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To Gail Cargo, my mother, who encouraged in me a love of reading. At 101 years old, she still reads voraciously, now with the help of audio books.






Chapter One


If there’s anything more exciting, and more terrifying, than the first day at a new job, it’s hard to imagine what that might be.

Not just a new job in an entirely new career, but a new home. Not just a new town, but a place I’d never even been to before, one that has unpleasant connotations in my family.

I was apprehensive and nervous and terrified—and bursting with hope and optimism, all at the same time.

I’d made my decision. I’d packed up my old life. I’d set off on a new path. I told everyone I knew—my friends, my aunt, my children, my brother—I was confident I was doing the right thing, and I was excited about the future.

I tried to tell myself the same. Sometimes I believed it.

I’d driven for two days, drinking too much coffee and eating too much fast food. I’d spent the previous night in a standard highway-side hotel outside a town I never did get the name of.

And now, at last, after all my planning and all the tasks, major and minor, involved in starting all over again, I was almost there. I arrived in the Outer Banks a short while ago, driven through the strangely named towns of Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, and Nags Head, and entered the Cape Hatteras National Seashore.

Following the signs, I slowed to turn off the coastal highway and went inland, down the long lane lined by well-spaced red pines. I’d caught my first excited glimpse of the lighthouse tower from some distance away, tall, strong, protective, looming over the bushes and the trees. In the daytime, the light was but a faint flash; I’d been told that at night it could be seen some thirty miles out to sea. Protecting ships, as it had for centuries, from the ever-present dangers of the so-called Graveyard of the Atlantic.

The Bodie Island Lighthouse.

The word is pronounced “body,” and it’s still called that although due to the shifting sands and the movement of ocean currents over the decades, Bodie Island is no longer an island but part of the narrow strip of sand making up the Outer Banks of North Carolina.

It was a Sunday morning in late August. I’d been on the road early, drinking overly strong coffee and eating an overly toasted bagel at the wheel in order to get here by ten to meet my new boss, who would take me on the grand tour. But, as has been the habit of a lifetime, I was more than a little bit early.

The library was closed today, but a few cars were scattered throughout the lot. I could see people walking the boardwalk that wended through the marsh to Blossie Creek, or studying the skies and tips of long grasses with binoculars.

The marsh, I’d been told, is a popular place for birdwatchers and other nature lovers. I was excited about having the opportunity to explore it in my leisure time.

I pulled into a parking space at the top of the path leading to the lighthouse itself. I ordered myself to breathe, and I did so.

I took another breath and studied my surroundings: the lighthouse tower, 156 feet tall, with a small viewing platform way, way, way up. Distinguishing wide bands of black and white paint, and a couple of long thin windows on alternate floors.

I’d looked up pictures of the lighthouse on the internet, and during my final interview, over Zoom, when I said to my prospective boss I couldn’t imagine how they fit a library, not to mention all the other necessary rooms, into it, she laughed and said, “The Bodie Island Lighthouse Library is far larger inside than it appears from the outside. You’ll see. When you join us. Will you, Nichelle?”

My heart pounded so rapidly at those words, I hoped Lucy McNeil couldn’t hear it all the way from Nags Head, North Carolina. “Yes,” I’d said, “I’d love to join you and your library.”

And now, here I was.

My name is Nichelle Gilcrest. I’m not a Black woman, rather a mixture of an Italian mother and Irish father, which made for interesting meals when I was growing up, but I am named after the trail-blazing Star Trek actress, whom my mother adored. I’d lived all of my life in Rochester, New York. Today I was starting over in Nags Head.

A small Toyota Yaris in a cheerful shade of teal, pulled up next to me, and the driver waved, and gave me a smile as bright as the day.

I recognized the round face, plump cheeks, curly dark hair, and huge smile of Lucy McNeil, Director of the Lighthouse Library, from our Zoom calls.

