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	PROLOGUE: Lost

	The wind whipped her hair across her face and tore at her coat; giant old-growth trees bent before the onslaught and turned the snow into a bitter, stinging fury. She dropped to her knees and wept. He was dead. He had to be dead, or if not dead, freezing to death. She’d never find him in time. 

	The dog, his dog, ran circles around her, yipping and urging her to rise. The dog raced toward the tree line, plunging in and out of the deep banks of fallen snow.

	She struggled to stand, her feet slipping on the ice hidden beneath the snow.

	Her head throbbed; each breath was a battle. Using her bare hands for leverage, she forced herself to rise. Her legs quivered. She lost her balance and fell again. She needed to rest. 

	The dog stopped, whirled, and ran a few paces toward her, barking and whining.

	She spoke, her voice husky and harsh from last night’s abuse. “Ajax, find Jeremy.” 

	The dog looked back and forth from her to the woods. He whined and then barked loudly, urging her to come.

	She cleared her throat and managed to repeat the command, “Find Jeremy.”

	Ajax spun away and dashed toward the trees. She pressed her ungloved hands into the icy snow and fought to stand. Determined to follow the dog, she pushed herself upright, shaky and trembling. She blew on her icy fingers and shoved her hands into her pockets. Her knees quaked as she forced herself to take one step and then another. The throbbing in her temple caused her eyes to blur. She rubbed her face with her icy hand, lifted her eyes to the sky, and implored the empty woods, “Please, he has to be here!”

	The headache made it impossible to think straight, to remember. When she’d opened her eyes and found his bed empty, she’d known at once that something was wrong. Jeremy wasn’t a quiet kid. Most mornings were filled with his banging about and her telling him to hush. Was it possible he’d left the house and she hadn’t heard a thing?

	Why hadn’t Ajax barked when he opened the door? She tried to concentrate. Jeremy knows better than to go outside without permission. Something doesn’t make sense.

	 She squinted, peering through the whirling white until she located the dog’s trail. Listening for his bark, she slogged through the snow, the leather soles of her shoes sliding on the hidden ice. Her head throbbed. She admitted to herself, that last night’s vodka wasn’t helping this morning.

	She called her son’s name over and over, praying for a response each time. Hearing nothing over the constant roar of the wind. 

	Ajax whined, barking at her as if telling her to get it together. 

	The wind lifted the snow, throwing the icy crystals into her mouth and eyes.

	She shivered and fought on.

	Rodney will kill me if anything happens to Jeremy. He is still so angry and blaming me for the past. This time it really is my fault. How could I not have heard a six-year-old get up, dress, and leave the house? Too much vodka last night? She pushed that thought away and shouted Jeremy’s name again and again. 

	Ajax entered the trees. 

	 In her rush to find Jeremy, she had dashed out of the cabin unprepared for the cold and ice. Hastening her steps to catch up caused her feet to slip. She grabbed a holly branch; thorns pierced her palm. She whimpered and sucked at the blood. 

	The dog disappeared.

	 “Damn it,” she swore aloud. “This isn’t fair.”

	Was Jeremy dressed for the snow? His bed had been rumpled and unmade, she was sure of that, but did he have his jacket? She tried to picture the coat rack next to the door. 

	No picture came. 

	The pounding pain in her head increased. Her stomach lurched, and she spat out the bile that rose to her throat. 

	Ajax barked in the distance. 

	Her head came up. 

	His bark grew excited and frantic. 

	 He’s found something. Please, God, let it be Jeremy. Let him be all right.

	She broke into a shuffling, clumsy run. Deadfall, buried in the snow, grabbed at her feet. Falling hard, the wind was knocked out of her chest. 

	The world tilted, and the light faded.

	***

	She moaned and pushed Ajax aside, sat up, and remembered.

	 “Jeremy!” she shouted. The woods remained silent. The sun was higher in the sky. She was sure of it. She had no idea how long she had been lying in the deep snow.

	“Ajax,” she said, and the dog cocked his head to listen. “Find Jeremy.” 

	Ajax sat down and then lowered himself to a fully prone position. 

	 “Oh, Ajax,” she said sadly, “what have I done? Where is my son? We have to find him before it’s too late.” 

	Ajax whined.

	The world spun as she moved to get up; her head ached. She searched for a handhold, found a branch, and levered herself to her feet. She heard a car approaching and realized that they’d reached the county road. She waved her arms to attract attention. 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	NOW DAY 1: Thursday 01/25 MORNING

	It had to be a nightmare, nothing else made sense, she thought, watching Rodney pace across the cabin floor. She could see his lips moving and the sheriff’s lips responding, but their low voices didn’t reach her. She couldn’t understand. Why is Rodney in my house? she wondered. 

