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			Prologue

			Her return to consciousness is a prolonged, painstaking process.

			Each time she attempts to open her eyes, a blinding pain slices through her skull. When, after a few tries, she finally succeeds in keeping her lids open, she can see only blackness.

			Blackness...

			Again.

			Dear God. Was it all a dream?

			She turns her head slightly, teeth clenched against the excruciating effort. Now, backlit in a faint glow from some source of light, outlines of furniture begin to emerge around her.

			No, it wasn’t a dream.

			A table...

			You can see.

			A couch...

			You aren’t blind.

			A window, covered by a shade, a thin shaft of light seeping in through the crack at the bottom.

			But the configuration is all wrong. This isn’t her new apartment in Port Richmond. She isn’t lying in her bed. She’s on a cold, hard floor, splintery-rough wood against her cheek.

			Where am I?

			What happened?

			Her eyelids flutter closed again, the ache in her skull intense. She wants to drift back to that far-off place...

			But you can’t, she tells herself with an urgency born of unadulterated instinct.

			Something is wrong.

			You have to think.

			Images begin to flash back at her.

			Leaving the office.

			Walking across the parking lot through swirling snow.

			Unlocking the car door.

			Climbing nervously into the driver’s seat, unaccustomed to driving on icy roads.

			Suddenly sensing that she isn’t alone.

			A faint rustling in the back seat, then—

			Explosive pain in her head.

			And now...

			This.

			Where am I?

			She forces her eyes open again. Agony. Throbbing. A wave of nausea washes over her. Swallowing acrid bile, she relinquishes control over her eyelids. But she can’t allow herself to drift away. Not yet. First, she must make sense of what is happening.

			Her other senses—senses upon which she instinctively relied for years, too many years—are stirring to attention.

			The air smells musty—like the interior of a car with mildewed upholstery. Or the trunk in Aunt Lucinda’s dining room, where she keeps the holiday table linens.

			There are sounds. Hushed, rhythmic sounds. A clock ticking. Her own audible breathing. And a steady thud, thud, thud, punctuated by crackling, popping ... a fire? Someone poking a burning log?

			Steeling herself for renewed torture, she drags her eyelids open again; surveys her shadowy surroundings.

			Couch...

			Window...

			Turn your head.

			Oh, God, it hurts.

			Farther.

			The unmistakable orange flickering of firelight.

			On a low table, in its glow, what looks like a snow-globe. The glass dome is swirling with white, as though somebody has just shaken it and set it back down.

			Then she sees the silhouette of a human form, just beyond the table.

			Panic grips her.

			Somebody is sitting there, in front of the fire, only a few feet away.

			Who is it?

			What’s happening?

			The figure changes position, leans toward her, speaks. “Oh, good, you’re awake. It’s about time, Angela. I wouldn’t want you to miss this.”

			The voice is chillingly familiar.

			The name is not.

			As the figure rises and walks across creaking floorboards toward her, her thoughts swirl as frantically as the artificial snow within the glass globe.

			Angela...

			The shadowy figure looms over her, brandishing a poker, its tip glowing red-hot.

			One final coherent thought takes shape before giving way to sheer terror:

			Who is Angela?

		

	


	
		
			 Chapter One

			“Mommy!”

			Rose Larrabee braces herself as her three-year-old rushes toward her across the toy-strewn floor of the day-care center. The place is nearly deserted, as it always is at this hour, with only Leo and one remaining adult on the premises.

			She smiles as her son bounds toward her, a miniature Olympic runner executing hurtles: Tinker Toy skyscrapers and precariously stacked wooden blocks.

			“Hi, sweetie.” She winces as Leo throws himself into her arms with blunt force, slamming his wiry three-year-old body painfully against her rib cage. He greets her this way every afternoon when she arrives to pick him up from Toddler Tyme. The relief of having him safely in her arms again is well worth the impact against her fragile chest with its telltale scar.

			Rose buries her face in Leo’s light brown hair, inhaling the sweet smell of him—a hint of peanut butter mingling with the distinct scent of Play-Doh. She smiles when she strokes his head, her fingertips encountering a matted, straw-like clump. “Did you get grape jelly in your hair again at lunch time, Leo?”

			“Nope.” He tilts his head away from her and shakes it vehemently.

			“Are you sure?” She strokes the sticky patch.

			“Yup.”

			“He’s sure that it wasn’t grape jelly.” Gregg Silva grins, coming up beside them. “It was strawberry.”

			Rose smiles at Toddler Tyme’s newest employee. “He’s quite the literal kid.” She leans forward to set Leo on his feet.

			“Aren’t they all,” Gregg chuckles. “We thought strawberry jam would be fitting since Valentine’s Day is this week.”

			Valentine’s Day. Oh, Lord. Rose forgot all about it—and it’s tomorrow. She already bought both kids their boxes of cards to hand out at school, thank goodness. She gets a fifteen-percent employee discount on everything at the bookstore, including stationery.

			Of course, Jenna grumbled about the generic cards Rose picked out for her, but Leo was perfectly content with the construction vehicle theme on his valentines. Bulldozers, dump trucks, cement mixers ... these days, he’s into anything that digs and or has anything to do with dirt.

			Watching Gregg reach down to deftly fasten the top button on Leo’s miniature navy and teal striped rugby shirt, Rose is struck by renewed surprise that this grown man—single, thirtyish, childless—has such a way with kids.

			Gregg has only been employed as a day-care provider for a few weeks. Toddler Tyme’s overly chatty director, Candy Adamski, told Rose that he recently moved here to eastern Long Island. He has a degree in elementary education, and he’s going to be working here while he attends graduate school at Stony Brook in the evenings to finish his master’s degree.

