy brown hair and wide blue eyes.

“She likes you,” Allie said encouragingly.

“She’s adorable,” Mila said, watching as the baby now sucked contentedly on her chubby little hand.

“She missed her nap today, in all the excitement,” Allie said, resettling the baby on her hip. “So far, so good, though. But I’m . . . I’m sorry about that.” She gestured in the direction of the coffee shop. “I’m not going to ask you to excuse Reid’s behavior, since, obviously, there is no excuse for it.”

Mila shrugged, but she didn’t say anything. She was afraid if she did, the tears would start. She could feel them gathering behind her eyes and burning in her throat. They were tears of anger, and humiliation.

“Look,” Allie said now. “He’s not like that all the time. Most of the time, yes. But sometimes, every once in a great while, he can be almost pleasant to be around.” She smiled at Mila, and Mila saw that she was joking. A little. Mila tried to smile back. She didn’t blame Allie for her brother-in-law’s behavior. She and her husband both seemed like nice people. A little overwhelmed, maybe. But nice.

“No, seriously,” Allie said. “He was different before the accident. I mean, don’t get me wrong. Even then, he didn’t expend a lot of energy on, um . . . personal relationships. But that was mainly because he was a complete workaholic. It was all about the business with him.”

“The business?”

“He and my husband own a couple of dozen boatyards, all over the Midwest,” Allie explained. “Walker did some of the work, of course, building their company. But Reid was the driving force behind it. He worked all the time. We’re talking sixteen hours a day, seven days a week. And he’d be on the road two hundred and fifty days a year. It was crazy.” She shook her head. “Walker and I visited him once at his apartment in Minneapolis, and I swear, he had nothing in the refrigerator. Nothing. Not even, like, a jar of mustard or something. The only sign that someone even lived in that apartment, as I recall, was some dry cleaning hanging in the hall closet.” She shuddered at the memory.

“Anyway,” she continued, “that was the way he lived then. If he had any friends who weren’t his brother and I, or his business associates, I wasn’t aware of them. There were some women, of course. Quite a few of them, actually. But I never met any of them. I don’t think he was interested in a real relationship. I think he was the kind of guy who didn’t like to stick around in the morning, if you know what I mean.”

Mila knew what she meant, but she was having trouble believing it. Reid, the man in the wheelchair, didn’t look like he could have been a womanizer for the simple reason that no woman in her right mind would have been interested in him. It wasn’t that he was unattractive. He wasn’t. Even his long hair—long enough to be falling in his eyes—and his scruffy beard couldn’t hide the fact that he was a good-looking man. But his personality was so unattractive. Yuck, she thought. Who would have wanted to spend time with someone as boorish and as rude as he was?

But Allie, seeing the skepticism on Mila’s face, only laughed. “No, it’s true,” she said. “Woman liked him. He was good-looking. He still is good-looking, somewhere under all that facial hair. And as for the rest of him, well, he could be very charming when he wanted to be.”

Mila considered this. It seemed unlikely. In fact, the man in the coffee shop was so uncharming that she was having difficulty imagining how she was going to spend the next three months with him. And Allie, watching her, sighed and shifted the baby to her other hip.

“Mila, I understand how you must be feeling about Reid right now. I really do. But you have to trust me when I say that there’s a nice guy in there somewhere. In fact, I’ll tell you something about Reid that’ll prove it to you.”

Mila raised her eyebrows, curious in spite of herself.

“When my husband was growing up, Reid was the closest thing to a parent—a good parent—that he had. His actual parents had a terrible marriage—you know, one of those relationships that makes kids feel like they were living in a war zone—and then, when they finally got divorced, things got worse. They still fought all the time, only now they used the kids as weapons against each other. Finally, though, their dad just kind of washed his hands of all three of them, and their mom just kind of checked out. I mean, she was there, but she wasn’t really there.”

Mila nodded. Her own mother had belonged to the same school of parenting, the there-but-not-there school. Except, of course, that in her case she really hadn’t been there a lot of the time. When she had been there, though, it hadn’t been much different.

