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After a painful divorce, Garland Durrell
looks forward to settling into her home on Cape Cod to make the
quilts that are her passion. On the first morning of her new life
she finds a man and a small boy washed up on the beach, both badly
wounded. Since the town chief of police is strangely reluctant to
help, Garland takes on the care of the mysterious pair who don't
seem to remember what happened to them--and feels her own heart
begin to heal.

 


Alasdair does remember. He and his son Conn are the last
of the ruling family of selkies from the waters around the Cape,
locked in a decades-long struggle with an evil that threatens all,
selkie and human. He’s not sure if he can trust the lovely,
blue-eyed woman who takes them in until he touches one of her
quilts and feels the magic she’s sewn into it...and the emotions
that he never thought he’d feel again.

 


But the evil entity that stole Alasdair’s
sealskin and left him for dead quickly senses both his presence and
Garland’s magic, and is determined to destroy one and possess the
other. Only Garland and her quilts, made with a power she barely
believes she has, can save them all from destruction—if she can
avoid being destroyed first.
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Chapter 1

 


Cold March Saturday
mornings were made for sleeping late. Garland Durrell knew
that. But here she was, snuggled under her down quilt, eyes
resolutely shut against the coronas of light around her windows—and
wide awake.

She would have been happily snoozing if it
hadn’t been for a freak storm that no one had predicted blowing in
off the Atlantic during the night. She’d never heard the wind make
sounds like that, shrieking and howling so fiercely that she’d
half-dreamed it was trying to smash her windows and seize her. Not
the best way to spend the first night of the rest of her life in
Mattaquason, on Cape Cod’s outer arm. If she believed in omens— but
she didn’t. Not anymore. Her wedding day had been gloriously sunny,
and look how her marriage had ended up.

Though the storm had screamed itself back out
to sea some time before dawn, she’d only been able to doze fitfully
since then...and now, not at all. Well, if she couldn’t sleep, then
she might as well be up and about doing something about unpacking
all the boxes stacked around the house.

She threw aside the quilt and went to the
bank of windows to open the curtains. Past the grass and a long,
low dune the beach’s creamy white sand spread enticingly before
her. Maybe a walk before she began excavating her life out of
moving boxes and reassembling it into its new form would be a good
idea?

Garland yanked off her nightshirt and
dressed quickly in jeans and a turtleneck sweater and a heavy,
violet-colored flannel shirt on which she’d appliquéd a Compass
Rose quilt square, along with a down vest. She almost ran down the
stairs and through the garage where her little sailing dinghy sat
on its trailer. Bigger sailboats were handsomer, but this one was
so much closer to the wind and water, so much closer to what really
mattered about sailing. Derek had always called it “Garland’s toy
boat.” His own tastes ran to motorboats with more horsepower than
was decent—and damn it, why
did everything have to remind her of Derek? Had moving to this
house been a mistake? Should she have sold it and gone someplace
where memories wouldn’t leap out at her unexpectedly like ugly
Halloween spooks?

She slammed the garage door behind her and
strode across the terrace to the back lawn. Once away from the
protection of the house, the wind hit her like a fist to the
stomach. But the sky was a soft, milky blue and the sunshine was so
bright that instead of scooting back inside she paused to breathe
deeply, expanding her chest as far as it would go.

Past the lawn the beach was still damp and
smooth from the receding tide. Off to her left, the long, narrow
finger of Monomoyick Island poked into the ocean off the end of
Cape Cod, pointing south toward Nantucket. The water was deep blue
and choppy this morning but sparkling in the sun, making her squint
as she stepped onto the sand.

Beachcombing after a storm was fun. Smashed
lobster pots weren’t uncommon, or broken oars, or other detritus
tossed or lost off fishing boats. But sometimes the oddest things
washed up. Once she’d found a waterlogged, two-foot long
Winnie-the-Pooh half-buried in the sand, its red shirt faded to
rose pink. And after another storm, a lacy, bright fuchsia bra from
Victoria’s Secret, size 46 DD. That find had sent her best friend
in Mattaquason, Kathy Hayes, into gales of laughter, speculating
whether any of the local fishermen had a secret lingerie
fetish.

The memory made Garland smile. Kathy hadn’t
been home when she called last night. Out on a date, perhaps? Kathy
often lamented the dearth of eligible men—whom she defined as “over
six feet and without a substance abuse problem”—who lived
year-round on the Cape, but maybe she’d found someone new.
Hopefully she’d be in later, just in case Garland found the panties
to match the bra.

Kathy had been delighted when she’d called to
tell her that she’d be moving to the Cape. “Without Derek, I’m
assuming,” she’d said in the dry tone she always used when talking
about Garland’s husband. “It’s about damn time. He was smothering
you, Garland. Every year when you came down for the summer, you
looked a little paler and flatter. No, don’t laugh. It was true. He
was a mistake, and it was time you cut your losses and started
over. So when are you going to start quilting again? I told you,
I’m keeping a space in the gallery for you, and Mrs. Feinberg asked
again last summer if you’d made anything new.”