			“I thought it would be nice to have a male staff member,” Candy said, and added, with a meaningful expression, “especially for boys like Leo.”

			Rose cringed, though she didn’t resent the implication. Yes, boys like Leo—boys without daddies—need positive masculine role models. And women like Rose—young, widowed mothers— should be grateful for any opportunity to expose their sons to men like Gregg Silva.

			But that doesn’t mean she will ever get used to the fact that her children are no longer part of a “normal” family. A two-parent family, all living under one roof.

			All living.

			Daddy, Mommy, Sis and Brother.

			Perfect.

			It was all so perfect.

			How could she never have realized it then?

			How could she have wasted so much time worrying about trivial things?

			To think that she used to fret about paying five dollars extra each month for a premium cable channel, and the fact that Peking Panda refused to substitute hot and sour soup for won ton with the $4.95 luncheon special.

			To think that she actually used to skip her usual workout at the gym whenever she had cramps from her period, or that she complained about the pain that lingered for weeks when she strained her back during kickboxing class.

			To think that she yelled at Sam when he forgot to take off his muddy shoes at the back door, or ate Ben & Jerry’s Chubby Hubby directly from the pint, or forgot to call and let her know if he was going to be late coming home.

			Why didn’t she thank God every single day that he came home?

			Why didn’t she appreciate every blessed day that she could get out of bed with pain that was merely a minor inconvenience and not a threat to her life?

			Why didn’t she revel in simple indulgences— take-out food, and movies on cable, and countless other everyday treats she could no longer afford?

			“Mrs. Larrabee?” Gregg’s voice intrudes, in the tone of one who has been trying to get her attention.

			“Yes?” She hauls her thoughts back to the present.

			Gregg’s blue-gray eyes bear an expectant expression.

			Rose can’t help but notice how good-looking he is: tall, lean, and broad-shouldered beneath a corn-colored crew neck sweater. A shock of sun-streaked hair swoops above his handsome features, giving him a golden surfer-boy aura even now, in the dead of winter. He even looks as though he has a tan— perhaps from weekends spent on the ski slopes north or west of New York City. Sam used to have that ruddy appearance after a weekend spent playing outside with the kids right here on Long Island.

			Oh, Sam. You were such a great daddy...

			“The cupcakes?” Gregg is saying, as Leo tugs on her leg impatiently.

			“Cupcakes?” she echoes, utterly blank, shoving the image of Sam’s face from her mind.

			“For tomorrow—the Valentine’s Day party? At curriculum night in October, you signed up to bring cupcakes. I just wanted to remind you.”

			“Oh, that’s right. Of course. The cupcakes. How many do I need to bring, again?”

			“Thirty.”

			“That’s right. Thirty.” She flashes Gregg Silva a tight smile, wondering what the hell she was thinking back in October, signing up to bring thirty cupcakes tomorrow.

			No—she knows what she was thinking. She was thinking that she wanted to be the kind of mommy who thinks nothing of bringing cupcakes for holiday parties. Homemade cupcakes, thirty of them, preferably with pink frosting and heart-shaped candy sprinkles...

			“Mommy! My coat.”

			She absently grabs Leo’s bright red parka from a nearby hook and helps him put it on. It’s a hand-me-down from Jenna. Back when Rose’s daughter was an only child, everything she wore was pink, or floral print. But once Leo came along, Rose quickly figured out that little girls could be just as cute in red, or hunter green, or even navy.

			Luckily, Jenna hasn’t turned out to be much of a girly-girl. So far, she’s been content to wear jeans and sweaters that can easily be passed along to her little brother. But Rose figures the time is coming when her daughter will insist on picking out her own clothes, and when that happens, she’ll be in trouble. There’s no room in the household budget for fashion.

			After all, here she is wearing a camel-colored dresscoat that’s a decade old, and beneath it, an unstructured maroon corduroy jumper that doubled as a maternity outfit for the first six months of her first pregnancy.

			As she helps Leo with his hat, scarf, and mittens, her thoughts march back to more pressing matters.

			She didn’t also promise to bring cupcakes to Jenna’s school, did she? Though riddled with uncertainty, she does, at least, recall that Jenna’s teacher, Mrs. Diamond, sent home a note at the beginning of the year stating that only wrapped, store-bought treats labeled with ingredients would be accepted. There was something about one of Jenna’s classmates having some kind of food allergy...

			Well, if Rose volunteered to bring a Valentine treat to the elementary school as well, Jenna will be sure to remind her. It’ll be easy enough to pick up a bag of red lollipops at the A&P later. In fact, she can probably buy cupcakes at the supermarket’s bakery, as well.

			If they have any left.

			And if she can scrape together enough pocket change to afford the nearly three dozen she’ll need.

			Money.

			Always back to money.

			Hard to believe there was a time when she had enough in the bank to put a down payment on the house, with enough leftover to have put both kids through college someday.

			But she’d have traded that inheritance for another twenty years with her mother, who died far too young.

			And anyway, the money is long gone, swallowed up by her vast medical expenses—and the last of it on Sam’s funeral.

			With a sigh, she zips Leo’s jacket up to his chin, then remembers to check his pocket. He went through a kleptomaniac stage a few months ago, stealing not just small toys from school, but also candy from the supermarket and change from Rose’s dresser top.

			Both Candy Adamski and the pediatrician assured her that it’s a normal phase for children Leo’s age, but Jenna never went through it.

