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			They called themselves “the lucky ones”

			They were seven children either orphaned or abandoned by their parents and chosen by legendary philanthropist and brain surgeon Dr. Vincent Capello to live in The Dragon, his almost magical beach house on the Oregon Coast. Allison was the youngest of the lucky ones living an idyllic life with her newfound family...until the night she almost died, and was then whisked away from the house and her adopted family forever.

			Now, thirteen years later, Allison receives a letter from Roland, Dr. Capello’s eldest son, warning her that their father is ill and in his final days. Allison knows she must go home again and confront the ghosts of her past. She’s determined to find out what really happened that fateful night—was it an accident, or, as she’s always suspected, did one of her beloved family members try to kill her?

			But digging into the past can reveal horrific truths, and when Allison pieces together the story of her life, she learns the terrible secret at the heart of the family she once loved but never really knew.
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			To Andrew Shaffer and Jenn LeBlanc...we’ll always have Cannon Beach.

		

	
		
			Praise for The Night Mark

			“You will find yourself falling in love with every character... [Y]ou’ll wait with bated breath just to see in which direction the author will turn; and at the end you’ll find yourself not being able to go a minute without thinking of the journey and glorious storytelling of Tiffany Reisz.” 

			—RT Book Reviews, Top Pick

			“This time-travel romance is swoon-worthy and lovely. Reisz is a powerful writer who hits all the high romance you can ask for, while creating a fascinating yet believable plot that makes us believe that love can conquer all, even time and death.” 

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“The perfect summer read for historical romance fans.” 

			—Barnes & Noble Reads

			“If you love romantic time travel and stories about eternal, never-quieting love, then you must absolutely pick up The Night Mark.” 

			—LitStack

			“An aching meditation on grief and loss... It’s chock-full of symbolism and, most importantly, hope.” 

			—Heroes and Heartbreakers

			Praise for The Bourbon Thief

			“A dark, twisty tale of love, lust, betrayal, and murder...this novel is not one to be missed.” 

			—Bustle

			“[Reisz’s] prose is quite beautiful, and she can weave a wonderful tight story.” 

			—New York Times and USA TODAY bestselling author Jennifer Probst

			“The Bourbon Thief isn’t just good, it’s exceptional. The story captured my imagination; the characters captured my heart.” 

			—Literati Literature Lovers

			“Reisz fills the narrative with rich historic details; memorable, if vile, characters; and enough surprises to keep the plot moving and readers hooked until the final drop of bourbon is spilled.”

			—Booklist 

			“Beautifully written and delightfully insane... Reisz vividly captures the American South with a brutal honesty that only enhances the dark material.” 

			—RT Book Reviews, Top Pick

			“Impossible to stop reading.” 

			—Heroes and Heartbreakers
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			“...the companions of our childhood always possess a certain power over our minds which hardly any later friend can obtain.”

			—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Louisville, Kentucky, 2015

			All Allison wanted was for this conversation to be over. That and she hoped the heavy gray clouds would part and the sun would appear. It could go either way today—sun or rain. She stood at the kitchen window, peeling old white paint off the sill as she waited for the Kentucky sky to make up its mind. Meanwhile, sitting behind her at the table, her lover, Cooper McQueen, gently ruined her life.

			Then, a small mercy—the clouds split wide open. The sun shone bright enough to momentarily blind her. She exhaled in her relief. Allison had always loved the rain. She could forgive McQueen for leaving. She would never forgive him if he’d ruined the rain for her.

			“She’s pregnant,” McQueen said. “She’s due in April.”

			“You’re happy about it,” Allison said, working another strip of paint off the edge of the frame. She felt a silly sort of triumph when it came off in one long white ribbon.

			“Cricket,” he said softly, apologetically. “Look at me.”

			Allison wanted to walk out right then, walk out and never look back. She should have, she knew. Instead, she turned around and faced him. He’d just ended it and here she was, still obeying his every command.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“It’s all right, McQueen,” she said, shrugging. “We knew this would happen eventually. Not you getting some strange woman you picked up in a bar pregnant, I mean. But...”

			“But...” He sat back in the chair.

			“You are happy about it, though, aren’t you?” she asked. “You can be honest with me. I’d appreciate it.”

			She was lying. She was lying through her teeth. She didn’t want him to be honest with her. She wanted him to lie to her, lie as hard as she was lying to him. She wanted him to tell her he wasn’t happy about it at all, that he didn’t want to end it, that his hand had been forced, that if given the choice he’d throw caution to the wind and marry Allison tomorrow, even if it did cause a scandal, even if it meant his kids might never speak to him again...

			“Yes,” he said. “I’m happy about it.”

			“I’m happy for you, too, then.”

			Another lie.

			Allison had sensed that morning that today was going to be the day. Instead of calling her to let her know when he’d drop by—for sex, of course, there was no other reason he ever called her—he’d called instead to tell her he had some mail of hers he was bringing over and a pair of earrings he’d found in his bathroom drawer.

			“She has her own money. She’s thirty-seven. A little bit more age-appropriate than you,” he said. A joke. He was trying to make her laugh and, damn him, it worked. But it was a very small laugh. Her lover—or, she supposed, ex-lover—was Cooper McQueen, who was very possibly a billionaire if one got creative enough with the accounting. He was also forty-five to her twenty-five. She’d been his mistress for six years, although she’d known him for seven. The worst part of it all was what a cliché the whole tawdry thing was. At eighteen she’d gotten a job working for McQueen as his daughter Emmy’s weekend babysitter.