	She tried to speak, but her tongue felt too big for her mouth. Her head hurt. She rubbed at her forehead and was surprised to feel a bandage. What is happening? Where is Jeremy? 

	Her eyes closed and she drifted off to sleep.

	***

	When her eyes opened again, it was dark in the cabin. She reached out to turn on a light, but the lamp wasn’t where it should be. 

	She heard a voice: “Hush, dear. Everything is alright. Go back to sleep.” 

	Obediently, she closed her eyes and felt the darkness overwhelm her. 

	She whispered, “Jeremy.”

	***

	She woke screaming and shot upright in the bed. 

	The light was too bright. 

	She felt a sharp prick in her arm and fell back into a warm, dark place. 

	She thought she heard voices and then they, along with her fears, faded and she dreamed of nothing at all.

	***

	Her eyes opened. The window was outlined by the sun. But the window was in the wrong place. She struggled to rise. 

	Strong hands pushed her back and the voice murmured again, “Hush, darling one. Everything is okay.” 

	But it wasn’t. 

	Something was wrong. 

	She tried to think but felt the prick of a needle in her arm. She slept.

	***

	She woke and started to lift her head but remembered the voices and the prick. She lay still, listening to the quiet. Is there anyone in the room? Where am I? Where is Jeremy? 

	At the thought of her son, she felt strong hands touch her arm. Did I say his name aloud? 

	She forced her breathing to slow and the hands lifted. Where am I? What is going on? Jeremy? I must find him! 

	She wanted to scream Jeremy’s name, but she forced herself to stay quiet. She kept her breaths slow and even, pretending to sleep, listening carefully for any voice or any sound that might provide a clue.  

	Little by little, she turned to her side, hoping that it would look like she was merely moving in her sleep. 

	A woman’s voice: “I think she’s waking.” 

	She lay perfectly still. Footsteps moved away and she risked opening her eyes the tiniest bit. An IV pole stood next to the bed. A plastic bag filled with clear liquid hung from the hook, its tube extended down to the port in the back of her hand. Hospital? What happened? Where’s Jeremy? 

	The footsteps were approaching again. 

	She closed her eyes. 

	A hand stroked the hair off her forehead. “Time to wake up, Sarah. Someone is here to see you.” 

	Jeremy? Her eyes flew open.

	“There you are, darling.” 

	Rodney? Why is Rodney here? And why is he calling me darling? Cautiously, she turned toward his voice.

	“Where’s Jeremy?” she asked. Her voice sounded rough, and she realized how thirsty she was. She struggled to pull herself up. 

	“It’s okay, Sarah. Everything is going to be okay.” Rodney ran his hand gently up and down her arm and bent close to kiss her. His lips brushed against hers. 

	She recoiled, but with her head pressed against the pillow, there was nowhere to go. 

	She stared into his eyes. That look hadn’t changed. He still hated her. But the gentle hand on her arm and soft kiss didn’t seem like hate. 

	A nurse moved into view behind Rodney. He stood and turned slightly. “She’s awake.”

	“I can see that.” The nurse smiled at Rodney, before turning to Sarah. “Would you like a drink of water, dear?” she asked.

	Sarah licked her lips and nodded. Rodney stepped back and the nurse held a straw to her lips. Sarah drank. 

	The nurse stroked her arm. “You’ve had a nice long sleep and your lovely husband has been here every minute. I’m just going to take your vitals and then we’ll get that IV out of your hand.” 

	She stared at the nurse. Nothing made sense. “How did I get here?” she asked.

	“You had a nasty fall, darling. Don’t you remember?” Rodney slipped back into view. 

	“Fall, where?”

	“Down the stairs. All the way down the stairs.”

	“There aren’t any stairs in the cabin.” She turned her puzzled gaze toward the nurse. “I was in the cabin—there aren’t any stairs.”

	“You had a blow to your head,” the nurse explained. “Your memory’s a bit foggy. I’m going to let the doctor know you’re awake. He’ll be in shortly.” She patted Sarah’s hand and turned away.

	“Did you find Jeremy? Is he okay?” She tried to sit up, but Rodney’s strong hands pushed her back.

	“Why in the world would I need to find Jeremy?” Rodney spoke calmly and sweetly, but his gaze remained hard and uncaring as he watched her reaction. “Jeremy is right where he belongs.”

	She frowned. “He wasn’t in the cabin when I woke up this morning. Ajax led me to the road.” She struggled to remember more. “It was so cold, and I was afraid that he didn’t have his jacket.”

	“I think you had a bad dream while you were unconscious. Who’s Ajax?”

	“The dog,” she stammered, “you know he’s the dog.”