			Then again, Jenna didn’t lose her father until much later. Rose can’t help but think that if Sam were still alive, Leo wouldn’t be stealing.

			If Sam were still alive...

			Her own personal mantra.

			Satisfied that Leo’s pockets are empty, she reaches for his mitten-clad hand. “Come on, sweetie, let’s get going home. Jenna’s on her way.”

			“Jenna’s Leo’s big sister, right?” Gregg hands Rose several sheets of paper, some manila, some colored construction: Leo’s latest artwork.

			“Yes. She’s six.” Rose rolls the papers and tucks them under her arm.

			“Does she go to Laurel Bay Elementary?”

			“Yes, she’s in first grade there. She has Brownies after school on Thursdays, and she should be getting out right about now,” Rose informs him, checking her watch.

			Gregg raises his eyebrows. “Does she walk home afterward by herself?”

			“Of course not!” Rose’s maternal defenses rise immediately. She reminds herself that he’s just being friendly, just making casual conversation the way he does every day when she picks up Leo. He isn’t implying that she’s an unfit mother.

			No, you’re the only one who thinks that, Rose scolds herself.

			She softens her tone, explaining, “Her friend’s mom gives her a ride back to our house, and she’ll be there any second, so we’d better run. See you tomorrow. Say good-bye to Mr. Silva, Leo.”

			“It’s Mist-o Gwegg,” Leo protests.

			“Mr. Gregg, then.”

			“Good-bye, Mist-o Gwegg.”

			“See you tomorrow, kiddo,” Gregg Silva calls after them.

			“See you tomorrow.” Rose wrestles her son out the door and into the snow-dusted twilight.

			He finds himself gazing once again out the window at the wintry dusk, unaccustomed to the thick white coating on tree branches and rooftop. It’s been a frustratingly mild January and February on eastern Long Island this year, but last night’s storm dumped several inches on Laurel Bay.

			According to the weather forecast, it’s going to melt before the week is out.

			Damn. What a waste.

			He shakes his head at the irony: a rare snowfall on the very eve of Rose receiving his first gift.

			A calculated presentation of the gifts is a necessary element to his plan. And so, of course, is snow.

			But he has time. More than a month of winter lies ahead. There will be other storms.

			In the meantime, he’ll continue to keep busy working at the mundane job that has allowed him to blend into the small community. And making Rose gradually aware that he’s watching her. And working on the scrapbook.

			He bought it the day after Christmas, marked down a mere ten percent at a pricey little stationery shop in East Hampton. The angular blond saleswoman assured him it was an excellent choice; that the acid-free pages would keep his mementos safe through the years.

			He smiled and thanked her.

			“Is it a gift, sir?”

			“No. It’s for me,” he told her.

			Watching her carefully wrap his purchase in layers of pale blue tissue paper, he amused himself by imagining the look of terror that would cross her bland face if he told her his plans.

			“You know, most of my customers are women,” she said, handing him the package. “It’s nice to see a man who cares so much about preserving memories.”

			Yes, he thinks now, with a self-satisfied grin. He cares very much about preserving certain memories.

			As they walk down the steps of the day-care center, Rose counts each one aloud with Leo, reminding him to hold the railing. It’s freezing out here, unusually cold for Long Island. A few inches of snow fell yesterday, much to the children’s delight. If it sticks, she’ll take them sledding over the weekend.

			Leo pokes along. It would be faster to carry him, but those days are long gone.

			Together, they trudge along the freshly shoveled path leading away from the low brick building, past the snow-covered playground toward the Chevy Blazer. The only other car in the parking lot is a dark green Nissan that must belong to Gregg Silva.

			“Come on, Leo, climb in,” Rose says, opening the door and helping him into his car seat.

			“I’ll do the stwaps,” he protests as she pulls the harness around his shoulders.

			“No, Leo, that takes too long. I’ll do it.”

			“No! I can do it!”

			Rose sighs and stands by, shivering in the chill as her son struggles with the straps of his seat. She’s tempted to push his fumbling little hands aside and do it quickly herself, but Toddler Tyme’s philosophy is to teach children autonomy. Most parents think that’s a terrific thing. Rose does, too, ordinarily.

			Tonight, she’s too tired to stand here indefinitely while Leo figures out how to insert the metal buckles into the slots. She’s about to do it for him when she hears a click and he looks up triumphantly.

			“See? I did it!”

			“You did do it, sweetie.”

			Relieved, she climbs into the car.

			“Good-bye, Todd-wo Tyme,” Leo chirps as they pull out of the parking lot.

			Rose smiles, glad he’s happy at the day care, which originated in the basement of Blessed Trinity Church a few blocks away. This new facility was built two years ago to accommodate Laurel Bay’s burgeoning year-round population.

			More and more working parents are willing to trade cramped, pricey city apartments and post-terrorism urban jitters for a long commute and the small-town serenity of eastern Long Island. In fact, the local school board has been holding meetings to address the influx of families and avoid overcrowding.

			Driving along Center Street, Laurel Bay’s commercial drag, Rose brakes for a stop sign and automatically glances at Bayview Books on the opposite side of the street. She can see her co-worker Bill Michaels standing by the register just beyond the brightly lit plate-glass window. His shift doesn’t end until five o’clock. She admires the display of romance novels she arranged herself on a drape of red satin in honor of Valentine’s Day. Perhaps, if the store’s new owner doesn’t already have a March display in mind, she can do the same thing for next month, with green satin fabric and books by Irish authors. Or perhaps just books with green covers...