			“Congratulations,” Allison said. He was trying to spare her pain by not admitting how thrilled he was to have child number three on the way. He and his wife had divorced after two kids, and he’d confessed to her a long time ago that he always felt someone was missing from the family. Not her. She wasn’t family. She was an employee.

			“It’s going to be an adventure,” he said, his voice neutral.

			Going to be... He was already seeing the future with this child, with this woman. There was no talking him out of ending things. It was already done and over. Now if she could only get through the rest of this conversation without falling apart. She’d gone six years as the secret mistress of a very wealthy man without falling apart once in his presence. She hated to ruin her streak.

			“Does she know about me?” Allison asked. An important question.

			“I told her,” McQueen said. “After she told me.”

			“She asked you to get rid of me, didn’t she?”

			“No, in fact. She said I could be in the baby’s life if I wanted to keep you, but I couldn’t be in hers if you were still in the picture. For the kid’s sake, I thought we should try to make it work.”

			“You should, yes,” Allison said. Even she couldn’t deny he was doing the right thing—finally.

			“She told me to tell you she was very sorry,” McQueen said. “And she means it. She didn’t know about you. This isn’t personal.”

			“No, of course it isn’t,” Allison said. “What’s her name?”

			McQueen paused before answering as if weighing Allison’s motives in asking. “Paris. Paris Shelby.”

			“Tell Ms. Shelby I appreciate that. And I understand.” Allison paused. “Must be special. You kept me through three girlfriends.”

			“I’m crazy about her,” McQueen finally admitted. It was a knife in her heart. A small knife, but serrated. It did damage.

			“And you’re sane about me,” she said.

			McQueen sighed heavily, too wise to retort. He was a handsome man—tan, tall and lean with a twentysomething’s libido. But there was no denying he had crow’s-feet around his eyes, hair more salt than pepper and, on those rare occasions when they were together in public, people always gave them that “daughter or girlfriend?” look. She wouldn’t miss that. She needed to think of other things she wouldn’t miss, but she kept coming up empty-handed.

			“Your rent’s paid through the end of the year,” McQueen said. He removed an envelope from the box and showed her the receipt inside. “I would have given you the place, but I don’t own the building. And if you want all the furniture, it’s yours. Anything you don’t want to keep, you can sell.” A surge of relief flooded through her body. She wasn’t married to the place, but she liked having a roof over her head. And it was a very nice apartment—a corner unit on the second floor of a Colonial Revival mansion in historic Old Louisville. McQueen had it furnished with an antique sofa and chairs, plush rugs on the polished wood floors and a luxurious king-size bed. Furnished for him, of course, not her. But she was relieved he wasn’t kicking her out. She had nowhere else to go.

			“I appreciate the grace period,” she said.

			“If you need more time, please ask for it.” He smiled and took out a smaller envelope. “And I’ve written you a letter of recommendation.”

			Now that did make her laugh, loud and hard.

			“Recommending me for what?” Allison asked. “Is there an employment agency for rich men looking for mistresses?”

			He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “You weren’t my mistress. It’s so...”

			“True?”

			“Melodramatic. This was always a friendly business arrangement.”

			“I see. So you’re not dumping me, then. You’re firing me.”

			Allison turned away from him, back to the window and the peeling paint. Outside a knot of college students, a couple of them in red University of Louisville T-shirts, walked past the house, sweating in the sun. One girl linked arms with her boyfriend. Two other guys lightly punched each other’s arms over a joke. They must have been at most four years younger than her, if that. And yet they looked like children. Happy children. Beautiful, happy children. All children should be that happy.

			“I’ll send someone to repaint,” McQueen said. “I want to make sure you get the security deposit back.”

			“I can paint it myself.”

			“I’ll send someone.”

			“It’s my responsibility now, right?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“And I’m not,” she said.

			“Not what?” he asked.

			“Your responsibility. Not anymore.”

			“That’s going to take some getting used to,” he said.

			She turned back around and dug her hands deep into her jeans pockets. He never liked her to wear jeans. Or slacks or sweatpants. Skirts and dresses were his preference—or the lingerie that he bought her. One tiny rebellion, wearing jeans today. And yet she’d topped her outfit with his favorite blouse of hers—the sweet white eyelet lace top that made her look like a pretty hippie lost in time—and worn her hair down and loosely curled the way he loved.

			“Get used to it,” she said. “I already am.”

			McQueen ignored that and reached into the box again. He pulled out a canvas bag with something inside it the size and density of a brick.

			“What’s that?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at the bag.

			“Fifty thousand dollars. Cash.”

			Allison’s eyes widened.

			“It’ll tide you over until you can get a job,” he said. “Or help you through grad school. I know you so I’m giving you an order—do not blow it all on books or give it all away to total strangers with sob stories.”

			She ignored that last part. If he was giving her money, she’d do whatever she damned well pleased with it. She’d buy a whole damn bookstore to spite him if she wanted.

			“Fifty thousand dollars,” she said. “You must feel really guilty, McQueen.”

			“I do feel guilty,” he said with pride. “I paid you not to work after you graduated so I could have you when I wanted you. Three years is a big gap on your résumé.”

			“I’ll tell them I was working for you as a professional kept woman. The name of Cooper McQueen goes far in this state.”

			“I would prefer you give them the letter of recommendation instead. It says you’re a very good personal assistant.”