	“Whoa.” Rodney’s lips curved in a smile, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We don’t have a dog.”

	“Of course, we have a dog. You gave him to Jeremy on his fourth birthday.” 

	Rodney shook his head. “Not true, Sarah.” He turned away as the door opened. “Doctor,” he greeted the man entering the room. “She’s awake but very confused. She thinks we have a dog.”

	“That’s not unusual. People are often confused for a few days after a bad concussion. But,” the doctor chuckled, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of someone remembering a dog that isn’t there.” He picked up her wrist and held it as he watched the monitors. “Everything looks fine,” he said and laid her hand back on the bed. “We’ll let you out of here as soon as they do the paperwork. Don’t worry; your memory will straighten itself out.”

	She sat up as the doctor left the room. “Okay, Rodney. What’s going on? Where is Jeremy?”

	“Jeremy is fine. He’s at home waiting for you. He’s been worried, of course. He saw you fall.”

	“I didn’t fall down a flight of stairs.” She spoke firmly and chose her words carefully. “Jeremy wasn’t in the cabin this morning. I was trying to find him.” 

	“I think you need to stop talking like that. People will think you’re crazy.” 

	“But…” She closed her eyes. He’s calling me crazy again, just like before. Am I crazy? She opened her eyes, forcing herself to stay calm. “What hospital is this? How long have I been here?”

	“That’s a much more sensible question. You’ve been here a few days.”

	“How did it happen? How did I fall down these stairs?”

	“You’d been drinking. Quite a bit, it seems. I didn’t realize how drunk you were. You insisted on reading Jeremy a story even though it was past time for him to be in bed. You simply lost your footing at the top of the stairs and fell to the bottom. You could have been killed.” He spoke flatly, stating the facts as if he’d rehearsed them, or had told them many times.

	“I don’t remember any of that. Why were we in your house?”

	“My house? Don’t you mean our house? It’s where we live. Where else would you be?”

	“We’re divorced, Rodney. You know that.”

	“Divorced?” He shook his head. “You need to forget that notion. Of course, we aren’t divorced. We love each other.”

	She scrambled to take in this information. I know this isn’t true, she thought. Something is very wrong. “Rodney, nothing makes sense.”

	“You heard the doctor. In a few days, after the concussion is healed and the medication wears off, your memory will straighten itself out. You’ve been asleep for days. That alone can leave a gap in your memory, and…” He paused and watched her closely as he added, “I’ve read that many patients with a head injury never remember the events right before or after the trauma.”

	 She thought she noticed a threat in his voice. He doesn’t want me to remember. 

	She stayed silent, avoiding eye contact.

	 “Let’s get you up and dressed so we can get out of here. I kept Jeremy home from school today and he’s waiting to see you.”

	At the thought of seeing her son, her mood shifted. She pushed her concerns aside and forced a smile. “Do I have clothes around here somewhere?” she asked.

	“That’s my girl. I’ll get the nurse and see what’s taking so long.”

	Rodney disappeared, and a moment later a nurse entered the room with clothing over her arm. She placed the clothes on a chair and said, “Here you go, dear.” 

	Sarah recognized the voice; this was the woman she’d heard in her sleep, or was it? She seemed familiar. 

	“Do you know what happened? Were you with me when I was asleep?” she asked. “Did you give me shots that made me sleep?” 

	“Don’t be asking too many questions, dear. You know what they say about curiosity and the cat.” The nurse shook her head slightly and touched her finger to her lips in a shushing motion. “Just put on these clothes and go home with that lovely husband of yours. And, if I may suggest something, you need to get help with your drinking problem. Next time you might not be so lucky.”

	Am I getting paranoid? she wondered. That sounded like a threat, too. 

	She put on the unfamiliar bra and panties, pulled on yoga pants and a tee shirt that she didn’t recognize, and used a brush she’d never seen before to tidy her hair. She looked in the mirror. At least I remember myself and Rodney and Jeremy. She shook her head and considered her other weird memories. And I’m sure we’re divorced; I’m positive about that.

	Rodney appeared at the door with a wheelchair. “Hop in, darling. It’s time to go home.”

	“I can walk.”

	“I’m sure you can, but it’s a hospital rule.” 

	She sat in the chair and lifted her feet onto the rests. She heard the nurse say, “Off we go” and felt the familiar prick in her neck.

	.

	
CHAPTER TWO

	NOW DAY 1: Thursday 01/25 AFTERNOON

	“Damn,” she muttered.

	“Are you awake again, darling? We’re almost home.”

	The prick in my neck. What was that? Had he given her a shot of something? Or did the nurse? She forced herself to pay attention.