			But Luke Pfleuger, the store’s new owner, will undoubtedly have his own ideas for the window display. He only allowed her creative control over the Valentine’s Day window because he came down with bronchitis right after the holidays and was forced to take a few days off.

			As Rose continues along Center Street, she notices that every one of the diagonal parking spots is taken, even at this late afternoon hour. People traipse along the sidewalks, popping in and out of the local businesses.

			There was a time, as recently as when Jenna was born, when Rose recognized most pedestrians’ faces, and most of the cars she passed when driving this route. Not anymore. Lately, the town seems filled with strangers.

			Even the familiar businesses on Center Street are changing. It isn’t just that the hundred-year-old hardware store, diner, and bait-and-tackle shop have received much-needed face-lifts.

			Peking Panda has sprouted a kimono-clad hostess and a sushi bar. The new menu at Pizza Village is printed on leather-bound ivory parchment rather than laminated card stock, and includes Tuscan appetizers starting at $7.95. Belizzi’s coffee shop has been replaced with an upscale cafe—albeit not a Starbucks. Not yet, anyway. But there isn’t a doughnut to be found in the new place, much to Leo’s chagrin. He isn’t big on hazelnut biscotti.

			She glances into the rearview mirror as she brakes to let a dog-walking stranger cross the street, doing her best to ignore her own haggard reflection: the off-center, crooked part in her long, bark-colored hair, the brown eyes free of makeup and underscored by dark hollows, the wide mouth that would benefit from a soothing layer of lip balm.

			Gazing into the back seat in the mirror, she sees that her son is sound asleep in his car seat. Poor little guy. A full eight hours of day care is rough on him, especially when he hasn’t been sleeping well at night.

			Guilt seeps in, as always ... along with weary rationale.

			She has no choice about working full-time at the bookstore. Sam’s meager insurance policy barely covers the essentials. Without her salary, she would have to sell the house.

			They’re driving toward the outskirts of town now. The speed limit has risen to forty-five miles an hour. She stops at the last traffic light in Laurel Bay. Almost home now.

			Waiting for it to change, she tells herself, as she always does, that selling the house is out of the question.

			Forty-eight Shorewood Lane is all she has left of Sam, and that fleeting, happy time.

			No. That isn’t true. You have the kids.

			And after all they’ve been through, the kids need a safe harbor even more than she does.

			Lifting her foot from the brake, Rose pulls the car forward, driving another half mile or so before slowing gradually. The roads are well salted, but lately this corner has been especially slick. Must be some kind of water leak someplace. Ice.

			Her hands clench the steering wheel.

			The tires grip the icy pavement as she makes the turn.

			She’s not sliding through the intersection.

			But the thought that it could happen upsets her every time she drives through here when the temperature is below freezing.

			The truth is, Rose knows it’s not just the threat of a fender-bender that sends waves of trepidation through her in cold weather.

			Ice makes her think of that night. Of Sam’s death.

			Filled with longing for spring, yet cognizant that even its arrival can’t possibly banish the constant reminders of the freak accident that robbed her of her husband, Rose heads south down Shorewood Lane.

			The block is lined with unremarkable Victorian-era homes, most of them shingled in brownish-red cedar, with white trim. The houses are small, some little more than cottages, others angled by recent, tacked-on additions whose much darker or much lighter shingles sharply contrast the mellow, salt-burnished tone of the original exteriors.

			It’s been nearly a decade since she and Sam bought the small Queen Anne–style home on a quiet side street only blocks from the bay. They had such big plans for the place. Sam, after all, was a contractor. But business was booming; he was so busy with the city people renovating local homes that he never got around to much more than replacing the sagging front steps and starting the built-in floor-to-ceiling bookcases she always craved for the tiny nook off the living room.

			The outer shells are there—eight-foot rectangular wooden alcoves standing against two walls. Sam promised he would get to Home Depot for the brackets and wood for the shelves that weekend...

			That weekend.

			It’s been more than a year, and still, there are times when she can’t quite grasp the finality of it.

			They had a conversation about death the year before, when Rose was so sick. She told Sam that if anything happened to her, she wanted to be cremated. Sam shuddered.

			“Don’t ever do that to me, babe, he said. When I die, I don’t want to be shoved into an oven and burned. I want an open casket like my grandparents had, so that everyone can take one last look and give my hand a little good-bye pat before they stick me in the ground.”

			That didn’t happen. He wasn’t cremated, but the burn marks on his face were so bad that the mortician advised a closed casket. She never got to touch his hand and wish him a safe journey.

			It’s all a blessed blur to her now, and was even as it unfolded. The crowded wake. The funeral at Blessed Trinity, where Sam was once an altar boy. The stirring eulogy by his oldest friend, Scott Hitchcock, who said Sam was the main reason he had moved back to eastern Long Island only a few months earlier, and who vowed to watch over his family. The burial, beneath a weeping gray sky, in the cemetery across town.

			Rose hasn’t visited his grave since last Father’s Day, when she brought the children. The experience frightened them, and it saddened her.

			She didn’t feel Sam’s presence there, anyway. She doesn’t feel it anywhere, except in her heart. A heart that spent three decades beating in another woman’s chest before finding a permanent home within Rose—only to be broken.

			The pipes groan as Leslie Larrabee turns on the tap at the kitchen sink, but at least they aren’t frozen. The first spurts of water are rusty brown. She leaves it to run, then walks through the chilly, eerily empty rooms to do the same thing in the hall bathroom, between the bedrooms that once belonged to her and to Sam.