“Anyway,” Allie continued, “that left Reid to be both parents to Walker, even though he was only a few years older than him. And you know what? He did it. He really did. He went to all his Little League games, and he helped him with his homework, and once, when Walker was having trouble with a class, he even went to a parent-teacher conference for him. Honestly, if it hadn’t been for Reid, I don’t know where Walker would have been. On his own, I guess.”

Mila knew something about that, too.

“So there you have it,” Allie said, shifting the baby back to the other hip. “That’s how I know Reid can be a good guy. When he chooses to be one, of course. Which, admittedly, doesn’t happen very often anymore. But, Mila?”

“Yes,” Mila said, relieved that the urge to cry had finally passed.

“Walker and I really need this to work out,” Allie said. “And I’m guessing you need it to work out, too.”

Mila looked at her sharply, wondering what Allie knew about her. But then she realized that Allie knew only what the agency had told her, which wasn’t much. Only her professional qualifications. What she’d meant, probably, was that if Mila had had any other offers, she probably would have taken one closer to home.

Mila studied Allie then and decided that she liked her. She was pretty, with long, shiny, golden brown hair and bright hazel eyes. But more than that, she seemed nice. Genuine, open, and warm. Mila couldn’t let her guard down around her, of course. She couldn’t let her guard down around anyone. But when it came to working with Reid, she figured she could use an ally, and the sooner, the better.

“So what do you think?” Allie asked hopefully. “Are you willing to give it a try? Walker and I are only three miles and one phone call away. And I promise, both of us stop by at least once a day. Sometimes more. And anytime you need us to be there, we can be. Even if it’s on short notice. I’ll make sure Walker gives you both of our cell-phone numbers, okay?”

“Okay,” Mila said, trying, and failing, to smile. The thought of going home with Reid now, and of being left alone with him eventually, was filling her with an almost palpable dread. Still, it could be worse. It could be a lot worse. And, as she remembered how much worse it could be, her eyes traveled up and down the length of Butternut’s Main Street, checking to see if she’d been followed. But . . . no. It was quiet. Just a rainy June afternoon in a small town. A very pretty small town, she thought. And it was true. Even on a gray day like today, Butternut’s prettiness shone through. All the businesses on Main Street, for instance, had cheerful striped awnings, flower boxes, and brightly painted wooden benches for people to sit on. Taking this all in, Mila was reminded of the illustrations of small towns in children’s books she used to stare at longingly as a child. She’d lived in the city then, of course, but not the nice part of the city. She’d lived in a drab, hardscrabble part of it, where no one thought to plant flower boxes or worried that tired people might not have a bench to sit on.

Mila turned her eyes back to Allie and Brooke just in time to see Brooke yawn a miniature yawn and bury her face against Allie’s shoulder.

“Listen, I need to get going,” Allie said apologetically. “I’ve got to pick up my son, Wyatt, at day camp, and I’m hoping it’s not too late for Brooke to take a nap in her car seat. But Walker and I are going to switch cars, and he’s going to drive you and Reid out to the cabin in the wheelchair-accessible van, all right? And, Mila?” she added, with a gentle smile. “Thank you. Thank you for coming. And thank you for staying.”

“You’re welcome,” Mila said, with her best imitation of a smile, but standing there, under the dripping canopy, and feeling as gray as the rain itself, she thought, Lucky for you I have nowhere else to go.




CHAPTER 3


Afterward, as they drove out to the cabin in the van, Mila was relieved to discover that Reid, who had earlier seemed so eager to provoke her, had now apparently lost interest in her and instead had settled into a gloomy silence in the back of the van. Walker ignored him and peppered Mila with friendly, innocuous questions. Outwardly, she listened to him, and provided him with what she hoped were appropriate answers, but inwardly, she paid attention to the route he was driving, memorizing it, in reverse, in case she ever needed to leave the cabin in a hurry.