	Looking out the car window, she tried to concentrate. Where are we? Nothing looks familiar. Home? This can’t be home. Jeremy and I live in the cabin. Whose home does he mean? She closed her eyes. How did we get here? She couldn’t remember leaving the hospital or getting in the car. 

	As if he could read her mind, Rodney said, “Don’t worry about gaps in your memory. The doctor said it could happen any time.” 

	He glanced at her and smiled slightly. “Anytime at all, whenever things need to be controlled, you’ll forget.”

	Was that another threat? What the hell was he doing? 

	They turned into the driveway and pulled to a stop. 

	Jeremy! her mind shouted, but she forced herself to stay quiet. 

	Sarah pushed the door open and stepped out of the car. The world seemed to tilt, and for a moment she thought she would faint. She took a deep breath and felt Rodney take her arm. They moved together across the snowy drive.

	The front door opened, and a boy stepped out. 

	Sarah stopped in mid-stride. “Rodney,” she demanded, “who is that?”

	Rodney looked around at the snow-covered trees and lawn, then frowned. “Who, Sarah?”

	“That boy.” She pointed toward the child on the porch.

	“Jeremy?” Rodney watched her carefully. His lips lifted in a slight smile. “What’s wrong with you? That’s our son. Jeremy.”

	“No, it’s not!” 

	“Of course, it is.” He winked, and Sarah felt her stomach clench. “Don’t tell me you can say you remember a dog and a divorce, but you don’t recognize your own child?”

	“I’m not crazy! You know that’s not Jeremy and you know we’re divorced! What are you trying to pull, Rodney?”

	Rodney didn’t answer. Instead, he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in tight to his side—too tight. 

	Sarah struggled to move away, but the arm became even tighter. 

	“Just calm down, darling. You don’t want to upset Jeremy, do you?” 

	She twisted her body, but his grip was firm. 

	“Get control of yourself, or I’ll have to help you.” He glared down at her, his face frozen in a sneer.

	She recognized that cold tone. It was the voice he always used when he was displeased with something she’d done. Sarah knew he was one step from full-blown, violent anger. She stopped struggling and nodded. His grip loosened.

	“All right then. Say hello to your son and then we can go inside.” 

	Sarah watched the boy walk toward them. There was a strong resemblance, but she was sure he was taller than Jeremy, his eyes were darker, and he moved differently. 

	“Hello, Mother,” he said. 

	Not my son! His voice was wrong, and this kid was older.

	Rodney’s grip tightened again, and Sarah forced herself to croak out a hoarse, “Hello.”

	“Hug your mother, Jeremy. She’s had a rough couple of days.”

	The boy stepped forward and hugged her around the waist. He took her hand and urged her toward the front door. “Are you still sick, Mother? Father has been taking very good care of me, but I missed you.”

	Sarah tried to catch Rodney’s eye, but he kept his gaze on the house. Sarah bit her lip. Her thoughts raced. What kind of game is Rodney playing? Surely, he doesn’t think that I’ll go along with this. Where is Jeremy? 

	She wanted to scream. 

	Rodney approached as the boy released her hand. He put his arm around her again but felt her stiffen, and his grip tightened as he propelled her up the front steps, across the wide porch, and into the living room.

	“Rodney.” Sarah stopped and looked around her. “This is not your house. I’ve never been here before.”

	“That’s enough, Sarah. I don’t care how hard you hit your head. You need to stop talking like that. People will think you’re crazy.”

	She bit down on her lip and tried to stay calm. If she’d learned anything at all while she was married to Rodney, it was that disagreeing with him would only make things worse. 

	“I think I need to lie down.” She attempted a smile. “You’ll need to tell me where my room is.”

	“I’ll take you, Mother.” 

	Rodney released his hold and the child slipped his hand into hers and pulled her toward the stairs. 

	She wanted to pull away, but Rodney was watching closely, and she didn’t want him to give her another of those shots.

	At the top of the stairs a welcoming seating area was arranged. On a slim table, beneath a window, Sarah recognized the family picture taken in Yosemite two years ago. It was the right picture, but Jeremy was different. She was sure of it. She paused and picked up the framed print. The child’s face was too round, and Jeremy had never had that haircut. 

	“That was a lovely vacation, wasn’t it,” the boy said. “I was only four, I think, so I don’t really remember much, but you’ve told me all about it.” 

	Sarah shook her head and put the picture back on the table. Something wasn’t right. Jeremy doesn’t talk like this boy. He never calls me Mother. 

	The boy gestured to a room down the hall to the left. “That is my room, and you and Father have the room at the other end of the hall. Father said you’d like to sleep alone until your head is better. So, you’ll be in the guest room.” 