			“Emphasis on the ‘personal’?” She picked up the bag, weighing it in her hand. “I thought it would be bigger.”

			McQueen raised his eyebrow. “Not a sentence I hear often.”

			She glared at him, tight-lipped, not amused.

			“Five hundred Ben Franklins don’t take up a lot of space,” he said. “Don’t believe everything you see in movies. Even one million won’t fill a briefcase, unless it’s all in ones.”

			“And you’re giving it to me out of the goodness of your heart?” she asked.

			“I am. You should know, my lawyer tried to tell me I should get you to sign an NDA before I gave you the money. I told him to shove it.”

			“An NDA? He wanted me to sign a nondisclosure agreement for sleeping with you?”

			“I pay the man to protect me,” McQueen said. “My daughter’s ex-babysitter talking to the press about how I slept with her at the tender age of nineteen might hurt me a little. You know I want to run for governor one of these days. But I’m not making you sign anything. I trust you. I have always trusted you. The money is yours free and clear. I want you to take it. You’re only hurting yourself if you don’t.”

			“I shouldn’t accept it,” she said. “It’ll let you off the hook too easily.”

			He smiled at that. He knew his own faults, which was one of his few virtues.

			“But I’m going to take it,” she said.

			“You earned it.”

			“I did,” she said. “But not because I put up with you the past six years. I earned this much just for putting up with this conversation.”

			He lowered his head and exhaled loudly.

			“You don’t make it easy on a man,” he said. “You could say thank you. Most girlfriends don’t get severance pay after a breakup.”

			“I’m not your girlfriend, remember?” She put the money into the box. She saw her earrings. She saw the rent receipt. She saw the letter. She saw two thick envelopes.

			“What are those?”

			“One’s your mail. The other’s...they’re the pictures.”

			“Our pictures?” she asked.

			He slowly nodded. “You have any idea how much it hurt giving those pictures up?”

			“How much?”

			“A lot. I came this close to keeping them.” He held up his fingers a hairbreadth apart.

			“They’re pornographic,” she said, glaring at him.

			“They’re beautiful. And you’re beautiful in them. And I don’t look too bad myself.”

			“What about running for governor someday?” she asked.

			“That’s the only reason I gave them back to you,” he said.

			“You seem sadder about losing them than losing me.”

			“Cricket, please...”

			“Don’t call me that anymore,” she said, closing her eyes. “I did everything you asked me to do—in bed and out. Everything. I never asked for anything from you. I never complained. I never...” She never made a scene. She never cried in front of him. She did all his favorite tricks.

			“We had six good years,” he said.

			“Good for you. I was nineteen. Do you feel bad about that at all?”

			“Let me ask you this,” he said. “Do you?”

			“You want me to absolve you.”

			“I want you to be honest with me,” he said. “Did I take advantage of you? If I did, then tell me. Or did you want it as much as I did?”

			“I was nineteen,” she said again.

			“You weren’t drafted into the army. You had sex with an older man who paid your rent and your bills and gave you diamonds for Christmas. You knew what the deal was when I offered it to you. I’ve told my fair share of lies to my fair share of women,” he said. “But I never lied to you about us. Did I?”

			Allison would have argued except it was true. Of course he never lied to her. Lovers lied to protect the loved one. No love to protect meant no need for lies.

			“No, you never lied to me.”

			McQueen met her eyes for a split second before glancing away, a guilty look on his face.

			“So this is it?” she asked. “The end?”

			“I’d like to have sex with you before I leave,” he said.

			Allison stared at him, incredulous.

			“Yes, and I’d like to marry a knight-errant and raise rare-breed cats with him in our castle by the sea,” she said.

			“I’m taking that as a ‘no’ to breakup sex,” he said.

			“Safe to say that’s a ‘no.’ We had sex yesterday,” she said. “Twice.”

			“That wasn’t breakup sex,” he said. “And don’t give me that look. This is your own fault.” McQueen pointed at her, shook his finger.

			“My fault? My fault?” Allison was laughing in utter amazement at the sheer gall of the man.

			“Your fault. You’ve been trying for years to make me a better man,” he said. “Give more money to the poor. Be nicer to my employees. Don’t date girls my daughter’s age. Well, maybe your guilt trips finally started to sink in a little. I don’t call you Jiminy Cricket because you wear a top hat and tails.”

			“You are unbelievable,” she said.

			“Allison,” he said, “I am sorry about this. I truly am.”

			He held out his hand to shake.

			“Six years of my life,” she said, “and it’s going to end in a handshake.”

			“You already said no to breakup sex,” he said.

			Another hard truth. So she took his hand. As soon as her hand slipped into his he pulled her gently to him and held her close.

			“You bastard,” she said even as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

			“Thank you for always being there for me, Allison. You are smart and lovely and kind—when you aren’t furious at me—and I’ll miss you.”

			“I hope you and your new lady and the baby are very happy together,” she said.

			“I hope so, too.”

			A knot formed in her throat. A vise clamped down onto her chest. One tear escaped her eye before she could capture it, lock it up and throw away the key.

			“You know what the stupid thing is,” Allison said, speaking to stave off the building panic. “I don’t even like you very much.”

			McQueen chuckled. She felt his chest rumble against hers. She’d miss that, too.

			“I mean it,” she said. “You’re arrogant and entitled and you do whatever you want, consequences be damned, and you’re...you’re...”