We got out of our cars and met on the path. She was smaller in life than on Zoom; five foot three or thereabout, my five-ten towered over her. As well as being tall, I weigh more than I might like (who doesn’t?) and I felt clunky next to Lucy’s slight frame. She thrust out her hand. “I am so delighted to meet you in person, Nichelle. Welcome to the center of the universe, as we call it. Our library.”

“I’m beyond thrilled to be here, Lucy. Thank you so much.”

She dug in her skirt pocket and pulled out a chain from which hung two sets of keys. She handed it to me. “These are for you. This one opens the main door to the building itself, and the other is for your apartment. Let’s go inside and have a quick look around. You can settle into the apartment today and tomorrow get stuck into meeting the rest of the motley crew and seeing how we do things.”

She glanced at my car, the back seat piled high with boxes and suitcases. She smiled to herself, as if she was recalling a very fond memory. “We don’t have a garage, I’m afraid, so your car will have to park here, exposed to the elements.”

“I’m from Rochester, New York. I didn’t have a garage there either, and I have plenty of experience chopping inches-thick blocks of ice off my windshield.”

“I hope you’ll like the weather here better. We do get something called winter, but nothing like you’re used to. I’m originally from Boston myself, so I have some idea of what you mean.” We walked up the path and climbed the short set of steps to the main door. I put my head back to look high, high above me at the length of the lighthouse tower stretching into the sky.

“It is impressive,” Lucy said. “After all these years, I still stop to admire it sometimes.” She waved her hand with a flourish. “After you. Remember, the apartment is your home, and you have all the privacy and rights that entails. I have a spare key, which I’ll only use in case of an emergency. The rest of the building belongs to the town, but you’re welcome to use any and all library facilities, with the exception of my and Denise’s offices and Ronald’s desk, whenever you like. Now, open that door, use the larger fob, and I’ll show you how to disable the alarm.”

I lifted the fob to touch it to the black box, but before it beeped, Lucy said, “I lived here, when I first arrived. I called the apartment my Lighthouse Aerie. I hope you’ll love it as much as I did.”

I smiled at her. “I’m sure I will.”

“Great. Let’s go. I had breakfast with my aunt and my cousin before coming here, leaving my husband with the babies, so I need to get back.”

“Babies? Plural?”

“Twins. Two boys. They’re three months old.”

I’d noticed a stain that looked a lot like baby sick on her right shoulder, but I said nothing. Lucy was otherwise nicely but casually dressed in slim white pants and a flowing green and white blouse with white sandals on her feet. The blouse didn’t quite hide the slight pudginess around her middle which suggested she’d recently had a baby and was struggling to get rid of the evidence. “I have twins also,” I said, “Girls.”

“Another thing we have in common.”

“Although mine are considerably older than three months.” I opened the door and stepped into my new life.






Chapter Two


Lucy McNeil dropped onto the couch with a grateful sigh. “Asleep. For now.”

Connor wrapped an arm loosely around her shoulders. “Do you think we’ve finally got them both on the same sleep schedule?”

“No.”

“Me neither. Let’s enjoy it while we can. Can I get you a glass of wine?”

“I’d love nothing more, but better not. I have to grab my sleep when I can. Particularly now I’m back at work, even if only four days a week to start.”

“How’s the new employee seem?”

“I like her. I think she’s going to work out fine. She reminded me of myself, the day I first arrived at the library. So nervous yet so excited. Seems like such a long time ago.” She snuggled closer into her husband’s warm body. Instinctively she patted the space on the other side of her. And then she remembered: Charles was not here needing cuddles and pats.

The blinds were open, giving them a gorgeous panorama of the view across the sand to the gentle surf lapping against the shoreline and the dark ocean beyond. This time of evening, only a handful of people strolled along the beach.

Lucy closed her eyes. Connor nudged her.“Go to bed, hon. I’ll stay up a while longer and keep an eye on the baby monitor.”