			As she runs water in the unfashionable gold porcelain tub, Leslie can almost hear her brother’s fist banging on the door, and his newly masculine adolescent voice calling, “You’re not going to take another one of those two-hour baths, are you Les? Because I’m late for practice ...”

			Oh, Sam. What I wouldn’t give to go back in time and see you again...

			She sighs and leaves the bathroom behind, the tub and the sink running freely. Dad said to open the taps for at least five minutes a day in cold weather. Mom, perpetually on the other extension during their twice-weekly long-distance phone calls, promptly told Leslie not to worry about it.

			“She has other things to do, Doug,” she scolded her husband. “She’s working full-time at the gym now, and she’s planning a wedding. She doesn’t have time to go running over to the house to turn faucets on and off all winter.”

			“It’s no problem, Mom, really. I don’t mind,” Leslie lied.

			The truth is, she does mind. It isn’t easy to return to the deserted ranch house, with its haunting memories and its unfamiliar scent of abandonment. She wouldn’t tell her father, but there are cold days when she skips the visits altogether.

			Today, she couldn’t do that. She had to shovel the walks and the small rectangle of driveway in front of the attached garage, to make it look as though somebody were home when nobody has lived here in well over a year.

			She wanders back to the living room, which is just the way they left it, complete with framed family photos on every spare inch of wall and table. There are Olan Mills baby pictures and yearly school portraits from Leslie and Sam’s childhoods culminating in graduation caps and gowns, and a number of formal photographs from Sam and Rose’s wedding. And of course, there are countless photos of Leo and Jenna, the cherished grandchildren. But none are more recent than the ones taken two summers ago—the last summer her parents spent at home.

			Before that they spent only winters in Florida, ever since the year Sam was married. Leslie remembers that very clearly, because the wedding was in November, and her mother complained that they would be arriving in Boca at least a month after the other residents of the retirement complex. She wanted to drive down in October and fly back up for the wedding, but Dad said it would be a waste of money. He won, as usual, but Mom never let him hear the end of it.

			“Please shoot me if I ever start to sound like her, Sam,” Leslie once begged her big brother, who inherited their father’s easygoing temperament and quiet strength.

			Gladly, Les. Where’s my shotgun?

			Sam liked to tease her that she was just like their high-strung mother. Leslie has to admit, she does share a few of her more frustrating traits—like not always thinking before speaking, and assuming that everybody needs her help whether it’s requested or not...

			And yes, being prone to impulse buys, she acknowledges as her gaze falls on the piano crammed into one corner of the room, between the wall unit and Dad’s recliner.

			Out of the blue one day, Mom used two weeks’ worth of grocery money to buy the upright monstrosity at a tag sale so that the kids could take lessons. Dad hit the ceiling, and Sam flat-out refused to lay a finger on it, saying piano lessons were for sissies. Leslie was forced to endure three years of lessons with Mrs. Helwig, the halitosis-plagued organist over at Blessed Trinity.

			Now, she idly raises the lid and runs her hands over the keys. The piano is badly out of tune, but she manages to pick out the first few bars of Beethoven’s Fur Elise. Maybe, if Mom and Dad decide to sell the house instead of leaving it in indefinite limbo, Rose can take the piano so that Jenna can learn to play.

			Wouldn’t that be nice, Sam?

			Leslie finds herself picturing the imaginary piano recital her brother will never proudly attend, and tears fill her eyes.

			She abruptly turns away from the piano and finds her way back to the streaming faucets, eager to leave the lonely house, with all its memories, behind once again.

			Rose sighs heavily as she rounds the last corner onto Shorewood Lane. Their house, a cedar-shingled Victorian two doors down on the right, is dark against the purplish-black winter sky.

			There’s no sign of Brittany’s mom’s car in the driveway. Good. At least Rose beat Jenna home. Last Thursday she got here five minutes after Brittany’s mom did. Jenna was waiting in the car with Brittany, Brittany’s younger brother, and Lori, their mom, who is pregnant and due in a few weeks.

			Rose doesn’t know Lori well—the family just moved out here from Huntington when the school year started. Jenna and Brittany bonded quickly. Lori seems nice enough, and she certainly didn’t seem to mind Rose being late.

			But Jenna minded.

			And Rose minded, too. She wants to be here for Jenna. She wants her daughter to feel secure about that, at least.

			She pulls into the driveway and turns off the engine. Leaning against the headrest, she closes her eyes and groans softly. Her entire body aches. What she wouldn’t give to go inside, run a hot bubble bath, climb into it with a good book...

			“And never come out,” she says softly.

			Instead, what lies ahead is the cupcake dilemma. Helping Jenna and Leo address, sign, and seal four dozen Valentines between them. Deciding what to do about dinner—which the kids will undoubtedly want immediately. Figuring out what, in the meager grocery stash, can be packed into lunch boxes for tomorrow. Helping Jenna with her inevitable homework, which Mrs. Diamond uses to encourage parents and children “some together-time” each evening.

			Her eyes snapping open, Rose sits upright and groans again. Loudly this time.

			Leo doesn’t stir.

			Rose opens her car door and swings her feet onto the snowy driveway, shooting a glance at the curbside mailbox.

			Should she bring Leo inside before she runs back out to get the mail?

			Should she get the mail now, before she gets Leo out of his car seat?

			Just another daily domestic dilemma, complicated by sheer exhaustion.

			The mail first, she concludes. Give Leo another minute to sleep—and stall the cloud of crankiness that will most certainly descend and linger until bedtime.

			“Toddler PMS,” Sam used to call it when Jenna was small and prone to late-day tantrums.