			“Rich,” he said. “That’s the word you’re looking for.”

			“That’s it,” she said.

			“If you don’t like me, why are you so upset?” he said, his tone teasing, and any other day they’d be in bed together already.

			“Because I’m going to miss not liking you.”

			He pulled her a little closer, a little tighter. He kissed her cheek, her forehead and then, at last, let her go. She hated herself for letting him be the one to let go first. Once he was gone, she would be alone, completely alone. No family. No friends. A woman on call day and night for a powerful man didn’t get to make friends. She hated him and never wanted to see him again. She loved him and never wanted him to leave her. But she didn’t cling to him when he pulled away, and she counted that a victory.

			“If it makes you feel any better,” McQueen said, his hands still on her face, “this wasn’t an easy decision.”

			“Weird,” Allison said. “It doesn’t make me feel any better.”

			McQueen raised his hands in defeat. “I’ll go.”

			She swallowed again. “Bye.”

			“Don’t forget there’s some mail for you in the box.”

			“Anything important?” She never got mail at McQueen’s address.

			“It’s a package from Oregon. No idea why it came to my house.”

			“Oregon?”

			She glanced in the box at the padded envelope. Sure enough, it was postmarked Clark Beach, Oregon. And the name on the return address read Roland Capello.

			Allison gasped, then clapped a hand over her mouth in shock.

			“Allison?” McQueen had been retreating during the conversation but now he rushed to her. “Honey, what’s wrong? You look like you’re about to faint.”

			“It’s from my brother,” she breathed. “This is from my brother.”

			McQueen stared at her like she’d grown a second head in the past three seconds.

			“Your brother?” he repeated. “I’ve known you seven years. You never told me you had a brother.”

			Allison looked at him with tears in her eyes.

			“That’s because...I don’t.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			McQueen sat her in a chair and poured her a tumbler of bourbon, which Allison nearly dropped. She’d almost fainted. Truly fainted. She wasn’t a fainter. She’d never been a fainter. But seeing that name on that envelope had nearly sent her falling to the floor. If McQueen hadn’t been there she might have passed out cold.

			“Drink,” he ordered, and she took a sip. It hit the back of her throat and set fire to her brain.

			“Whew. That’s strong.” Too strong, but it stopped her hands from shaking.

			“That’s panic-attack bourbon,” he said. “Hundred-ten proof. Feel better?”

			“I feel like I’m going to faint but now it’s for a totally different reason.”

			“We’ll take that as an improvement.” Gently he removed the glass tumbler from her hand and set it on the side table. “Now, tell me what’s going on?”

			“Why?” She met his eyes with confusion.

			“Why? Because I say, ‘Hey, you have a package from Oregon,’ and then you nearly faint on me?”

			“I’m not your responsibility anymore, remember? We had that talk.”

			“Soon as I walk out that door,” he said, pointing at the white door with the white knob, “it’s over. Not until then.”

			“It’s no big deal. Don’t worry about it.”

			“Who’s Roland Capello? Don’t say he’s your brother. I know he isn’t.”

			Allison didn’t want to tell him the whole sordid story, but she didn’t want to fight with him about it, either. McQueen had a strong personality and an even stronger will. Better to tell him and get it over with.

			“He was my brother,” she said. “Once. A long time ago.”

			“How was someone once your brother? Stepbrother?”

			“Adopted,” she said. “Me, I mean. Sort of. It’s complicated.”

			“Here. Drink more. You’ll feel less complicated in no time.”

			He pressed the glass into her hand and she took another sip. Rough stuff but the buzzing in her head distracted her from the wild beating of her heart.

			“You told me your mom died when you were seven, right?” McQueen said. “Car accident?”

			“Drunk driving,” Allison said. “She was the driver. I didn’t know that until I was a lot older. I guess people didn’t want me blaming her for dying. I didn’t have any relatives around. Mom had moved us from Indiana to Oregon for a boyfriend but they split up. When she was gone, they stuck me in foster care. I was in one of those group homes with a bunch of girls. They were older and mean, and I was tiny and scared all the time. Then one day this man showed up in a big black car and took me home with him. Dr. Capello. He’s a very famous philanthropist and neurosurgeon.”

			“Never heard of him.”

			“Well, he’s famous in Oregon the way you’re famous in Kentucky.”

			“So, pretty damn famous, then,” McQueen said. Allison ignored that.

			“Dr. Capello inherited a fortune from his parents and I think he had his own money, too.”

			“I never met a broke neurosurgeon.”

			“He was known for helping needy kids. I think in the beginning he did pro bono surgeries and that sort of thing. But at some point he became a foster parent. He took in a bunch of kids.”

			“An Angelina?”

			Allison smiled. “Yeah, an old, male Angelina.”

			“How old?”

			“Very old. Fifty, I think.”

			McQueen, age forty-five, gave her a dirty look.

			“I was one of the kids he took in,” she said. “Lucky me.”

			“And Roland?”

			“Him, too. Except Dr. Capello adopted him,” Allison said. “I haven’t heard from him since I left The Dragon. That’s why I was so surprised.”

			“The what?”

			Allison smiled behind her glass of bourbon. “The Dragon—that’s what the house was called. You know how beach houses have funny names? Sandy Soles and Blue Heaven or whatever? Dr. Capello said we lived at the edge of the world and on old maps that’s where ‘there be dragons.’ And the house was big and green with shingles like scales. It kind of looked like a dragon when you saw it from a certain angle.”