She glanced at the small screen propped up on the coffee table. Isaac slept soundly, his chest gently rising and falling, barely twitching, while Lucas flopped about as best his little body was yet capable.

Connor followed her glance. “Identical twins. All of three months old, and already they have their individual personalities.”

“I’ve barely started back at work, and I miss them so much. But at the same time, I’m happy to be back at work. Does that make sense?”

“Perfect sense. I’ve been known to sneak away from the office myself on occasion to run home and have a quick peek at them. Just to make sure they’re okay. Although Sofia’s doing a great job taking care of them. I’m so glad Josie recommended her.”

“I worry about them, which I suppose is natural, but I know they’re in good hands when we’re away.”

“Speaking of work, everything okay with your new position?”

“Overwhelming, if I’m being honest. First my maternity leave, and then Bertie announcing her retirement and saying she’d wait until I came back so I could take the job. She helped with the candidate search and the interviews for my old job, but she largely left the decision up to me, as it’s me who will be working with the new assistant director.”

“As it should be. What’s the new person’s name again?”

“Nichelle Gilcrest. This is her first ever library position. Anywhere. She’s just graduated from Syracuse with her master’s degree in Library and Information Science. For all that she’s over fifty.”

“Oh? You didn’t tell me that.”

“A late in life career change, she said. She was a bookkeeper, hated every minute of it over all the years she did it, and when she had a chance to take her life in a new direction, she decided she liked books, and I don’t mean accounting books, and would love to work with them, so she went back to college. She had to complete her BA first, which took two years, and then she got her master’s.”

“Good for her,” Connor said. “Why OBX though?”

“She saw the notice that we were looking for someone of her qualifications and decided if she was going to change her life, why not make it a big change? I heartily approve.” Lucy gave her husband a kiss. “After all, look how things turned out for me when I moved here.” Lucy had come to the Outer Banks all those years ago, all her possessions stuffed into the teal Yaris she still drove, to get away from an over-controlling family and an unwanted marriage proposal.

Connor ruffled her curls. Connor, Nags Head born and raised, descendent of a long line of proud Bankers, had never needed or wanted to get away. He was currently finishing up his second term as mayor of Nags Head, with no plans to run for further office. Instead he intended to return full time to his dental practice.

“Nichelle told me she has twin girls,” Lucy said. “They’re not with her, obviously if she’s living in the Aerie, so I’m guessing they’re at college, working, or are married. Maybe all of the above.”

“She has no connections to OBX? At least when you came you had your aunt Ellen and her family and memories of childhood summers.”

“Nothing she mentioned.” Lucy smothered a yawn. On the monitor Lucas shifted. She held her breath until he settled down again, and then she reluctantly slipped out from under Connor’s arm. “I’d better get to bed while I can. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow. The start of my first full, although slightly truncated, week as Director of the Bodie Island Lighthouse Library. I should go in early, to be there when the rest arrive so I can introduce them all to Nichelle.”

“One piece of advice, Lucy. Let Nichelle find her own way of doing things. As long as she doesn’t make any obvious mistakes, don’t be looking over her shoulder all the time and constantly telling her how you did it.”

“Would I do that?”

“Yes.”

“I briefed her thoroughly, but the one part of my job I didn’t tell her about was helping the police solve murders. We haven’t had a single incident requiring a visit from the new detective since Sam retired. Which is a good thing. The one time I met her, she terrified me. I hope Nichelle doesn’t find herself involved in those situations the way I did.”






Chapter Three


I awoke in a mild panic, not sure where I was. It was pitch dark; the bed was comfortable but unfamiliar. A warm, breathing lump was curled against my right hip.