			Sometimes, Rose and Sam actually laughed about it. Now, as a solo parent, Rose finds nothing amusing about the challenges that lie ahead tonight.

			Breathing the pleasant scent of wood smoke wafting in the frigid air, she trudges to the foot of the driveway, the rubber soles of her ancient L.L. Bean duck boots making a squeaky crunching noise in the packed snow.

			The sound always sends shivers down her spine.

			Sam used to tease her about it—called it her “wince-able,” in that unique way he had of coining phrases. The translation—wince-able: the everyday thing that makes you wince. According to Sam, most people—himself included—shared winceables. Like a fork scraping on a blackboard. Like Styrofoam squeaking.

			Not snow crunching.

			“Most people consider that a pleasant sound, Rose.”

			“I can’t help it. It bugs me, Sam.”

			She stops in front of the domed plastic mailbox, noting that the black metal post is still wrapped in the red velvet ribbon Leslie insisted on twining around it the weekend after Thanksgiving. Sam’s sister also brought over a boxwood wreath for Rose’s front door. It, too, is still there, shriveled and browning at the leaf tips.

			Rose really should take it down and get rid of the mailbox ribbon, too. But another day won’t hurt. Besides, red velvet ribbon isn’t just suitable for Christmas, she thinks wryly. Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day.

			And my valentine is gone. Forever.

			A lump rises in her throat.

			Oh, Sam...

			She flips through the mail to distract herself. Pennysaver, telephone bill, credit card application, school board newsletter...

			And a rectangular red envelope with a typewritten label addressed to her.

			The kind of envelope that might contain an invitation, or a greeting card...

			Or a Valentine.

			Yeah, right.

			Rose flips it over, looking for a return address label.

			There is none.

			Curiosity surging through her, she slips off her brown knit glove and slides her finger into the gap in the envelope flap. She rips it open, expecting to find a card.

			There isn’t one.

			Frowning, Rose presses the outer edges of the envelope to peer inside.

			At first, she doesn’t see it. In the fading afternoon light, it blends in against the red paper envelope.

			Then she spots it.

			Pulls it out.

			Unfolds it.

			A red paper heart, creased down the middle.

			That’s all.

			The kind of thing Jenna or Leo might make in school, with construction paper and safety scissors.

			But this doesn’t appear to be a child’s handiwork. The edges are cut perfectly straight.

			Who would send her a paper heart?

			Rose turns it over and over again, and again and again, searching for a signature.

			There is none.

			A red paper heart.

			A heart.

			A chill slithers down Rose’s spine—and this time, it has nothing to do with crunching snow.

			Hearing a car door slam, Christine Kirkmayer rises from the couch and goes to part the drapes covering the wide bay window facing the street.

			The little girl next door is home.

			Jenna.

			An oddly fragmentary name, in Christine’s opinion. As though somebody were too lazy to complete it on the birth certificate.

			Jennifer is much better. If Christine and Ben ever have a baby girl, maybe they’ll name her Jennifer.

			But hopefully, if they have a baby, it won’t be a girl—at least, not one with her mother’s unfortunate genes.

			Christine sighs, watching Jenna Larrabee waving at the occupants of the car that just dropped her at the curb.

			Then she notices Jenna’s mother standing in the shadows over by her own car in the driveway.

			She doesn’t know Rose Larrabee well. In fact, she’s only met her once and seen her a few times in passing since December, when she and Ben moved here from the city.

			But anyone can see that something is wrong. There is tension in Rose’s posture, in her rigid wave before the car at the curb pulls away, red taillights disappearing into the dusk.

			As Rose goes to meet Jenna by the front steps, Christine notices that her expression is troubled—and that she’s clutching something in her hand.

			Papers, or ... mail?

			That’s what it looks like from here.

			Hmm. Maybe she got something disturbing in the mail.

			Christine’s imagination takes flight as she watches Rose hug her daughter and unlock the front door.

			Maybe she just got a foreclosure notice from the bank. Or a letter from her late husband’s mistress ... not that Christine has any reason to suspect that her husband had a mistress. But wouldn’t it be interesting if he did?

			Both mother and daughter have disappeared inside the house. Just as Christine is about to turn away from the window, Rose steps back outside, without the mail.

			She returns to the car, opens the back door and takes her younger child from his car seat.

			The little boy is groggy. He doesn’t want to walk to the house, but his mother coaxes him along.

			Why doesn’t she just pick him up?

			Christine shakes her head, watching. If that were her child, she would carry him into the house, no matter how heavy he was.

			She lets the beige curtain fall back into place, then glances back at the television set and the first of several New York evening newscasts. That’s all there is to do at this time of day: watch the news. The five o’clock news, and then the five-thirty news. The six o’clock news, capped off by the national news at six-thirty. She probably knows more about current events than Tom Brokaw does.

			If only Ben would let her get cable television. But he’s too cheap—or thrifty, as he refers to himself—for that. He says cable TV is a waste of money, and more importantly, a waste of time. He says the same thing about the Internet, and won’t spring for a DSL connection. As a result, the computer’s modem is so slow that she rarely spends time surfing the Web, and that’s fine with Ben. He wants her to spend her time doing other things. Reading, volunteering, maybe even taking a class or two at a local college.

			That would cost money, of course, but Ben says it would be good for her, after all she’s been through. He also says that if she wants, she can go back and get the teaching degree she never finished a decade ago, when her loan money and grants ran out and she left City College to take a secretarial job.

			What Ben doesn’t say is that if she became a teacher, she could go back to work and eventually bring in a good salary to supplement his.

			Christine has no interest in a college degree or a teaching job. She wants only one thing.