			McQueen nodded his understanding. “So you lived there with a bunch of other foster kids. Was it as bad as I’m imagining?”

			“It was paradise,” she said. “Xanadu.”

			“Xanadu?” McQueen repeated. “Like the movie?”

			“Like the poem,” she said. “‘In Xanadu did Kubla Khan / A stately pleasure-dome decree...’ I used to have it all memorized. Anyway, it was lovely there.”

			She couldn’t sit still anymore so she put her glass on the table and stood up. She went to the bookshelves that lined the walls and started searching for a book, not because she wanted to read it, but to find something she’d slipped inside it long ago.

			“You know that’s crazy, right?” he said.

			“What? Didn’t everyone live in a magical beach house with a famous doctor as a kid?”

			“Cricket.” McQueen hated sarcasm as much as he hated when she wore jeans.

			“I know it sounds nuts,” she said. “I do, but it seemed normal at the time. I was seven, though. I still thought Santa Claus was real. Of all the kids, Roland was the one I was closest to. He was older. He was nice. I just... I never thought I’d hear from him again. That’s all.”

			McQueen leaned back in his armchair and steepled his fingers. He did this when he was thinking. She had a feeling he was thinking, That’s not all.

			“What aren’t you telling me?” he asked.

			“That I want you out of my apartment right now,” she said casually, without malice and without much truth, either. She ignored him as best as she could as she studied her shelves.

			“About your brother. Usually when nice people send me mail, I don’t almost lose my lunch.”

			“I’m done talking about this with you.”

			“I’m not done listening.”

			“Well, there’s nothing more to tell.”

			“We’ve been sleeping together for six years, Allison. I know when you’re faking it with me. You’re faking right now. You went white as a sheet when you saw his name on that envelope. That’s not like you. You are not a drama queen. You don’t overreact. When we were mugged in Milan, I was the one who puked afterward, not you. There is something you’re not telling me, and I’m not leaving until I know what it is.”

			“You’re being nosy.”

			“I care,” he said.

			“You have an interesting way of showing it,” she said. She’d found her book at last, but didn’t open it.

			McQueen sighed. He beckoned to her and she walked to him, sitting in front of him on top of the coffee table between his knees. He leaned forward and took the book from her hand and put it aside. He raised her hand to his lips, kissed her knuckles, before turning her hand over. He caressed her palm with his fingertips, a sensual touch but also comforting.

			“Did something bad happen to you in that house?” he asked, meeting her eyes. If she’d thought for one single second that McQueen was prying out of curiosity or nosiness or because he felt entitled to her secrets, she would never have answered. But the man who’d asked that question wasn’t McQueen the rich jerk who was dumping her, but McQueen the scared father who’d burn the world down if anyone hurt his children.

			“Dr. Capello didn’t molest me if that’s what you’re asking.”

			McQueen took a heavy breath, relieved on her behalf.

			“That’s what I’m asking,” he said. “So nobody hurt you, then?”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“Tell me what happened.”

			“It’s not—”

			“Tell me what happened and I’ll leave.”

			“You promise?”

			He carved an invisible X on his heart with his finger. “Once I know you’re okay, I’ll go.”

			Allison hadn’t thought about her old life with Dr. Capello and his kids in a long time. She tried not to think about them, she certainly never talked about them and she never ever invited memories into her mind. They came sometimes, however, uninvited, creeping like ants through a crack in the wall.

			“You wouldn’t be this freaked out if it was really that good there,” McQueen said.

			“I’m not freaked out,” she said, maybe a lie, maybe not. She was just...surprised, that’s all. “You’d be shaky, too, if your brother contacted you out of the blue after thirteen years.”

			“True. Because I don’t have a brother, even an almost-brother. You do.”

			Allison released his hand and picked up the book she’d found, an old copy of Shaw’s Pygmalion, the pages highlighter-yellow from her days as an English major in college.

			“Allison?”

			She gave in.

			“The last summer I was there, someone in the house maybe possibly pushed me down the stairs.”

			“What?” McQueen said, eyes wide with fury.

			Allison shrugged, said nothing.

			“An accident?” McQueen asked.

			“So I was told.”

			“But you don’t think it was an accident?”

			Allison held the book to her chest.

			“My great-aunt was seventy when my mom died. She was living in southern Indiana. That’s why I went to live with Dr. Capello instead of her. But I still called her once a week to check in. The day of my fall—or whatever it was—someone apparently called her, pretended to be me and told her that there was a killer in the house and I needed her to come get me.”

			McQueen started to speak.

			“Before you ask,” Allison said, “I don’t know who it was who called or who pushed me—if someone did push me. When I fell, I hit my head so hard I don’t even remember falling. I don’t remember waking up in the hospital. I don’t remember much of anything from around that time. What I do remember is that I was living at The Dragon, happiest kid on earth, and then I was in Indiana later that summer, living with my aunt in her tiny apartment.”

			“That must have been a hard hit,” McQueen said. “What did the police say?”

			“There wasn’t even an investigation,” she said. “There was no evidence other than the phone call, and everyone chalked that up to my aunt being old and hard of hearing, maybe even confused. Everyone but me. That woman could hear a pin drop and she had all her faculties intact to the day she died.”

			“No witnesses?” McQueen asked. Allison ignored the urge to roll her eyes. He was talking like a cop.

			“Nobody came forward that I know of.”

			“Kids can be really violent,” McQueen said.