	He dropped Sarah’s hand, walked ahead, and stopped at an open doorway. He gestured for her to join him. “Here we are, Mother. I hope you have a nice rest.”

	Sarah stepped past him. “Thank you,” she murmured and closed the door behind her gently, resisting the urge to show her frustration by slamming it. 

	She examined the room. It was lovely, but as impersonal as a hotel room. The large bed, centered between elegant nightstands, was covered in a soft beige quilt, a brown cashmere throw folded at its foot. Two slipper chairs, upholstered in brown-and-beige-striped silk, bracketed a round table that held a silver lamp and another picture. She recognized this picture. It was Jeremy on the day they brought him home from the hospital. A perfect picture of a perfect family; she and Rodney looked like the proud parents that they were. 

	Sarah crossed to the windows and pulled back a drape. The property seemed to be surrounded by a dense growth of tall pine trees. A broad lawn swept away from the house, and rolling drifts of snow reached down toward an icy gray river. The long driveway extended toward what must be a street. She couldn’t see another house, at least not from this window. Movement caught her eye and she watched as Rodney exited the front door and crossed to the car. The trunk opened and he removed a suitcase. 

	Rodney looked up and their eyes locked. Neither of them moved. Sarah shivered at the cold, angry glare he was giving her. This was the Rodney she knew. Her hands trembled as she dropped the curtain and stepped back.

	***

	Panic twisted Sarah’s stomach. Her heart raced. Where was Jeremy? Why was Rodney pretending they were still married? Who was that boy? Where were they? The questions came one after another, but there were no answers. Her stomach heaved, and she rushed into the adjoining bathroom and threw up a thick stream of yellow bile. 

	She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had anything to eat. What day is this? I’m so scared. 

	Sarah shivered and leaned her forehead against the vanity mirror, taking deep breaths and trying not to cry. The tears came anyway. 

	“Jeremy, where are you?” she whispered to her reflection.

	 Clinging to the rim of the sink, she stared at herself. What kind of mother loses her son and doesn’t even know how long he’s been gone? 

	Sarah splashed cold water on her face and patted it dry. Pulling open a drawer, she found a brush and some hair ties. She twisted her hair into a ponytail and realized that it was lank and oily and needed to be washed. How long had it been since she’d had a shower? 

	The bedroom door opened. 

	Startled, Sarah jumped and turned to see Rodney posed in the doorway. He was the picture of casual elegance, dressed beautifully, she noted: his khaki slacks had a perfect crease, and his button-down collared shirt had exactly the right amount of starch. The shirtsleeves were carefully rolled, twice. Not a hair on his head was out of place. 

	“Are you feeling calmer now?”

	Sarah nodded. 

	“You must be hungry. Our housekeeper, Mrs. Hendricks, will have dinner ready in about an hour, so I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to snack.” His hard gaze roamed over her body. “You’ve gained weight and it isn’t becoming.” 

	Sarah stared at him. 

	“I’m sure you’d like a cocktail. Why don’t you take a shower and get cleaned up? I’ll bring you a vodka tonic. That is still your drink of choice, right?”

	“Rodney,” Sarah finally managed to say, “I don’t want a drink or dinner. I want to know what is going on. Where is Jeremy?”

	“He’s downstairs playing a video game.” 

	Sarah turned toward the door and then realized he meant that other boy. She turned back; her hands clenched into fists. She struggled to sound calm. “Where is my son, Rodney? What have you done with him?”

	“Our son,” he emphasized the words, “is downstairs waiting for his poor, injured mother to get her act together enough to have a nice family dinner. Take your shower.”

	He turned as precisely as any military man on parade, exited, and without looking back, closed the door behind himself. Sarah lifted her arm to throw the hairbrush at the door and caught herself just in time. She remembered that when they were married and Rodney acted this way, the only thing that worked was to follow his orders without question. Maybe a shower would clear her head.

	***

	Sarah stood under the scalding water. She scrubbed at her skin and shampooed her hair. Everything in the shower stall was scented with roses, a smell she found cloying. She’d always preferred light, lemon-based products. She rinsed again and again.

	Someone had placed clothing on the bed for her. Not her own clothing, but delicate, gauzy undergarments, a silk shirt, silk trousers, and ballet flats, everything in the palest of eggshell tones. Not her style at all. She crossed the room and opened the closet. Empty, entirely empty, not even a hanger in sight. Sarah pulled open a dresser drawer. It, too, was empty. 

	She clutched her towel around her more tightly, strode across the room, and pulled open the door to the hall. 

	The boy stood in the hallway. “I was waiting for you, Mother. Father said to bring you down for dinner.” 

	Sarah gaped at him. He was just a kid. Why in the world did he feel so sinister? 