Then I remembered. The apartment above the library. The Lighthouse Aerie. The breathing lump was the library cat, Charles, named in honor of Mr. Dickens. As Lucy showed me around yesterday, Charles joined us. She explained that although Charles “worked” at the library and had lived with her in the Lighthouse Aerie, once she moved out he came home with her every day. When she took time off work to have the twins, he’d been noticeably unhappy, not only at the unwelcome invasion of two squalling demanding smelly little creatures, but not going to work. She brought him back, and he settled into a bed in the staff break room. For some reason, he hadn’t wanted to go up to the Lighthouse Aerie with the previous resident, Louise Jane McKaughnan. Yesterday, as we opened the door on the fourth floor, and I got my first look at my new home, Charles ran on ahead. Lucy said, “Charles might not—.”

She stopped talking. The big cat had leapt onto the bed, circled twice, and settled down, paws tucked neatly beneath him. He was a lovely thing, a Himalayan, with long beige hair, expressive blue eyes in a tan face, a fluffy dark tail and matching tips on his ears.

“If you mind having him here,” Lucy said, “you can show him the door. He won’t stay if you don’t feed him.”

“I don’t mind in the least. I love cats. We always had cats when I was growing up. My husband didn’t care for them, so I haven’t had one for a long time.” That, I said but only to myself, should have been a red flag as to what sort of man he was. I eventually learned, fortunately not too late.

I’d looked around my new home. “This will be absolutely perfect, Lucy. The cat makes it even more perfect.”

And it was perfect. For now. The Lighthouse Aerie was very small. Just one main room, with a kitchen alcove and a bathroom. The whitewashed walls curved following the shape of the lighthouse tower and were covered with bright paintings of Outer Banks scenes. The window seat was piled high with cushions of sage green and pale blue, making the perfect spot to curl up with a good book on a rainy day. Two armchairs provided the only seating for guests, aside from the two hardbacked chairs pulled up to the foldable kitchen table, and there was no proper dining table. Obviously, if I intended to entertain, my guests and I would have to go out. Perhaps I could get a portable barbeque, some beach chairs, and a collapsible table, and host dinners on the lawn. That might be fun. Considering that, with the exception of Lucy, I knew not one person who lived in a 200-mile radius, entertaining guests wasn’t an immediate problem.

I rubbed Charles’s belly. He purred and we simply lay there for a while, watching the first rays of the sun touch the long, thin east facing window. The view from here was spectacular. Across the marsh and the highway, to the long grasses, drifting sand, and wide empty beach of Cape Hatteras National Seashore, and the open ocean beyond. I never had a view like that in Rochester!

After Lucy left the previous afternoon, giving me her personal number in case I had any questions or issues, I immediately headed out to explore my surroundings. First, a walk on the boardwalk through the marsh to see the birds and ducks gathering on the creek, then I drove to the beach where I walked for ages, just breathing the salty air and listening to the sound of waves rushing to shore. I treated myself to a seafood dinner at a nice place near the pier, and I was home and tucked into bed, with a good book and a friendly cat, early. Dark clouds had begun moving in as I drove home, and I fell asleep to the comforting sound of light rain pattering against the window.

“I’m going to like it here,” I said to Charles.

He said nothing in reply but jumped off the bed and headed straight for the food dishes I’d brought up from the staff break room. Finding his bowl empty he turned and faced me. If he could have put his paws on his hips, he would have. Instead he narrowed his blue eyes and gave me a theatrically plaintive meow that said, “Let’s not get this living together thing started on the wrong foot. I’m about to die of sheer starvation here.”

I shoved aside the covers and got out of the bed with almost as much energy as Charles. First things first, I filled his food bowl and refreshed the water dish. Before heading for the shower, I sent texts to my daughters to let them know I’d arrived safely the night before. They had not approved of me completely turning over my life and starting again, and they never hesitated to tell me so. More than once. I assured them I knew what I was doing, and from then on I ignored their protests. Simone, who had a degree in English Lit, was getting her foot in the door at a publishing house in New York City, working as an assistant editor. Simone’s love life was, to put it mildly, chaotic. Whereas Isabelle had a stable relationship with a man I didn’t much care for. I could never put my finger on it, but for some reason he didn’t like me, and I returned the favor. She and her partner were primary school teachers in Rochester.