			“Not these kids,” Allison said.

			“Then who did it? Someone did something or you never would have had to leave.”

			“I’m telling you what my aunt told me when I started asking her why I was with her and not with the Capellos anymore. Apparently Dr. Capello was the one who found me at the foot of the steps bleeding from the ear. He said he was too panicked to do anything but scream for someone to call 911. If it had been an accident I’d like to think whoever it was would have admitted to it. But nobody ’fessed up. Not even when my aunt flew out to pick me up and take me home with her. When I went to live with her, she wouldn’t let me contact the Capellos. She thought... She didn’t know what to think. And the Capellos never contacted me, either, after that. Probably because my aunt told them not to. Thirteen years of radio silence. Until today.” She glanced over at the table where the package from Roland still sat, unopened.

			“So you never called? Never visited?” McQueen asked.

			“I wanted to when I was a kid and then a few years passed and the whole thing kind of felt like a good dream with a nightmare ending. When I was old enough to go back on my own, I just...didn’t. If they’d sent me even one birthday card, I might have. But they didn’t.”

			“I can’t believe you never told me any of this,” he said, shaking his head.

			“You never asked. You never wanted to know, did you? Then you’d have to think of me as a real person,” she said. McQueen had the decency to look ashamed of himself.

			“You still could have told me.”

			“You still could have asked,” she said. “Anyway, doesn’t matter. Ancient history. I’m over it all.”

			“Except you aren’t,” he said. “Except you see the name Roland Capello on that envelope and you turn white as a ghost. You take a book off the shelf and hold it so tight for some reason your hands shake.” He took the book from her hands. “Except you...” He flipped through the book and found a page marked by a photograph, which he pulled out. “Except you keep a picture of your old family pressed in the pages of that book.”

			Allison swallowed. “Except all that,” she said.

			McQueen was staring at the photograph he’d taken out of her book. Allison didn’t look at it. She didn’t have to. She saw it in her mind’s eye. There were three kids in the picture—all three in red hoodies. One boy with dark blond hair that fell past his ears, one girl with hair so red it was almost orange and one boy with black hair straight as an arrow. They all held sparklers in their hands and in the background of the photo was the ocean, vast and gray.

			“Roland?” McQueen asked, pointing to the one with black hair.

			“That’s Deacon. Roland’s the dirty blond,” Allison said. “The girl’s Thora. Dr. Capello gave us those red sweatshirts. He said it made it easier for him to find us on the beach when there were big crowds.”

			“Sweatshirts on the beach?”

			“It was Oregon,” she said.

			“And where are you in this picture?” McQueen asked.

			Allison pointed to the left side of the photograph that had been torn away.

			“There,” she said. “I don’t know who has the other section. I found this in my suitcase when I unpacked at my aunt’s.”

			“So there were four of you?”

			“No, there were others,” she said. “But they were fosters, like me. There was an older girl named Kendra. And a boy about my age or a little older named Oliver. A few others but they didn’t stay long. Roland, Thora and Deacon were the three kids Dr. Capello adopted.”

			“Did he want to adopt you?”

			“I think so,” Allison said. “But he didn’t.”

			Allison took the photograph out of McQueen’s hand, slipped it back in the pages of the book, walked over and put the book back on the shelf.

			“There, I told you everything. Now you can go.”

			“Not until you open the package.”

			“Why do you care?”

			“What if this Roland guy is writing to confess to the crime?”

			“Roland was sixteen by then, almost seventeen. He had a summer job in another town. He wouldn’t have been home at the time. Trust me, I thought about this a lot after I left them.”

			“So you aren’t over it.”

			“I was twelve living with an elderly woman in a retirement community. Not like I had much else to do.”

			“Then maybe Roland knows something and is finally coming clean.” McQueen stood up and followed her to the kitchen.

			“Maybe he is,” Allison said.

			“Open it.”

			“I will.” Allison turned to face him. “Soon as you’re gone.”

			“Cricket...” He put his hands on her hips.

			Allison touched his face, his five-o’clock shadow that always came in about an hour early every day.

			“Goodbye, McQueen,” she said, taking his hands by the wrists and removing them from her body.

			His shoulders slumped in defeat before he straightened up again and picked up his keys off the table and shoved them in his pocket.

			“All right,” he said. “You win. But do me a favor, okay?” He went to the door. “Keep in touch.”

			Allison opened the door for him and he started to walk out. Then stopped. Then turned back. She knew it was coming and she knew she could stop it. She didn’t.

			He took her face in his hands and kissed her lips, a long lingering kiss, a kiss she returned. The kiss was a bad idea, a terrible idea, but at least it gave her the chance to pull away first.

			“I always knew I’d regret getting involved with you,” Allison said.

			“Then why did you do it?” he asked.

			“Because I knew I’d regret not getting involved with you even more.”

			He laughed and that was a shame because McQueen had a good laugh. Too good. He kissed her again.

			“One more time,” he said against her lips. “Maybe that’ll make you feel better.”

			Allison let him take her into the bedroom.

			She didn’t want it, but she needed it.

			Anything was better than being alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Last times were no time for anything fancy. McQueen stripped her naked, put her on her back in the bed and kissed every inch of her like he was kissing every inch goodbye. Allison sighed with pleasure when he entered her. It was either sigh or cry and she refused to give in to her tears again. McQueen kissed her neck and said into her ear, “And to think I always thought I was the first rich son of a bitch to take you in from the cold.”