	“You should put on the clothes Father laid out for you. He won’t like it if we are late for dinner.”

	Sarah retreated. Whatever was going on, she told herself, she’d be better able to confront Rodney if she was wearing more than a towel. She dressed quickly and joined the boy in the hall.

	***

	Silently they entered the dining room together. “Ah, there you are.” Rodney held out a chair and indicated she should sit. Jeremy stood behind the chair directly across from her. Rodney moved to the head of the table. “You look lovely, Sarah. I’ve always thought shades of white were your best color.” He cocked his head and considered her carefully. “Do you like the trousers, darling? They are Chanel and quite slimming on you.”

	“Where are my clothes, Rodney? If this is my house and I live here, why is my closet empty?”

	Rodney chuckled. “Goodness. You really don’t remember, do you?” He rose and walked to the buffet. 

	Sarah watched his reflection in the large mirror. She could see the cruel twist of his lips as he poured two glasses of wine. He picked up one and swirled it lightly, then raised it to the light and admired the rich, garnet color. 

	He caught her eye in the mirror. “I assume,” he picked up both glasses and turned around, “that you don’t remember destroying all your clothing. You must have blacked out again. Your drinking is really out of control, Sarah. We are going to have to teach you some restraint.”

	Sarah started to protest her innocence but then snapped her lips shut. She needed to figure out what was going on. Her marriage to Rodney had been horrific and now, somehow, she was caught in his trap again.

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	BEFORE: 9 Years Ago

	Sarah met Rodney at work during a business breakfast. As a very junior member of the marketing team, Sarah’s job was to take notes, refill coffee cups, and be sure everyone had their choice of bagel, doughnut, or fruit. Her boss didn’t introduce her and no one on the client’s team acknowledged that she was in the room. 

	Like in every other meeting, while listening to her boss’s sales pitch, she’d had plenty of time to assess each member of the client’s team. Instead of concentrating on the conversation, she indulged herself by appraising the clothing and shoes that the other women were wearing. She made notes on items to look for on the racks of the local consignment shops and discount stores next weekend. Sarah knew that her small, five-foot-two-inch stature and cheerleader looks caused many people to overlook her skills and education and to assume she had no career goals. To gain credence at these meetings, she was determined to assemble a professional wardrobe at a bargain price.

	Just yesterday, she’d complained to her best friend, Claire, that she wasn’t being taken seriously at work. Claire, a tall redhead with a no-nonsense, take-charge manner, was a very successful real estate agent, and she had not understood. Sarah wasn’t surprised. She felt certain no one had ever taken Claire anything but seriously. She could wear a gunny sack and she’d still be tall and beautiful. Sarah drew a stick-figure cartoon of Claire wearing a paper bag. She almost smiled but caught herself in time as her boss’s tone penetrated her daydreams. She listened to him introduce Rodney Blake and extol his accomplishments. Glancing up, she noted that this Rodney guy was quite good-looking and seemed to be in charge.

	Sarah made a few desultory notes and then doodled on her notepad. She composed a brief shopping list based on a website she’d read that stated that both men and women in the workforce are more impressed by blue than by any other color: “khaki pencil skirt, navy blazer.” She drew lines through her list and scribbled, “BORING.” As Rodney spoke, she sketched a caricature of him, and added a speech balloon filled with, “Fee! Fi! Foe! Fum!” 

	Her boss called for a break, and Sarah flipped her pad shut and rose to socialize with those pouring second cups of coffee.

	“Hello,” Rodney said as he approached. “I’m Rodney Blake.”

	“Sarah Ross.” She extended her hand politely.

	Rodney took her hand and held it a moment too long, before saying, “I noticed that you’ve been taking notes, and I wondered if you might be willing to share them with my team.”

	Sarah blushed. There was nothing even remotely worthy of sharing on her pad. “I don’t think I can really add anything to the handouts,” she stammered. “I’m mostly here to keep track of any questions that your team asks us and, so far, there haven’t been any.”

	Rodney laughed. “Okay. But then, I have to ask what you’ve been writing?”

	Gary, her boss, appeared next to Rodney. “Sarah’s a doodler.” He laughed. 

	Sarah cringed.

	“She can’t think without a pencil in her hand,” Gary continued. “When she joined the team I thought it meant she wasn’t paying attention, but our psychologist told me some people concentrate by doodling. So, I decided to let it go and,” he placed his hand on Sarah’s shoulder, “she is developing into a really fine, little promotions assistant.”

	Sarah wanted to punch him. She forced herself to smile, excused herself, then walked away and struck up a conversation with one of the women. The meeting resumed and Sarah forced herself to listen without doodling. 