			A baby. That would be good for her.

			The doctor says there’s no physical reason she shouldn’t be able to conceive, despite everything. Just give it time and it’ll happen. Just relax, and it’ll happen.

			Well, they’ve been trying for almost a year now, and she’s done nothing but relax in the two months since they moved to Laurel Bay. What else is there to do here?

			Leaving expensive, crowded Manhattan was Ben’s idea. They looked for houses closer to the city, in Nassau County. But everything was so expensive, and so small. Out here on the eastern end of the island, they could afford something decent—not that this two-story turn-of-the-century Victorian is Christine’s dream house. But it does have charm, and the neighborhood is safe and family-friendly. It’s so close to the water that gulls fly overhead and the dank scent of salt and seaweed hangs heavy in the air on warmer days.

			Ben said he wouldn’t mind the commute to his midtown accounting firm—two hours each way. And he doesn’t seem to mind.

			Christine is the one who minds.

			She sighs. Another evening stretches ahead, long and lonely. Ben won’t be home until almost nine. She’s become a suburban housewife cliché. Nothing to do but watch the news, daydream about babies, and spy on the neighbors through a crack in the curtains.

			“Mommy, can I lick the beaters?” Jenna asks, hovering at Rose’s elbow as she turns on the mixer. Her long hair, precisely the glossy dark shade of the devil’s food cake batter, hangs perilously close to the bowl.

			Rose tucks the wayward silky-straight strands back over her daughter’s shoulders, saying firmly, “No, you can’t lick the beaters. There’s raw egg in there.”

			“I like raw egg.”

			“It’s not good for you, Jenna. You can get sick from it.” Rose checks the back of the Duncan Hines box to see how long she’s supposed to mix the batter.

			“You used to let me lick the beaters,” Jenna grumbles.

			“That was before I read that raw eggs aren’t good for children.” Oops. She was supposed to be mixing it on medium speed, not low. She hurriedly adjusts the dial.

			Too high.

			A chocolate shower spatters all over the tan Formica counters, the knotty pine cabinets, the green striped wallpaper.

			“Mommy! “Jenna shrieks.

			“Shh!” Rose hurriedly turns off the mixer. “You’ll wake up—”

			Leo’s frightened cry drifts down from the second floor.

			“—your brother,” she finishes lamely.

			Just what she needs.

			It took her a half hour to get Leo down the first time. Now he’ll want her to sit with him again until he drifts back to sleep. At this rate, she’s not going to finish the cupcakes till midnight—at which point, she’ll have to start writing out valentines for Leo’s classmates, and praying he’ll miraculously sleep through until morning.

			He used to do that, but for the past few weeks, he stirs at every little sound. At first she thought he might be coming down with the flu that’s been going around, but he’s been healthy. And he’s long past the teething stage.

			“Wow, what a mess.” Jenna’s brown eyes are more enormous than usual as Rose surveys the kitchen in despair. “There’s cake mix everywhere, Mommy—even up in the sky.”

			Rose looks up just as devil’s food raindrops fall from the ceiling, landing in her eye.

			It stings, and dammit, Leo is howling up there.

			It’s all Rose can do to keep from joining in.

			“I’m going to go up and calm him down,” she tells Jenna as she hurriedly splashes water in the sink, trying to flush her eye. “Don’t you dare touch the mixer.”

			“But I can finish—”

			“No!” Rose’s tone is sharp. “You could get your fingers cut off in the beaters. It’s dangerous.”

			“You think everything is dangerous,”Jenna mutters, idly picking up Rose’s electronic pager from the kitchen table.

			“And don’t touch my pager, either,” Rose admonishes.

			“It’s Daddy’s pager, not yours,” Jenna snaps at her, tossing the pager back on the table.

			Rose’s breath catches in her throat. Jenna’s right. It is Sam’s pager. Rather, it was. But she’s been using it ever since she started working again, carrying it just in case one of the kids’ schools needs to reach her in an emergency. It’s cheaper than buying a cell phone ... and anyway, it makes her feel closer to Sam. He always had the pager hanging from his belt loop when he left the house.

			She chooses to ignore Jenna’s comment, saying only, “Did you finish your math worksheet?”

			“Yup.” Jenna is smug.

			“Did you remember to put your name and the date on top?”

			“I put my name. I didn’t know the date.”

			“It’s February thirteenth,” Rose says over her shoulder, making her way to the front of the house. “Which reminds me ... if your homework is done, then go start writing out your valentines, Jenna.”

			“You said you’d help me.”

			“You know how to do it.”

			“It’s not fun alone.”

			No. Nothing’s fun alone.

			Rose sighs. “Okay, wait here. I’ll be back down as soon as your brother’s back to sleep.”

			She grabs her coat and the kids’ jackets, which are draped over the stairway bannister, and carries them up the stairs. The house is a true Victorian, with very little closet space upstairs and none on the first floor. Sam was going to turn an alcove off the living room into a coat closet someday.

			Someday...

			Rose climbs the stairs, pushing Sam from her thoughts only to have them taken over by the mysterious red envelope again.

			Who sent the construction paper heart?

			And why the typewritten address label?

			Maybe she has a secret admirer. But if that’s the case, wouldn’t he have written something? Or at least, have sent a regular card, instead of a plain red heart?

			It isn’t necessarily scary.

			Just...

			Odd.

			Rose doesn’t have the patience or the energy for odd. She’s doing all she can do to make it through each day as it is.

			“Mama!” her youngest child wails.

			“Coming, Leo.” She trudges wearily up the stairs.