Starting quilting again. She thought of
the boxes of fabric and threads and the new long-arm quilting
machine waiting for her at the house. She was free to create with
cloth again—free of Derek’s disapproval and his feigned dust
allergies. She could festoon the house with fat quarters and leave
pads of graph paper and piles of colored pencils in every room, and
no one would care. It would be wonderful.

A sharp, barking call made her shade her eyes
and stare out at the water. Was that a seal? Sometimes in summer
she would see them a little way off the beach, lounging on the
sandbar at low tide. Yes, there they were—three, no, four seals
swimming parallel to the shore and looking at her with their liquid
brown eyes. She’d always loved to watch them with their whiskery,
inquiring faces, so at home in the water.

A houseguest had once given her a fancifully
illustrated children’s book about seals who could take off their
skins and dance on the beach on moonlit nights in the form of
beautiful men and women. Selkies, they were called. She often
thought about them on the full moon nights in July and August, but
Derek had never wanted to use them as a pretext for a romantic walk
on to the beach. How well she remembered the patronizing smile he
would give her as he told her to ‘run along and enjoy herself’
while he logged into his portfolio account.

One of the seals barked again. A gull,
handsome in its sober gray and white feathers, cackled as it landed
a few dozen yards up the beach before her. Something edible must
have been tossed up in the storm, for another gull was already
there.

Garland blinked away the tears in her eyes
brought by the wind and squinted at the sand. There was something
on the beach ahead—something large and pale, almost blending into
the sand itself. The two gulls regarded it quizzically, as if
wondering if it were tasty or not. She took three more steps, then
froze.

The something was a naked body sprawled on its
stomach, partly buried in the sand.


Chapter 2

 


Garland’s knees felt like
they’d been turned to water, and it was all she could do to keep
standing. A thin voice in her head was screaming
Ohmygodohmygod adeadbodydeadbodydead—

Another gull landed next to the first two and
joined in the examination, creeping closer to what she realized was
the figure’s face, turned away from her. Abruptly, strength
returned to her legs.

“Go away!” she shouted, and ran at
them. The birds leapt into the air in an explosion of wings, one
muttering what sounded like “Aw, jeez, lady!” in
Seagull.

Garland knelt by the body. It was a child,
probably no more than three or four years old, with shaggy light
brown hair partly obscuring its face. How had a child ended up out
here like this, and in this condition? A network of deep cuts,
purple with bruising and caked with dried blood and sand,
crisscrossed its back.

She brushed the hair aside and pressed her
fingertips to its throat. A faint but steady pulse beat there. Not
dead! She scrambled out of her vest and took off her flannel shirt,
then turned the child over…and gasped in horror. More cuts,
punctuated with a few deeper gashes covered his torso. She wrapped
her shirt around him, then rose and looked around wildly at the
empty beach, sweating though she now only wore a turtleneck and
jeans. The seals were still there, watching her. She hoped for an
irrational second that they’d swim into shore, take off their
skins, and help her deal with this. She knelt again, slipped her
arms under him, and picked him up. He felt light and insubstantial
as she cradled him against her, like a child made of air.

“Poor baby,” she crooned. “You’re going
to be all right. We’ll get you—”

“No!” a hoarse voice
shouted.

Garland nearly dropped the boy as she whirled
around. Twenty feet up the beach a man, equally naked and
battered-looking, was climbing to his feet from where he’d
evidently been collapsed on the sand. She’d been so concerned about
the boy that she hadn’t even seen him.

The man stood for a second, swaying, then
staggered toward her, grimacing as if in pain. The wind blew his
hair, just like the boy’s, around his face. “Give me back my son,”
he growled, reaching for the child.

“I’m sorry—I d-didn’t see—I was just
trying to help him,” Garland stammered. His son! What had happened
to the two of them? How had they ended up on her beach in this
condition? The man’s muscular body was cut and gashed in the same
horrible pattern as the boy’s, and patches of dried blood on his
upper lip hinted at a freshly broken nose.

The man ignored her, his eyes narrowed
fiercely above the purple bruises on his high cheekbones. But when
his hands touched the flannel of her shirt wrapped around the boy’s
frail form he froze. A look of wonder replaced his anger, and his
eyes opened wide as he stared at her so that she could see they
were a light, almost golden brown, and unnaturally bright, as if he
were feverish.

“What are you?” he
whispered.

What was she?
“Uh...I’m Garland Durrell. I live just up the beach.” She nodded
her head back toward her house. “I was out for a walk and
found—”

“Conn. His name is Conn.” The man still
clutched the shirt and stared at her, not seeming to notice the
fact that he was naked on a beach in forty-degree weather with a
brisk wind. “Are you a man?”