			“Oh, you were,” she said, almost smiling. “Dr. Capello wasn’t a son of a bitch.”

			Dr. Capello was, in fact, an angel. At least, that’s how she’d once thought of him. Until age seven, Allison had lived in a little town called Red, where even the trees in spring were a dull shade of brown. High desert, they called it, past the Cascades, which might as well have been a sky-high wall for how well they trapped the rain on the other side of the mountains. Although Allison’s teachers had said they lived an hour’s drive away from mossy green forests and three hours from the ocean, she had never believed them. The whole world was high desert to her until that day the man with the brown beard came to the house where they’d taken her because she had nowhere else to go.

			Allison lived in the single-story house with siding the color of desert sand, and shared a room with three other girls, all of them older. Older and terrifying. All three of them resented the intrusion of a “little girl” into their tween kingdom. It was 1997 and she had no idea who those boys were in the posters on the wall and not knowing who the Backstreet Boys were was apparently enough of a crime to render Allison unworthy of friendship or even basic kindnesses from anyone but Miss Whitney.

			She’d gone to find Miss Whitney that day, because one of the girls—Melissa, the biggest one who called all the shots—had slapped Allison for daring to sit in the wrong chair. Allison had taken her tearstained red face to Miss Whitney’s tiny office in the hopes of being allowed to hide there and read all day. Miss Whitney had let her do that a time or two. Apparently Allison was “adjusting poorly” and suffering from “profound stress,” and she needed a “more nurturing environment.” Allison wasn’t sure what all that meant, but she’d heard Miss Whitney saying that on the phone to someone the day before. What Allison really wanted was her mother back, but Miss Whitney had reminded her—kindly and more than once—that her mother was never coming back. They’d been trying to find her long-gone father instead, or another relative for her to live with. No luck yet, except an aunt deemed too old to handle a seven-year-old girl.

			The first time she’d seen the man with the beard he’d been hugging Miss Whitney in her office. Allison stood in the doorway and stared at the man who was tall and dressed in what looked to her like blue pajamas. He patted Miss Whitney’s back very hard as he hugged her, which made Miss Whitney laugh and wince, wince and laugh.

			“My God,” the bearded man said as he pulled back from the hug. He’d seen her lurking in the doorway. “Is this her?” He turned to Miss Whitney, his brown eyes wide.

			“That’s her. That’s our Allison.”

			Immediately, he squatted on the floor to meet Allison eye to eye.

			Allison took a step back, afraid she’d broken a rule.

			“It’s all right,” the man said, and his beard split apart in a big smile that showed a row of bright white teeth. “Don’t be scared.”

			“I’m not scared,” Allison said. “Are you?”

			He grinned at that. “Surprised. You look a little like another girl I used to know.”

			“I thought the same thing when I saw her,” Miss Whitney said. “Cousins at least. Should I not have called?”

			“No, no...” the bearded man said. “It’s fine.”

			“Why are you wearing pajamas?” Allison asked the bearded man. She knew they were pajamas because the pants had a drawstring on them like her pajamas. Zipper meant outdoor pants. No zipper meant indoor pants. That’s how her mother had explained it.

			The bearded man laughed and it was a nice laugh and he had nice eyes. Nice, not like pretty, but nice like kind.

			“These are called scrubs,” he said. “They’re not pajamas. Doctors wear them.”

			“Are you a doctor?” Allison asked.

			“I am.”

			“Is somebody sick?”

			“You tell me,” the bearded man said. “You don’t look too good.”

			“I got hit.”

			“Hit?” the bearded man said, and looked up at Miss Whitney.

			“Melissa?” Miss Whitney asked.

			Tears welled up in Allison’s eyes again and she nodded.

			“I’ll be back,” Miss Whitney said with a put-upon groan.

			“You go jerk a knot in Melissa’s tail,” the bearded man said. “I’ll get Allison here back in working order.”

			He stood up straight and Miss Whitney patted him on the arm as she left the office. They were alone together now, Allison and the bearded man.

			“Does it hurt?” he asked, his hand on his chin.

			“A little.”

			“It’s okay if you cry,” he said. “I can tell you want to.”

			“Katie said I shouldn’t cry.”

			“Why not?”

			“They don’t want you if you cry too much.”

			“They?”

			“People who take kids home with them,” she said.

			The bearded man cupped his hand by his mouth and whispered, “I don’t mind if you cry. No skin off my rosy nose.”

			That made her feel better, so much better she didn’t want to cry anymore.

			“Let’s go find a bathroom,” he said.

			Allison showed him where it was. He put her on the counter, wetted a washcloth and pressed it to her cheek.

			“How’s that now?” he asked. “Better?”

			“Lots.”

			“Fantastic,” he said. “Another patient cured. That’ll cost you two bits.”

			“What’s a bit?”

			“I have no idea,” the bearded man said. “Used to hear it on TV all the time—shave and a haircut, two bits. Never did figure out how much two bits was.”

			Allison looked around, saw a tissue box and ripped two pieces off one tissue.

			“Here,” she said, holding them up in front of his face. “Two bits.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“You said you didn’t know what they are,” Allison said. “So how do you know those aren’t bits?”

			The bearded man looked at the two tissues in his hand, stuck his lips out and nodded.

			“You’re a very smart little girl,” he said. “I accept your payment. And I give you a clean bill of health. Now tell me, what’s going on with you and this Melissa?”