			Fresh from a relaxing late-night bubble bath, Christine turns a critical eye on the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door.

			Her blond hair looks good, at least. The baby-fine, hippie-straight hair that fell out with chemotherapy never grew back, and was replaced instead by thicker, bouncier tresses that air-dry in the kind of loose waves she used to futilely attempt with a curling iron.

			Yup, all it took was life-threatening cancer and the ravages of chemo to give me the kind of hair I always coveted, she thinks dryly.

			And anyway, she isn’t thrilled with her image from the neck down. Maybe she should have taken one of her flannel nightgowns out of her drawer to wear tonight, instead of this skimpy negligee she got as a bachelorette party gift from the girls in her office. This old house is so drafty that her bare arms and legs are covered in goose bumps, and the nightgown doesn’t fit right anymore, either. The slinky fabric strains across her midsection, and the bodice gaps where her cleavage used to be.

			She turns away, knowing that if she continues to critique her reflection, she’ll lose her nerve.

			The tub faucet is dripping again. Ben tried to fix it last week, and whatever he did worked for a while. But now, when Christine bends to turn it off, no matter how tightly she twists the knob, there’s a steady plop, plop, plop of water into the drain.

			Her first thought is that she’ll have to call the super.

			Then she remembers that there is no super. Ah, the joy of being homeowners.

			She’ll just tell Ben they’re going to have to spring for a plumber. The next-door neighbors must have a good one—and lousy pipes. She frequently spots a panel truck—Hitchcock and Sons, Plumbing and Heating Contractors—parked over there.

			Christine leaves behind the dripping tub and thoughts of plumbers, hangs the bath mat over the shower curtain bar, turns off the light, and makes her way back across the hall to their bedroom.

			The house is chilly. She contemplates running downstairs to adjust the thermostat, but knows what Ben will say about that. Oil is expensive. Sixty-two degrees is as high as he’ll allow the temperature to go during the day; sixty at night.

			She left her husband reading the latest issue of Kiplinger’s. Now he’s curled up on his side of the bed, snoring already, the magazine still clutched in his hands.

			Disappointment steals over her.

			She turns off the bedside lamp and slips between the cold sheets on her side.

			“Ben?” she whispers, poking him. “Ben?”

			He mumbles incoherently, his back to her.

			Shivering, she stretches out beside his warm body, wrapping her arms around him, kissing his shoulder. “Ben?”

			He grunts, rolls over. “Why did you turn off the light?”

			“You were sleeping.”

			“I’m reading.” He turns the lamp back on.

			“You’re not reading anymore.” She kisses his neck.

			He closes his eyes again, wearily as opposed to passionately.

			“Ben. Warm me up, will you? It’s freezing in here.”

			“Turn up the heat.”

			I’m trying, she thinks grimly, pushing the comforter and sheets back to expose her supposedly provocative self. Her teeth are practically chattering, and Ben’s eyes are still closed.

			“Ben ...” She kisses his neck again. “Look at me. Please?”

			He opens his eyes. If he’s enraptured by the sight of her in her nightie, he’s doing a hell of a job keeping his burning desire under wraps.

			“No wonder you’re cold,” he says. “Go put on something with sleeves.”

			“Or I could take this off and not put anything on,” she says, feeling slightly ridiculous. She isn’t good at seduction. She never has been. Dammit, why won’t Ben take the lead? She trails kisses along his collarbone.

			He squirms. “Come on, Christine, cut it out. It’s tax season. I need to get some sleep.”

			“You just said you were reading.”

			“Well, now I’m sleeping. I took cold medicine an hour ago and it knocked me out.”

			“Why? You’re not sick.”

			“I think I’m coming down with the flu. Everyone at work’s been getting it.”

			Terrific. Ben is prone to frequent moaning when he’s ill. When they were newlyweds, she relished the chance to play Florence Nightingale, but that got old very quickly. Especially after she got seriously sick herself, and Ben’s bedside manner left something to be desired.

			“This is my fertile time, Ben,” she points out. “How am I supposed to get pregnant if you have no interest in me whatsoever?”

			“I didn’t say I had no interest in you whatsoever, Christine, I just said I’m not in the mood tonight.”

			“You’re never in the mood.”

			“I’m coming down with the flu, and I’m wiped out after a fifteen-hour day. You try riding the train round trip for hours every morning and night and see how you feel.”

			“I’m not the one who wanted to move out here, Ben. You are.” She rolls away from him and sits up, pulling the blankets to her chest, partly because she’s shivering, partly because she’s suddenly self-conscious about the plummeting neckline. “You know I would have been perfectly content to stay in the city.”

			“You were miserable in the city for the entire last year we were there. I thought a change of scenery would help.”

			“I went through hell last year, and it had nothing to do with where we lived. If you want to help me, you know that a baby would— Where are you going?”

			He’s out of bed, throwing a sweatshirt over his pajamas and heading for the door.

			“Out for a walk.”

			“I thought you were so goddamned tired.”

			His reply is lost in the door’s staccato slam.

			She’s left alone to cry into her pillow, shivering from the chill.

			Long past one A.M., lamplight still spills from the first-floor windows at 48 Shorewood Lane.

			He wonders whether Rose has fallen asleep on the couch in front of the television again, like she did last night. Or maybe she’s awake, folding laundry, as she was when he peeked through the window late one night last week.

			His boots make a squeaky, crunching sound in the snow as he crosses the small patch of side yard, boldly leaving footprints.

			At first, he was so careful not to disturb anything, never to leave a sign that he’s been lurking.

			Yes, at first, he was content
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