She blinked. Couldn’t he tell the difference?
“Um, no. I’m a woman. A female.”

He shrugged as if she were the one who’d
misunderstood. “Yes. A female man. How did you know we were here?
Did you hear…” He trailed into silence and glanced over his
shoulder at the small waves slapping the sand.

“You’re hurt. Can I help you?” She had
to get this poor child out of the cold—and his father off his feet.
Oh, why hadn’t she grabbed her phone off her bedside table? She
could have called 911 already and had help here in a few
minutes.

“A healer. Conn must see a healer,” he
said.

“A healer? Do you mean a doctor? I
think we need to get you both to the hospital.” Maybe English
wasn’t his first language. Or might he be delirious?

“What is ‘the hospital’? I want a
healer.” He frowned. “Don’t your people have healers?”

Oh dear. “Yes, we have healers,” she said
carefully, and looked down again at the child in her arms. His
pale, drawn face decided her. Strangers or not, he needed help. “If
you’re all right with coming to my house, I’ll get one as quickly
as I can.”

“Wait.” The man reached up and touched
her cheek. “I think…you are not Mahtahdou’s,” he murmured, looking
into her eyes. “I don’t know what you are, but you aren’t his.” His
shoulders drooped. “Rest, in a safe place—if only for a little
while…”

Garland flinched but didn’t move. His touch
was like testing, like dipping a hand in bath water to check its
temperature. Amazingly, his fingers were warm and supple. “Yes,
rest,” she agreed. “Will you let me carry Conn? Can you walk? It’s
not that far.” Would he be able to make it back to her house
without collapsing, so she could call 911?

The man nodded and let his hand fall to touch
a fold of her purple shirt. “You’ll keep him safe in this.”

His sudden trust was oddly touching, if
bewildering. At least he’d decided to cooperate. “Of course I will.
Speaking of which—that’s my vest on the sand there. You can put it
on. It might help a little.”

“Help what?” He blinked and bent to
pick up the down vest she’d stripped off.

Then he must be numb and couldn’t feel the
cold any more. But what about his hand when he’d touched her just
now? “Um, never mind. But you can carry it for me.” She hesitated,
and looked at him. “By the way, what’s your name?”

He hesitated too, just for a few seconds
“Alasdair. My name is Alasdair.”

She waited, but he didn’t volunteer a last
name. “All right, Alasdair. Let’s go.”

He walked just behind her, with one hand on
her shoulder. Garland thought of a small child clinging to his
mother’s skirt. Except this child was well over six feet tall,
solid and muscular under his injuries, with long limbs and
straight, proud shoulders. Not that she’d been looking. Well, not
much. She’d just gotten the man from hell out of her life and she
didn’t need another one in it, even if he looked like an angel home
from the wars.

“Can you tell me what happened to you?”
she ventured, bracing herself for an explanation involving alien
abduction, based on his earlier speeches. “Was there an
accident?”

But Alasdair disappointed her “I’m not sure,”
he said slowly. “I can’t remember. It was dark…”

“Were you on a boat? Did someone attack
you?” she prompted when he trailed into silence. Only fishing boats
ventured out this time of year. Who would take a small child out on
a fishing boat in March?

The hand on her shoulder tightened at the
word “attack,” but all he said was, a little sullenly, “I don’t
remember.”

“We can call your family, or the
police. They must be looking for you—”

“No family. Not any more.” He looked
away, but not before she caught the anguish in his face.

She didn’t persist. Maybe he’d remember more
once he’d had a chance to recover a little. And surely he must have
someone…a friend, at least—who might have some idea of what had
happened.

But those cuts she’d seen on both of
them…they’d been so evenly spaced, so cruelly precise, that it was
hard not to conclude that they’d been deliberately inflicted. But
by whom? Who could have done such a thing to a man and a small boy?
And why? And what—or who—was the Mah—Mahwhatever he’d said she
didn’t belong to that he seemed to fear so much?

Garland led him up her lawn and through the
sliding doors on the terrace into the great room. She lay Conn on
the couch and started to unwrap him from her shirt.

“No!” Alasdair said, putting a
restraining hand on her arm.

“Hey, it’s okay. I was going to wrap
him in a blanket instead,” she said, reaching for a thick fleece
throw folded over the back of the couch.

“Leave him in it.”

He looked so adamant that she left the boy
wrapped in her shirt and tucked the blanket over him. “Uh, why
don’t I get something for you to wear, too?” Alasdair had sunk to
the floor next to the couch and closed his eyes, breathing hard.
That walk had evidently been nearly too much for him. “And I’ll
call nine—I mean, a healer.”

He nodded, eyes still closed. “I can wait.
Help Conn.”