I got replies almost instantly.


Simone: Let me know when you’re ready for visitors. I’ll try to get time off. Beach!

Isabelle: Jonathan says if you decide to leave you can stay with us while you look for a new job. Isn’t that sweet of him?



I was most definitely not ready for visitors. I could imagine Simone’s face when she saw the size of my apartment. And if Jonathan had invited me to stay with them I’d eat my book club book.

I sent texts to my mother’s sister, whom I’ve always been close to, and to my brother’s wife, Maya, letting them know I was settling in. I was looking forward to having family visiting—as long as they knew they’d have to stay in a hotel.

Texts sent, motherly duty done, I headed for the shower.

The library opens on Mondays at nine-thirty. The staff usually come in about nine or slightly before. I wanted to be downstairs, bright and perky and full of enthusiasm, to meet them. That wasn’t a pretext. I was eager to meet everyone and get stuck into my first day as a real librarian.

Four years ago, at the ripe old age of fifty, I enrolled full time in college after my marriage ended and my twin daughters embarked on lives of their own. I loved every minute of it. The college atmosphere, the company of my much younger fellow students, the professors, the lectures, the assignments. I rediscovered the sheer joy of learning, and of life, which I feared had left me so long ago.

When I saw that the position of assistant director was open at this library, I jumped at it. I’ve never even been to the Outer Banks, and although it has a bad history for my family, I was able to dismiss it. What happened here, happened a long time ago.

I didn’t expect to get the job. Why would they hire me when so many others with work experience might want the position? Nevertheless, I decided there’d be no harm in trying, and the interview would help me practice and refine my job-hunting skills.

To my considerable surprise, I got it.

One of the things I was most looking forward to was starting up a new book club. During my interview, Lucy told me the librarian-led book club had been on hiatus while she was off, but she hoped (not a very subtle hint) it could start up again under my guidance. The club’s original focus, she said, had been the classic novels, but I was free to discuss whatever sort of books I enjoyed. I immediately suggested my favorite genre, mysteries of the Golden Age, and she said that would be perfect. I decided on the spot to start with Whose Body?, the first Lord Peter Wimsey book by Dorothy L. Sayers. I’d been rereading it, after a long time, on the journey down here, and had only a few pages left before finishing. I enjoyed it as much as I remembered.

I showered and washed my cropped black and gray hair. Although it was almost time to admit my hair was more gray with a touch of black these days. For the last ten years or more I’d been dying it blond in an attempt to keep age at bay and cover the gray. I finally gave in, had it cut and let the natural color burst forth, before embarking on the big move. No point in trying to act like one of the young ones anymore. Heavens, my new boss looked to be twenty years younger than me. She could easily be my daughter.

I’d been debating for weeks what to wear for my first day at work. I didn’t want to look like a stereotypical, middle-aged librarian, nor did I want to be mistaken for a tourist on summer vacation who’d gotten herself lost on the way to the beach. The day was going to be hot, in the mid-eighties with no more rain in the forecast, so I decided on a summer dress in shades of blue worn under a peach denim jacket. I’d leave my legs bare and wear strappy black sandals with a one-inch heel. I’ve always tanned well, the result of my mother’s Italian heritage, so by the end of summer my legs weren’t too terribly Rochester-winter white.

When I was ready, I studied myself in the mirror. Was the dress too frivolous? Too colorful? Maybe a black jacket would be better than the peach? But the only black jacket I had was made of leather. Might that present the wrong image? I only had one chance to make a first impression.

Charles sat on the bed and watched me. His whiskers twitched, and he gave me a meow.

I took that as a sign of approval, and I said, to myself as much as to him, “Right. I’m ready.” I straightened my shoulders and sucked in my stomach. “Once more, unto the breach dear friends.” Although, I had to confess it was more like the first time unto the breach of being a librarian.