			“I sat in her chair. She didn’t like that.”

			“And she hit you?”

			Allison said nothing.

			“You know,” the man said, “sometimes kids learn to hit from their parents. Their parents hit them and then they don’t know any better.”

			“I know not to hit,” Allison said.

			“That’s because you’re so smart,” he whispered again. A whisper, then a wink. She didn’t know why he was whispering. Everyone in the house was a shouter. Melissa shouted and the other two girls shouted and Miss Whitney shouted at them all to stop shouting. Allison didn’t shout. She cried. She hid. She slept. But she never shouted.

			“How’s the patient?”

			Allison turned to see Miss Whitney coming into the bathroom.

			“She’s on track to make a full recovery,” the bearded man said. “If we can keep her out of the path of slappers.”

			“That’s not going to happen in this house,” Miss Whitney said with a sigh.

			“No word on the father?” he asked.

			“No father on the birth certificate. Sole living relative is a great-aunt who would take her if nobody else turns up. But she’s seventy, lives in Indiana, and she’s been sick.”

			The bearded man harrumphed. Allison hadn’t ever met her great-aunt, a lady named Frankie who lived really far away, though she’d seen Christmas cards from her.

			“I gotta figure something out here,” Miss Whitney said. “Allison weighed forty-seven pounds when she got here. Yesterday she weighed forty-two. One month.”

			The bearded man harrumphed and whistled this time.

			“Let me talk to her,” he said.

			“You are talking to me,” Allison said.

			“She’s very bright,” the bearded man said to Miss Whitney.

			“Told you so. Reads on a fifth-grade level. Eats like a toddler.” Miss Whitney patted Allison on her knee. “Sweetheart, this is a good friend of mine. Vincent Capello. He’s a brain surgeon. We used to work together at a hospital in Portland. He was nice enough to come all the way out here to check on you. Brain surgeons usually don’t make house calls, so you should feel very special.”

			“She is very special,” the man said. Allison grinned, happy to have someone being nice to her for the first time that day. She was still sitting on the bathroom counter. She wasn’t tall enough to be able to jump down without help yet and the bearded man, the doctor, had left her up there.

			Miss Whitney left her alone again with the man who didn’t do anything at first but tug his beard hairs.

			“Do you like it here, Allison?” he asked.

			Allison’s mother had taught her not to complain, ever. Not so much out of politeness but because it never helped anything.

			“I like Miss Whitney,” Allison said.

			“She is a very nice lady.” The man nodded in agreement. “Do you like the girls here?”

			Allison didn’t answer.

			“Allison? Do you like the other girls here?”

			“I’m not supposed to say.”

			“Why not?” The bearded man furrowed his brow.

			“If you can’t say something nice, you shouldn’t say anything at all.”

			He laughed.

			“I guess I have my answer. You have quite the moral compass, young lady,” he said. “Adults could learn from you.”

			She smiled broadly. She didn’t know what a moral compass was, but she knew a compliment when she heard it.

			“Miss Whitney says you aren’t eating. Want to tell me why?” he asked.

			Allison had dropped her chin to her chest. “Not hungry.”

			“Does your stomach hurt?” he asked.

			She shook her head.

			“No?” he said. Allison stopped talking and hoped he would, too.

			“Have you ever seen the ocean?” he asked her. That was not the question she’d been expecting.

			“No.”

			“You know what it looks like?”

			“I saw pictures,” she said.

			“We can do better than that.” That’s when he plucked her off the counter and set her on her feet. He took her by the hand and led her out to the back porch. There was nothing back there but a slab of concrete where a few old chairs sat looking at a yard of scrubby dirt backed by a hill of scrubby dirt. Everywhere she looked out there she saw nothing but scrubby dirt.

			“See all that?” the doctor said, pointing from one end of the hill to the other.

			“I see dirt,” she said.

			“Okay. Now imagine everything you see is water,” he said.

			Allison’s eyes went wide. She stared at the dirt and in her mind’s eye it started to change color from brown to gray to blue. The hills turned to waves, the raw wind became an ocean breeze and the concrete slab they stood on became a raft, bobbing and floating on an endless sea.

			“I see it,” she said, grinning up at him.

			“That’s the ocean,” he said.

			“It’s lovely,” she said.

			“Lovely? Yes, it is lovely, isn’t it?” he said, laughing. “That’s where I live, you know. On the ocean.”

			“In a boat?”

			He laughed again. “No, in a house. But the house is right on the beach and you can see the ocean from almost all the rooms.”

			Allison couldn’t imagine that. She never even looked out the windows in this house. Nothing to see but dirt out the back windows and other sand-colored houses out the front.

			“Can you swim in it?”

			He stroked his beard. “You can swim in it. Might not want to. It’s kind of cold, but my son swims in it a lot.”

			“You have a son?”

			“I have two sons,” he said, smiling with pride. “And a daughter. They’re all kids like you. Some bad things happened in their lives so now they live with me in my house by the ocean.”

			“Is it pretty?”

			“The ocean?”

			“The house.”

			“If I told you it looked like a dragon, would you believe me?”

			“No,” she said, laughing. That was the silliest thing she ever heard. “Dragons have wings. They have fire in their noses.”

			“I promise it looks like a dragon.”

			“You’re lying.”

			“I’m not,” he said, and looked hurt. Then he grinned. She liked him so much when he smiled like that. “It’s a sea monster, I swear.”

			“I know a water poem,” she said
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