Garland ran upstairs to her room. Derek’s
belongings were mostly gone, of course, but he’d left a few things
behind. Like the bathrobe she’d sewn for him a few years ago, made
from indigo-dyed cloth she’d bought on their trip to Japan and
appliquéd with Japanese ideograms. He’d never worn it. Alasdair was
taller than Derek, and broader in the shoulders too, but it would
be better than nothing. She took it from a hook on the back of the
bedroom door, took the extra blanket off the foot of the bed, then
snatched the phone from her bedside table and dialed 911 as she
went back down the stairs.

“Mattaquason emergency services,” said
a male voice. It sounded beautifully calm and sane, unlike
everything else that had happened this morning. She took a deep
breath before speaking, and tried hard to keep from rushing her
words.

“I live on Eldredge Point in
Mattaquason, and just found two people—a man and his
son—unconscious on my beach—that is, the son was unconscious—they
were naked and cut up pretty badly. I don’t know who they are or
how they got there, and the man doesn’t seem to remember what
happened. They must have fallen off a boat or something….” She took
another deep breath. “They need medical attention—I think maybe the
man’s had a concussion, and the boy’s still out cold…”

There was a silence on the other end of the
phone.

“Hello?” she said.

“On your beach? Jesus, I—oh, God,
you’re not joking, are you?”

The voice no longer sounded calm—instead, it
sounded almost as flustered as she felt. She stopped halfway down
the stairs. Something wasn’t right here. “Of course I’m not joking.
I need help!”

There was a sound of unintelligible urgent
speech, as if the dispatcher had covered his mouthpiece and was
talking to another person in the room “Hello?” she said again.

Another few seconds of muffled speech, and
then a different voice replied. Though it was calmer than the
first, it still sounded distinctly strained. “Your name and
address, please?”

Garland told him. “Is there anything wrong?”
she added.

“No, not at all. It’s just that
we…we’ve had a lot of calls this morning and I don’t know when
we’ll be able to get personnel out there, Mrs. Durrell—oh, there’s
a call on my other line—”

The connection went dead.

Garland stifled a curse. What had that been
all about? She punched the three digits again.

Nothing. Not even a ring tone. Only a weird,
buzzing hum. She stared at it for a second, biting her lip, then
shook her head and went back into the great room.

Alasdair hadn’t moved. “I brought you this,”
she said softly, laying the robe across his knees. “Won’t you put
it on?”

His eyes flew open as the fabric touched his
skin, and he grabbed at the robe and huddled under it as if it were
a blanket.

“No—you’re supposed to wear it—” She
dropped to her knees and tried to show him, but he flinched away
from her.

“Hey, I’m not trying to taking it from
you,” she soothed. “Here—it goes over your shoulders—and your arms
go through here—” Holy cow, had he forgotten how to put on
clothes?

As the fabric covered his back and arms, he
stopped struggling and stared down at it in wonder. “What is it?”
he murmured, stroking the fabric of an appliqué with one hesitant
finger. “I can feel it…the power…just like the other…”

“It’s just a robe I made for my
husband.”

“You made it?” He stared at her. “You
are a magic-wielder?”

Damn those people at 911! She had an
unconscious child and a possibly delirious man on her hands. “Look,
I’m going to try to get that, uh, healer, okay?”

She climbed to her feet and tucked the other
blanket over Conn, then headed toward the kitchen, glancing back at
him. He was crouched next to the boy again, staring at his arms in
the sleeves of the robe. She shook her head, then went to the desk
in the kitchen. In the top drawer was a business card listing the
office and home numbers of Dr. Robert Mowbray, one of the town’s
newer physicians.

She’d met Dr. Mowbray at a couple of charity
events for the Mattaquason Historical Society and the Friends of
the Library and had liked him a lot. There was an aura of
competence and integrity about him that was highly reassuring. She
needed reassurance pretty badly just now, after that exchange with
the 911 dispatcher.

The phone rang five, six, seven times. What
if he’d gone away for the weekend or was tied up with whatever
crisis seemed to be going on right now? Dr. Phelps, the town’s
other MD that she knew, was close to eighty and saw very few
patients anymore. Would he be willing to come to the house and
help? And there was the hospital in Hyannis, but that was so far
away…

Then Garland heard the soft click of the
receiver being lifted. She just had time for an inarticulate sigh
of relief before a pleasant male voice said, “Hello?”

“Dr. Mowbray? This is Garland Durrell,
on Eldredge Point. We’ve met at a few Historical Society
events…”

He didn’t pause more than half a second.
“Mrs. Durrell—of course. Not another splinter, is it?”

Oh, Lord. She’d nearly forgotten about that
incident two years ago, when she’d gotten an enormous splinter
while going barefoot at a cocktail party on Amy Nickerson’s deck.
He’d been there too and had removed it for her, using a splash of
his gin and tonic as disinfectant.