In the way of food, I’d brought nothing more than a few granola bars, which didn’t matter as I was too nervous to eat breakfast, and Lucy told me the coffee pot in the staff break room would be on most of the day, as well as juice and iced tea available in the fridge. I planned to do a quick shop after work for the bare necessities before I figured out a meal routine.

I opened the door. “Are you coming?” I asked Charles.

He didn’t have to be asked twice. He sailed off the bed, landing halfway across the room, ran out the door, and skipped nimbly down the railing of the iron spiral staircase. The apartment was four floors up. A mighty nice daily commute, although I would get my exercise going up and down several times a day.

Lucy told me the general public as well as library patrons were welcome to climb to the top of the lighthouse tower during opening hours, and sometimes members of the general public didn’t always respect closed doors, so I needed to keep mine locked. I did so, switched the staircase light on, and followed Charles. No one had arrived before me, and I took a few moments to simply enjoy the quiet. All these lovely books in their neat rows; every one of them waiting to be read. All the worlds within, the range of people and experiences and human emotion. I had few regrets in life, even marrying Daniel had given me some happy times and two lovely and loving daughters. But I did regret not becoming a librarian long ago. I’d wanted to stay in school and finish my degree, but I was in love with Daniel and eager to get married and start a family.

And so, that’s what I did.

But I was here now. Never say never, my mother always said. And she was right. As usual.

Yesterday, Lucy showed me where the refreshment things were kept and told me it was the responsibility of the day’s first arrival to put the coffee on.

My initial official act as a real librarian!

I turned off the alarm and started the coffee. To mark the occasion, feeling rather embarrassed about it, I took a selfie of my beaming self with the coffee machine. I’d post it later on my graduating class’s social media page. Once the coffee was brewing, I went back to the main room, said good morning one more time to the books, and unlocked the front door. I threw it open, ready to shout with joy to greet the new day.

A man lay on the steps. For the briefest of moments, I thought he was a library patron, taking a brief nap while waiting for opening hours. “Are you—?”

He did not move. Only then did my wits return, and I saw the blank empty eyes and the pool of blood seeping out from beneath his head.






Chapter Four


Lucy wanted to get to work early today, to have time to go over the library routine in detail with Nichelle before Denise, Louise Jane, and Ronald arrived, not to mention the day’s patrons.

As if sensing her thoughts, the babies were well behaved this morning. She’d luxuriated in six whole hours of continuous sleep before Lucas announced to the world he was ready for another exciting day. And, as could be expected, as well as his mother he woke his father and brother. Connor helped change the babies after they were fed, then he showered, dressed, and gulped down his own breakfast. He was driving to Raleigh today for a meeting of North Carolina mayors and had to be on the road early.

“Some of the others,” he said wistfully as he kissed Lucy good-bye, “arrived in Raleigh last night and are staying over tonight.”

“Don’t give me that sob story,” she said with a laugh. “I told you, you didn’t have to do the entire drive in one day but you insisted.”

Connor glanced at the twins in their bouncy chairs. Lucas was bouncing, but Isaac had gone back to sleep. “Love you,” he said. “Love you all.”

“Go!” Lucy said.

The babies were momentarily content, so she left them and went to get herself ready for a day at the office. Yesterday, she’d been mortified to get home and discover she had baby residue on her shirt. She must have gone out like that for breakfast with her aunt and cousin and then to the library to meet the newest staff member. Not the professional image she wanted to project, but if Nichelle had twins she must know how it can be. Although, as Aunt Ellen said, the memories of the baby years are soon nothing but a confused blur.

“Ellie,” her cousin Josie had added, “is two years old now, and even her babyhood is a blur.”

Precisely at eight o’clock the front door opened, and Sofia’s soft voice called, “Only me.”

Lucy popped her head into the hallway. “I’m glad you’re on time. Big day for me, my first full week as the boss.”