Left at the Moccasin Bar, she told herself, after they’d left the town and turned at a roadhouse whose neon sign blinked on and off even in broad daylight. Right at Butternut Bait and Tackle. And left again at a sign for a resort called White Pines. But when they reached the road the cabin was on—Butternut Lake Drive—Walker said to her, as if reading her mind, “Once you get to this road, it’s hard to get lost. It’s the only way in to the cabin and the only way out, too.”

Mila nodded, but his choice of words sounded ominous to her, and she shivered, unconsciously, and drew her arms protectively around herself.

“Are you cold?” Walker asked. “I can roll up the windows.”

But Mila shook her head. “No, it’s nice,” she said, gesturing to her half-open window. And it was. The air smelled clean and piney, and though it had stopped raining, when she turned her face to the window, it was bathed in a misty coolness.

They continued to drive in silence then, down a road that curved through dense forest as it followed the rough contours of a lake that only occasionally came into view on the left side of the van. Every once in a while, they’d pass a driveway, too, or a turnout for a logging road, but, for the most part, they passed nothing but unbroken stretches of pine and birch trees.

“Here’s where the road starts to get twisty,” Walker said, as he took the van into a steep curve. “It’s like this for the next five miles. All the rest of the way to the cabin, in fact. You don’t get motion sickness, do you?” he asked, glancing at her sideways.

Mila shook her head, but as she did so they went into another turn and she braced her hand against the dashboard.

“That’s good,” Walker said. “Because this road is hell otherwise. Wyatt, our son, is fine on it. But Allie and I joke that if Brooke turns out to be one of those kids who gets carsick, we’re going to have to move into town.” He smiled, but then he turned serious. “Just be careful driving on this,” he said, lowering his voice. “Even in good weather, people have been known to take a turn too wide. And then there’s the oncoming traffic. It’s easy to inch into the other lane without realizing it. The next thing you know, you come into a turn and there’s a pickup bearing down on you.”

“I’ll be careful on it,” Mila assured him. Privately, though, she felt another wave of uneasiness.

But ten minutes later, after they’d turned into the long driveway, and the cabin had finally come into view, Mila’s spirits lifted a little. The cabin, for one thing, was a cabin in name only, because while the word had called up for her an image of something that was at best rustic, and at worst, primitive, this place was neither of those things. It was large, and sleek, and modern, and yet, oddly enough, it was also completely at home here in the woods. Almost as if, instead of being built here, it had simply grown here, right along with the aspen and birch and pine trees that surrounded it.

Then, as soon as they pulled up in front, a woman came out of the house, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Hi, I’m Lonnie,” she said to Mila, as Mila climbed out of the van. She was a full-figured, blond-haired woman in late middle age with a wide, pleasant face and a friendly smile.

“I see you survived the drive,” she said to Mila, and then without waiting for an answer she frowned and added, perplexed, “But you’re so young.”

“I’m not as young as I look,” Mila said quickly, feeling again as if some kind of apology was in order.

But Lonnie only smiled. “Nothing wrong with being young,” she said. “As anyone on my side of fifty will tell you. I just expected you to be more like the other two.” She lowered her voice as she glanced over at Walker, who was operating the van’s wheelchair lift. “You know, the other two aides were both sort of . . . matronly, like me,” she explained.

Mila started to tell her she wasn’t matronly, but Lonnie, at Walker’s instructions, got Mila’s suitcase out of the van and hurried her down the flagstone path to the cabin.

“Should I . . . should I help Walker with Reid?” Mila asked, looking over her shoulder.

“No, Walker’s got everything under control,” Lonnie said genially. “They’ll use the kitchen door. It has a wheelchair ramp. Besides, I’m under strict instructions from Walker to take you on a tour of the cabin and then help you get settled in your room.” She gestured for Mila to follow her into the cabin’s main entrance. “We’ll leave your suitcase here, for now,” she added, setting it down inside the front hallway, and leading Mila into what was obviously the cabin’s living room.

“It’s so big,” Mila murmured, amazed at the scale of the room. She’d lived her whole life in a series of rental
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