“No, not a splinter. It’s—he’s—I—” She
forced herself to stop and take a deep breath. “I’ve just moved in,
and went for a walk on my beach, and found...” She repeated what
she’d told the 911 dispatcher and what had happened afterward,
hoping Dr. Mowbray wouldn’t have the same reaction.

He didn’t. “Jesus Christ! Eldredge Point
Road, isn’t it? I’m leaving now. Keep them warm.” The phone clicked
off.

Garland sagged against the kitchen counter in
relief. Thank heavens someone was coming. She set the phone down
and went back into the great room. “The doctor—the healer is
coming,” she said, kneeling by Alasdair again. “Can I get you
anything? Something hot to drink?”

He grimaced. “Hot? No.” He stared out the
sliding doors they’d come through. “Can you see in through those
from the water?”

What an odd question. “Not very well, during
the day. Only at night when the lights are on. I usually close the
curtains then, unless it’s summer.”

“Good.” He closed his eyes again and
was silent. Garland felt awkward, sitting next to him doing
nothing. She was afraid to touch any of Conn’s scratches or wounds,
even to clean them, lest she hurt him. Surely Dr. Mowbray would be
here soon—

“Let me wash some of that blood off
your face,” she said to Alasdair, rising and going back to the
kitchen.

She wrung out a few clean kitchen towels in
warm water, then brought them back to the great room and carefully
wiped the dried blood from his upper lip and cheeks. Darn, but he
cleaned up well. Once those bruises faded and the swelling went
down, he’d be gorgeous…those high cheekbones and that firm jaw with
the little dimple in his chin. The long nose would be a little
crooked now, it looked like, but it would only add a raffish charm
to the symmetrical beauty of the rest of his face.

Alasdair sat quietly, eyes still closed, and
let her work. “Thank you,” he murmured when she was done. “Your
hands feel powerful.”

Garland was saved from having to reply by a
knock at the front door. “That’s the healer. I’ll be right back.”
She scrambled to her feet and hurried into the front hall to open
the door.

Dr. Mowbray carried a large black medical bag
and that air of quiet competence she’d remembered. “Where?” he
said, without preamble.

“This way.” Garland led him back to the
couch in the great room.

Alasdair clambered to his feet when he saw
them and stood protectively over the still form on the couch, the
robe hanging loosely around him. “Are you the healer?” he
demanded.

Dr. Mowbray didn’t even blink. “I am. Will
you let me help you and your son?”

Alasdair stared at him, swaying slightly,
then turned and looked at Garland. She could feel the question in
his eyes. “It’s all right,” she said, going to him and taking his
arm. “He won’t hurt Conn. Sit down before you fall down, okay?”

He leaned on her for a second, then nodded
and let her lead him to a chair, watching closely as Dr. Mowbray
knelt beside the couch and felt the pulse at Conn’s throat, then
retrieved a flashlight from his bag. He tensed as the doctor peeled
back the boy’s eyelids and shined the light into them.

“Well, that’s good,” he muttered.
“Let’s see what else we have here.” He pulled away the blankets and
opened the shirt. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered, looking at the
cuts crisscrossing the little body. “Can I have some more light
here, Mrs. Durrell? And a big pot of water—hot but not too
hot?”

Garland turned on the lamp by the couch and
pulled the curtains all the way open, then hurried into the kitchen
for the water. As she came back, trying not to slosh it on the
floor from the soup pot she carried, she heard the beep of a
thermometer and saw Dr. Mowbray staring at it, shaking his head.
“Almost normal. For a small child who’s spent hours on the beach in
March with no clothes on, that’s crazy. Oh, thanks. Let’s get some
of this sand off him and see what needs doing.”

“Crazy” seemed to be just about the
right word to describe everything she’d experienced that morning,
except for Dr. Mowbray. She leaned over the back of the couch and
watched him work. “Is it bad?” she murmured.

“It’s not pretty, but he’ll be all
right. A couple of these might need suturing—I’ll know better once
I’ve…” he trailed into silence, concentrating on blotting away as
much sand and blood as he could. “What happened to him?” he asked,
very quietly. “What did the father say?”

Garland glanced at Alasdair, gripping the
arms of his chair as he watched them. “That he doesn’t
remember—that it was dark. That’s about it. Someone did this to
them, didn’t they? This wasn’t an accident.”

“No, it wasn’t. Whoever did it was a
sadistic bastard—who could do this to a child? Look.”

With the worst of the blood and sand washed
away, it was plain to see that the cuts on his body had been
inflicted in a symmetrical pattern, from his collarbone down to the
tops of his thighs. Not deep, but deep and frequent enough to hurt
and bleed copiously. They were horrible in their cruel, surgical
precision. She looked away, shivering. “I don’t want to know who
did this.”