Sofia grinned at her. “As you told me all last week.”

Lucy and Connor had been lucky to get Sofia to be the baby minder. She’d helped care for Ellie for Josie and Jake’s now two-year-old; they both had highly erratic schedules as Josie was the owner and head baker at a popular coffee spot and Jake was a restaurant chef. Josie had sung Sofia’s praises to the sky. When Ellie started day care, Sofia landed a full-time job as a nanny, but the job ended when the couple who employed her abruptly moved to New York City. Conveniently, that meant she was looking for a position at the same time Lucy was preparing to go back to work.

“How do I look?” Lucy asked. “Calm, completely in-control professional woman, or a harried mother worried about leaving her babies all day?”

“You look like a professional who has nothing at all to worry about. I have your number. I have Connor’s number. Ellen is on call, as is Josie. Not to mention Connor’s mother and even his dad, although what Fred McNeil knows to do with a distressed baby, I have no idea. It’s a nice day out, and I plan to take Lucas and Isaac onto the deck for some air after their morning nap. Not too much air, and no direct sun. We will be fine.”

Lucas started to cry (or was it Isaac?), and Sofia said, “Go. Now. Or you never will.”

Lucy grabbed her bag from the shelf by the door and went.



When Lucy arrived at the library, apart from Nichelle’s, only one car, a rusty, battered old thing, was in the parking lot. As she got out of her own vehicle, the entrance to the library opened and Nichelle stood framed in the doorway. She threw her head back, and looked high into the sky, spreading her arms out as though welcoming the day.

Lucy smiled to herself. This place made the perfect start to anyone’s day. Not trapped in traffic, or crammed onto crowded buses or trains. No elbowing your way down the busy sidewalk. No loud chatter or ringing phones or lineups of impatient people at coffee bars. Nothing but the light of the rising sun, the greeting of the morning birds, and the gentle sway of the long grasses in the soft breeze off the ocean.

Nichelle looked down and the bliss on her face was wiped away in a flash. Even from where she stood, Lucy could see confusion, followed by disbelief and then shock.

Something large and bulky lay on the steps at Nichelle’s feet.

Lucy ran.

Nichelle saw her coming and a look of sheer relief replaced the shock.

It was a man. He was in his mid-to-late seventies probably, slightly built with still-thick gray hair, dressed in brown pants and a blue golf shirt. He lay on his back, not moving, his red-rimmed gray eyes staring up at nothing. Blood had pooled beneath his head, but it was already drying.

To her immense relief, Lucy didn’t recognize him. It wasn’t unusual for patrons to arrive before opening hours and go for a walk on the boardwalk while they waited or to linger by the door. But this man, she’d never seen before.

Nichelle turned her own gray eyes on Lucy. “I … I … found him like this.”

Lucy dropped to a crouch and put her hand on the man’s neck. Nothing moved, but she visually checked him out, searching for some signs of life. She touched nothing more, and she allowed herself a deep calming breath before standing up.

“Is he—?” Nichelle asked.

“Yes. He’s dead.” Lucy wrapped her arms around the other woman and felt Nichelle’s deep heaving breaths. “It’s okay. It’s okay. You go inside, sit down. I’ll call 911.”

“What … what’s he doing here? Who is it?”

“I don’t know. We’re a public library, right? Homeless people sometimes come by looking for shelter or a snack. Elderly patrons get confused and try to get in when the library’s not open. I don’t recognize him. Do you?”

Nichelle’s breathing was slowly returning to normal. She stepped away from Lucy and looked at the man while Lucy pulled out her phone. “I don’t think so, but there’s something … something very familiar about him. What’s that in his hand?” Several tiny pink beads strung together escaped from his tightly clenched right hand.

“Looks like a child’s bracelet. Don’t touch it.” Lucy spoke into her phone, trying to keep her voice calm and steady and her information succinct. “This is Lucy McNeil. I’m at the library. A man has died. I don’t know anything more. We need an ambulance and probably the police.”