	When the meeting ended, Rodney approached her. He smiled and she noticed how his eyes crinkled at the corners—not really crow’s-feet, but he was older than she’d thought.

	He said softly, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Sarah Ross. Perhaps next time you’ll allow me to see your notes.” 

	Sarah blushed again and remembered the touch of his hand.

	Rodney’s smile deepened. “Don’t worry,” he said, “your secrets are safe with me.”

	Sarah hated her blush, but there was no way to control it. “I have no secrets,” she managed to say.

	Gary clapped Rodney on the shoulder, forcing his attention away from Sarah.

	She made her escape.

	***

	The next morning, Rodney called and asked her to lunch. 

	Sarah considered saying no but her interest was piqued, and he was an attractive, albeit older, man.

	From that day on, he courted her. The fifteen-year difference in their ages melted away as he introduced her to his sophisticated world full of wealthy and powerful people. 

	Claire told her to enjoy the ride but to keep her wits about her. 

	Sarah rolled her eyes at her best friend and declared that she was in love. 

	Claire didn’t believe in “meet cute” or love at first sight and spoke out against both.

	Six months later, when Rodney proposed, on a dive trip in the Bahamas, Sarah accepted without reservation.

	Arriving back home, she’d called Claire. “Guess what?” Sarah bubbled.

	“Is this my old friend, Sarah?” Claire responded. “It’s been so long since I spent any time with her that I’m not sure I’d recognize her voice.”

	“Claire, don’t be like that. I sent you an email just last week.”

	“Two weeks ago, actually, and you ignored my invitation to meet for dinner.”

	“Rodney and I were planning a trip and the time just got away. I’m sorry. You know you’re my best friend.”

	“I like to think I am, but we talk so seldom that I hardly know you anymore.”

	“I miss you, too. But Rodney makes plans for almost every day.” Sarah giggled. “Sometimes we have lunch and dinner together. Please, don’t be mad at me. I have something I want to tell you. Meet me for a drink after work, okay?”

	
CHAPTER FOUR

	NOW DAY 1: Thursday 01/25 EVENING

	Sarah glanced around the dining room, avoiding Rodney’s eyes, looking for something to say in response to his disparaging remarks. She forced herself to stay calm and act like everything was okay.

	Rodney placed a glass of wine in front of her. “Sarah.” His tone turned her name into a command.

	She looked up, met the cold fury in his eyes, and gulped.

	“Welcome home, darling.” He tilted his glass toward her and took a sip.

	 “Jeremy,” Rodney moved his gaze from Sarah to the boy, “tell your mother about school. She’s been gone a few days.”

	“I’ve started a new school.” 

	“Jeremy is only six,” Sarah blurted, staring at the boy.

	The boy looked at Rodney.

	Rodney nodded.

	“Yes, I’m six,” the boy said carefully, “but Father says I’m very bright. I go to a special school in the city that is just for boys like me. My reading skills are above average and I’ve adjusted well.”

	Sarah couldn’t take her eyes off this boy. He sounded so strange, not like a kid at all. He had to be at least a year, maybe two or even three years, older than her son. But that isn’t old enough to tell such detailed lies, is it?

	“Father takes me into the city with him in the morning. After school I attend the sports program, and a driver brings me home at six.”

	“Unless I’m done with work early,” Rodney added. “If I can, I pick Jeremy up at school and we come home together.” His lips twisted in a tight smile as he considered Sarah. “Mrs. Hendricks has agreed to come early and stay late until you feel better, darling. The doctor thinks it would be a good idea for someone to be here all the time. You shouldn't be alone until your memory has returned and we can be sure that there are no lasting effects from your head injury.”

	Sarah’s hand trembled as she reached for her wine glass. She needed to stall before she said the wrong thing. The wine was too sweet and left a strange aftertaste in her mouth. “What is this?” she asked, indicating the wine.

	“Don’t you like it?”

	“It’s rather sweet.”

	“It’s a Maryhill Zinfandel. I think it will be excellent with the lamb chops we are having tonight.” Rodney took another sip. “It doesn’t seem overly sweet to me.”

	Sarah paused, remembering how much Rodney hated to be questioned, how he never tolerated any hint of criticism. She spoke carefully. “It’s fine. And it will be perfect with lamb. Thank you.” She took another sip and set the glass to the side.

	“Do I like lamb chops?” the boy asked Rodney.

	Rodney chuckled. “No,” he answered. “But I believe you are having chicken.”

	“Good.” Jeremy smiled at Rodney. “Thank you.”

	“Your manners have certainly improved,” Sarah commented.

	“I’m getting older now, Mother. And Father likes me to behave at the table.”

	“Don’t worry, Sarah. I’m sure he’s as rough-and-tumble as always when he’s with his friends.” 