“And you found them like this on your
beach? Jesus. Lucky for them you were down for the
weekend.”

“Oh, I’m not just here for the weekend.
I’m moving down here.”

“Really?” His hands slowed ever so
slightly. “Year round?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm.” He worked in silence for a
moment. “No clothes, you said? No ID or anything?”

“Nothing. I found the boy first—he was
lying face down in the sand. It had sort of drifted around him. I
think they must have been caught in the storm last night and washed
in on the tide. In fact they must have, because I walked there late
yesterday afternoon after the movers left and they weren’t
there.”

“Movers—so you really did just get
here. Hell of a thing to find on your doorstep your first day here,
Mrs. Durrell.” He paused and glanced up at her. His eyes were blue,
and had nice smile crinkles at their corners. She’d forgotten about
those.

“It was a bit of a shock,” she
admitted. “But you don’t have to call me Mrs. Durrell. I’m
Garland.”

“I know. And I’m Rob, okay?” More
crinkles appeared. “Well, your driftwood theory might be right if
they fell off a boat or were on one that went down in that storm
last night. We’ll call the Coast Guard when I’m done and see if
they know anything. More water, please?”

Garland brought him more water and watched as
he closed a few of the deepest cuts with Steri-Strips. He worked
swiftly but carefully, and Garland couldn’t help thinking that he
would have made a deft quilter. “I’m amazed that he’s not waking
up,” she whispered.

“I am too, even though I’ve given him a
little topical anesthesia. He didn’t seem to be concussed, but I
should check again.”

“What is it? What are you doing?”
Alasdair demanded, wincing as he rose.

“It’s all right.” Garland hurried over
and pressed him gently back down into the chair. “The doc—uh,
healer is closing the deepest cuts so they’ll heal properly. Conn
will be fine. Now sit still till he’s done, and then it’s your
turn.”

Garland sat with Conn while Rob coaxed
Alasdair to lie down on the floor to let him examine his injuries.
It seemed wrong to leave the boy alone after what he had been
through, and she fancied she could see some of the pain and
distress lift from his sleeping features as she washed his face and
stroked his salt-stiffened hair. Poor little thing—he wasn’t much
more than a baby, was he? His mother must be frantic—if he had a
mother. What had Alasdair said? That they had no family?

Not surprisingly, Alasdair flinched at
Rob’s every touch. Something seemed to trouble him about Rob
Mowbray despite the doctor’s gentleness and calm. Was it the
questions Rob asked him about where they’d come from and how they’d
come to be on Garland’s beach? Just as he had to her, Alasdair
would only reply, in a monotone, I don’t
remember. I don’t know.

“Well,” Rob said after cleaning and
bandaging Alasdair as much as he would allow. He wouldn’t remove
the robe she’d given him and seemed extremely dubious about the
dressings Rob had put on his various wounds, including several deep
and vicious ones on the bottoms of his feet. No wonder he’d had a
hard time walking up to her house. “That’ll do for now till you get
to Hyannis. I don’t know why 911 wasn’t working, Garland, but I’m
going to find out. In the meanwhile, I’d be glad to give them a
lift to the hospital—if you don’t mind coming with me, I can get
them admitted pretty quickly—”

“We will not go anywhere,” Alasdair
said, struggling to sit up and frowning at Rob. “We shall stay
here.”

Rob blinked at his vehemence. “You and your
son have, God knows how, just survived a horrific ordeal. I’ve done
what I can for you here but you should both really go to the
hospital for observation to make sure you don’t have any internal
injuries—if all goes well you’ll be out of there by tonight, and
that’s a promise. But if you can’t remember how you got into this
condition or where you’re from, that tells me you need to be
admitted at least overnight to check for neurological—”

“No. We stay here.”

“Have you discussed that with Mrs.
Durrell?” Rob asked just as flatly.

“Hey,” Garland broke in. Rob and
Alasdair were scowling at each other so hard that their hair should
have been on fire. “Why don’t we bring Conn upstairs to the spare
room and let you and him rest while the doctor and I think about
what we can do to help you? You’re in no condition to make
decisions right now, and maybe after a rest you’ll begin to
remember something. Okay?”

“Garland,” Rob muttered.

“It’s okay.” She looked at him meaningfully. “Come on.
A little rest might help. Is it all right if the doctor carries
Conn?”

Alasdair glared a moment longer, then nodded.
He let them help him up and watched Rob closely as he lifted Conn
off the couch, then followed behind, leaning on Garland’s arm. At
the bottom of the stairs he paused and gazed up them. “So high,” he
said under his breath.

Garland motioned Rob ahead of them. “Left at
the top, last room on the right,” she directed. That was the room
she’d planned on using for her quilting studio because of the
splendid light from its east- and south-facing windows. It was also
the only room with twin beds in it. Well, no matter. Alasdair and
Conn would be long gone before she was ready to start work.