The 911 operator told Lucy assistance was on the way.

Nichelle spoke in a voice so small, Lucy could barely hear it. “I’m not entirely sure, but he might be … my father.”






Chapter Five


Lucy stared at me, the phone in her hand forgotten. “Your father? What does that mean? How can you not know?”

“He … disappeared a long time ago. It happened here, in the Outer Banks.”

“Mrs. McNeil, Lucy, are you still there?” came the distant voice from Lucy’s phone.

“Yes, yes.” Lucy said. “I’m hanging up now. Tell the medics the man has no vital signs and he’s …” she swallowed, “cold and the blood looks to be dry. I don’t know how long he’s been here.”

She shoved her phone in her bag and took my arm. “Let’s get you inside. You’ve had a shock. Do you want a glass of water?”

I struggled to recover my wits. It had been a shock, but Lucy’s presence was a comfort, and the authorities were on their way. “Charles! You told me not to let him out.”

“I’ll handle Charles,” Lucy said. The big cat had stepped outside and was cautiously sniffing at the dead man’s hand. “I’ll put him in the storage closet. He will not be happy about that, but the police won’t thank us for letting a cat spread hair all over their crime scene. Not to mention he’ll soon get bored and go in search of birds to play with.” She bent over and scooped the cat up. “You go inside and sit down, Nichelle. Leave the door open so we can hear them arrive.”

I did as I was told. Lucy and Charles disappeared down the hallway, but she was soon back with a glass of water and without the cat. I’d dropped into a chair at the computer tables and she pulled one next to me, sat down, and handed me the glass. “Drink that.”

Once again, I did as ordered. When I finished, Lucy said, “You said he might be your father. What did you mean by that?”

I shook my head. “Just a thought. The shock.”

“I thought—” Lucy began.

“Thought what?”

“It’s likely nothing, but his eyes are very much like yours. An unusual shade of gray.”

“Yes. I have my father’s eyes. I might as well tell you the whole sad story while we wait. When I was sixteen, my father went on a fishing trip to the Outer Banks with a group of friends. He disappeared.”

“Disappeared? You mean … completely?”

“As in not seen nor heard from ever again. My parents’ marriage was a rocky one, since I came along anyway. My mother loved my father a great deal, and because of that she put up with a lot. He was a heavy drinker. He was never abusive or violent, in fact the opposite. When he drank, he was the life of the party. Everyone’s pal. When I was little he was the best dad. Always ready to play, always with the jokes and the pranks. He’d show up at school in the middle of the day to take my brother and me out for ice cream. The teachers didn’t much care for that, but he had a way of convincing them to let us go. But fun and ice cream can’t be all of a man’s life, can it? He had trouble holding down a job because he’d come in late and hung over or go out to lunch and not bother to come back. He never let minor details like that worry him. My mother worked all the hours she could to keep us afloat. He stole from her purse sometimes, to go out drinking with his pals. Maybe even to buy ice cream. If he did happen to have some money on him, he’d buy Mom frivolities she didn’t want rather than adding to her grocery money, or he’d hand over cash to anyone with a sob story, and the next day he’d forget who he lent it to.”

“Hard for a kid to deal with,” Lucy said.

“Yeah. He could have his down times too, but not often. Then he’d be listless, unmotivated, have trouble getting out of bed. At those times, he didn’t even want to go out for ice cream. Those mood swings didn’t help the work situation much.”

“It sounds as if he might have been bipolar,” Lucy said.

“I know that now. My mom just said Dad was ‘sad,’ without ever explaining what he had
















OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Also available by Eva Gates



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Author’s Note



		Author Biography



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Copyright



		Start of Contents











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		ii



		iii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		295



		iv











OEBPS/images/9798892424387.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
CROOKED

LANE
KX

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