	Sarah caught the frown Rodney directed at the boy. What was that all about? Whoever this kid might be, he certainly isn’t my son. 

	The dinner, served by the housekeeper, tasted wonderful. Sarah hadn’t realized how hungry she was. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. “How long was I in the hospital?” she asked.

	“It doesn’t matter. You’re home with me now.”

	Sarah wanted to argue. It did matter. Why was Rodney avoiding all her questions? Instead, she finished her wine and allowed him to pour her a second glass. When dessert was served, Sarah received a slice of papaya instead of the chocolate tower that was placed in front of Rodney and the boy. She felt Rodney watching her reaction. He knew she hated papaya.

	“Eat up, darling. I know you want to lose weight, so I’ve instructed the staff to help you.”

	Sarah laid her fork down and finished her wine. “I’m very tired,” she said, still determined not to argue. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go to bed now.”

	“Certainly.” Rodney rose politely. 

	The boy followed his example and sprang to his feet.

	“I hope you feel better soon, Mother.”

	“Thank you.” She turned her head toward the boy and the room spun. For a second, Sarah was afraid she’d fall. She seized the back of her chair to steady herself.

	Rodney grabbed her arm. “I’ll take you to your room.” 

	Take me? Sarah let go of the chair. “I’m fine.”

	Rodney’s lips twisted into a sneer. He placed his hand on Sarah’s back and moved her to the door. “Say good night to your son.”

	Sarah looked at the boy and managed to say, “Good night.”

	Rodney’s hand tightened as he steered her out of the dining room and marched her up the stairs and down the hall to her bedroom.

	Sarah didn’t protest or try to get away. Her heart pounded in her chest and the walls seemed to undulate. She rubbed her eyes with her free hand.

	“Feeling done in, darling?” Rodney purred. “A good night’s sleep will help.”

	He let go of her arm and Sarah stepped into the bedroom. The bed was turned back and a pure white nightgown lay ready. 

	“Tomorrow,” Rodney said. 

	Was that a threat? “What happens tomorrow?” Sarah asked.

	The door closed and she heard the lock click into place. Rodney didn’t answer.

	 

	
CHAPTER FIVE

	NOW DAY 2: Friday 01/26 MORNING

	Sarah jerked awake. “What the—!” She pushed herself to a sitting position. Her eyes roamed the room. It hadn’t been a bad dream; she was in a strange bedroom. And Jeremy was gone. 

	Sarah grabbed her hair with both hands and pulled on it. “Enough,” she said to the empty room. “I’m not an idiot. That kid is not my son, and whatever Rodney is trying to pull, I’ve had enough of his bullshit.”

	She stood, strode to the window, and pushed back the heavy drapes. The drifts of snow seemed deeper. It must have snowed again last night. One set of tire tracks marked the long driveway. She could see no other sign of life. Sarah shivered and rubbed her arms, lifted one hand, and placed her palm flat against the glass. “I’ll find you, Jeremy,” she vowed. “Try not to be afraid. Mommy’s coming.”

	Crossing the soft carpet, Sarah reached for the doorknob. She remembered the sound of the lock turning and hesitated. Surely, he won’t leave me locked in all day. The knob didn’t turn. Tears filled her eyes and she brushed them away, impatient with herself. 

	Sarah lifted her fist and knocked. She pressed her ear to the door and listened carefully. Somewhere a vacuum hummed. I’ll shower and get dressed and then, if I have to, I’ll go out the window. 

	Sarah washed her face, brushed her teeth, and took a quick shower. She found makeup in the cabinet but put on only moisturizer, lip gloss, and mascara.

	She studied her face in the mirror. The bruise on her forehead had a greenish hue. It must be at least a week old, she thought. I remember leaving work on Friday. I picked up Jeremy at after-school care and I let him choose a frozen dinner when I stopped to buy vodka. She searched her memory. He chose a potpie, the one in the green box. Sarah pulled her wet hair up into a messy ponytail and crossed the room to the closet.

	The large empty space yielded one pair of soft gray woolen slacks and a white cashmere sweater. “One outfit at a time, I guess,” she said. The dresser drawer held one pair of light gray socks, one bra, and one pair of panties. “What game is he playing?” she asked her reflection.

	Sarah dressed in the clothing and searched for shoes. She found only a pair of soft white cloth slippers, neatly placed by her bed. She slipped her feet into them and approached the door again. Pressing her ear to the wood, she heard nothing, raised her hand to knock, and then dropped it to the knob. The knob turned easily. 

	If Rodney put the clothes in my room, he must have snuck in while I was in the shower! A shiver ran up her spine. Or, last night while I slept! Either way, this is creepy
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