She turned to Alasdair. “I’ll help you,” she
said, taking his arm. “I’m not surprised you’re feeling dizzy.”

Alasdair started to say something then closed
his mouth again and let her lead him up the stairs. He climbed them
one at a time like a small child, staring at his feet in
concentration as he did. At the top he looked back down, blanched,
and turned away.

Rob had already tucked Conn under the covers
of one bed. They helped Alasdair ease down onto the other. He
sighed, and she sensed the rigidity in his frame relax just a
little bit. “Rest,” she said. “I’ll close the curtains, all right?
Just shout if you need me.”

“Garland.” He stared up at her, and she
got the feeling that he was actually seeing her, not just the person who’d found him. “You…”
He fell silent and closed his eyes. Garland waited a few seconds
but he didn’t open them again. She pulled down the shades and drew
the curtains, then tiptoed down the stairs after Rob.

“You made a very good surgical
assistant, you know,” Rob said quietly as they descended. “Not
everyone can face the sight of more than a drop or two of
blood.”

“Oh…uh, I didn’t do much…” Was she
blushing?

“May I make one more request,
Nurse?”

“Um, sure.”

He stopped on the bottom stair and grinned up
at her. “Coffee, please?”

 


* * *

 


“So you found them lying on the beach
like that?” Rob took a sip of coffee. “Ah, that hits the spot. What
a great way to start your first day here.”

“It’s certainly not what I expected.”
Garland leaned back in her kitchen chair and wrapped her hands
around her mug. “What do you think happened to them?”

“I don’t know. But it’s obvious that it
was intentional. Torture, maybe. Then dumping them in the water and
letting them slowly bleed to death.” His voice was grim and
controlled. “Did you see their wrists and ankles? They’d been tied
up while this was done to them. Good thing they didn’t leave them
tied up or they probably would have drowned.”

“Dear God.” The few sips of coffee
she’d had turned sour in her stomach.

“I’m sorry.” He leaned forward and
touched her arm. “You didn’t need this today, did you?”

“My problems seem pretty small,
compared to theirs.”

He smiled. “I’d forgotten how delightfully
rational you are.”

And she’d forgotten how charming his smile
was. And how good-looking in a boyish sort of way, with thick,
straight brown hair that had an endearing habit of falling over his
forehead and clean-cut features. It felt strange to be
contemplating another man’s attractions.

She stole a peek at his left hand. Nicely
groomed, capable-looking, and ringless. And she hadn’t heard any
gossip last summer that he’d been seeing anyone seriously. Young
Doctor Mowbray was quite the darling of the town. He paid for it in
charity bachelor auctions and the like, which he participated in
with cheerful good humor. But evidently no one had managed to win
him on a more permanent basis.

“So you’ve joined us year-rounders.”
His tone was light and casual—perhaps a little too much so.
“Alone?”

“My husband and I are divorcing. It’ll
be final in a few months. I got the Cape house.”

“Your choice?”

“Yes.”

Rob looked around the bright, airy kitchen.
She followed his gaze as it took in the top-of-the-line appliances
and custom-made teak cabinetry. “Really?” he said. “This house is a
showplace. Didn’t you have it in the Mattaquason House and Garden
Tour two years ago?”

“And the year before that. Actually,
Derek was thrilled to be rid of it. He never liked it here very
much. But having a summer place in a pricey and hard-to-get-to
location was de rigueur in his office. Nantucket won the expensive
and inaccessible contest, but the Cape ran a close second. He’s
keeping our house in Chestnut Hill for him and his new wife and the
kids he’s planning on. That house makes this one look pretty
humble.” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her
voice.

Rob shook his head. “Trophy house and a
trophy wife? Some people have no clue about what’s really important
in life, do they?”

Garland poured herself more coffee. “Oh, I
think he knew what was important to him. When I turned thirty-five
last year, he decided it was time to divest some long-term holdings
that hadn’t performed up to expectations and check the market for
growth stocks.” She smiled wryly as she stirred milk into her cup.
“My words, not his. But they tell the story pretty well. It’s how
he views the world.”

“What are you going to do, now that
you’re here?”

“Aside from find bodies on my beach?”
She smiled again, then glanced toward the stairs. Shouldn’t she be
up there, keeping an eye on them? Conn might waken and need
comforting…she yanked her attention back to Rob Mowbray. “Quilting,
I hope.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That sounds
interesting. Why quilting?”

Garland turned her mug so that she could see
the “Quilters Do It in the Ditch” logo on it. “I double-majored in
history and art in college, and wanted to become a quilt artist.
I’d been accepted into the fiber arts master’s degree program at
the Rhode Island School of Design when Derek proposed. But after we
were married he discouraged me from pursuing the degree because we
both thought I’d be too busy with our kids. Well, that didn’t turn
out to be an issue.”

“I’m sorry,” he said gently. “The whole
infertility thing—”

“Oh, I wasn’t infertile,” she
interrupted. “Neither was he. Believe me, he insisted we see the
best fertility experts. We just couldn’t get me pregnant. We even
tried in vitro. Twice. I couldn’t face it more than
that.”

She kept her eyes fixed on her mug. “He had
his work, and I had my quilts. But when I did anything at all
public with my quilts, especially selling them, it bothered him. I
think he thought it reflected on his ability to support us. So then
he developed ‘allergies’ and complained that my quilting raised too
much dust, so eventually I just stopped. But I think I knew I’d
come back to it someday. I’m hoping that being down here where it’s
quiet will help me find my way back to it. Kathy Hayes—you know,
the Captain Hayes Gallery on Main Street—is an old friend, and
she’s promised me space in her shop if I choose to start exhibiting
and selling. She sold a couple of my quilts years ago, and they
garnered a lot of attention. Derek was furious. He wanted me to
spend my time doing high-profile volunteer work to make him look
good, not hide in a studio sewing bits of fabric together.”

Rob shook his head again. “I know he is—or
was—your husband. But what a jerk. You can’t demand that someone
with a vocation stop doing what they love just to soothe your ego.
I know I couldn’t stop being a doctor if I tried. It must have been
awful.”

Garland looked up at him. Not all of her
friends had understood what not being able to quilt had meant to
her.

“I have to confess that I cheated,” she
said, toying with her mug again.

Rob cleared his throat and shifted in his
chair.

She chuckled. “No, not like that. I started
taking art classes again a couple of years ago when Derek thought I
was going into Boston to do work for the Junior League. I managed
to get a lot of the required classes out of the way, but it wasn’t
easy. I could only take one course at a time. Fortunately the
school’s been pretty understanding. So part of being down here is
doing an independent study and finally making some quilts.”

“Well, good for you.” A slow smile
spread across Rob’s face as he in turn stared at his mug. “You
know, I had no idea all this lurked under that attractive young
society matron exterior when I first met you. But I hope you’re not
going to be all work and no play, now that you’re down here
permanently.”

Garland’s stomach flip-flopped. Attractive?
Young? Thirty-six wasn’t exactly young but it wasn’t middle-aged,
was it? There might be a few lines at the corners of her eyes, but
there wasn’t a single strand of gray in her dark blonde hair. God
knew she’d checked often enough, when she first found out about
Derek’s girlfriend. Was Rob just being nice? Or was there something
else behind his words?

A car door slammed in the driveway, then
another. Rob glanced out the window. “Captain Howe,” he commented.
“About time someone responded to your 911 call.”

“The police!” Garland sat up. “But I
asked for medical assistance!”

“I know. I’m just as mystified—not to
mention ticked off—as you are, but I guess we’ll have to take what
we can get as far as emergency response goes.” He rose and
stretched. “Besides, considering the shape your guests are in, I
would have suggested you call them anyway. The police’ll do what
they can to find out who they are—look at missing persons reports,
check their prints, and start trying to figure who the hell did
this to them.”

Captain Edward Howe looked like he’d been
hired from Central Casting, with his crew cut and
big-man-slightly-gone-to-seed physique. The officer with him whose
name badge said “Moniz” was a little less typecast, but looked like
he was doing his best to catch up to his older colleague.

Rob greeted them with a nod. “Hello, Ed.
How’s the knee, Ben? You going to give it a break from the softball
this spring?”

“It’s better, thank you. I was kind of
hoping you’d say I could play this season….” Officer Moniz glanced
at his superior officer and trailed into silence.

“Come see me next week and we’ll talk.
Captain.” Rob turned his attention back to the other man. “I’m
assuming you’re here because you got the message from the emergency
dispatcher?”

Captain Howe’s expression didn’t alter, but
his ears began to turn pink at the edges. “Uh, yeah. They’re sorry
‘bout that. Things were a little hectic over there—”

“It was inexcusable,” Rob snapped, all
affability gone. “You’re just lucky I answered my phone this
morning so I could help Mrs. Durrell out. We’ve got a father and
son upstairs who look like a bunch of drugged-up trainee
meatpackers had a field day with them then dumped them in the sound
to drown. The son’s unconscious and the father can’t remember much
more than his name.”

The captain’s ears were now bright red, but
his face had gone oddly pale. Garland wasn’t sure, but she thought
she heard him mutter a faint “Shit!” under his breath.

“Now, dammit, Ed, I want you to find
out who the hell they are and who did this to them. And where
they’re from, so we can get them back to their family,” Rob
continued.

But Alasdair said that they had no family.
Garland remembered the bleak look on his face when he’d told her
that.

“And transport to Cape General Hospital
might be appreciated, too
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