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      Even from a block away, the heavy bass beat coming from the club drummed in Abby Warren’s ears, echoing the thud of her heart. Above the wide door a flickering neon sign proclaiming it LADIES NITE was missing bulbs for the I and the E.

      Lads night, all right.

      It was the third place she’d been to in Eugene this evening. Surely Quinn would be here. People gravitated to the familiar, after all, especially in times of stress.

      As if there was a time when they weren’t under stress.

      She jogged across the parking lot, stepping wide over potholes filled with puddled water. Muscle cars and patched-up pickups dominated the lot, giving her an idea of the customer base inside. Good old boys, looking for a good old time. Not too particular about where or with whom they might find it.

      At the entrance to the nightclub stood a wide barn-door of a man, the classic image of a bouncer, black with a shiny shaved head, ripped arms crossed over his massive chest, and mirrored aviator sunglasses.

      “Looking for someone, miss?” he inquired.

      Even though Abby couldn’t see his eyes, she felt them assessing her. She wore sneakers, a fleece hoodie, and jeans with mud stains on the knees, hardly an outfit designed for partying. It was an outfit to disappear in. Normally this suited her to a T, but tonight, she’d have to use a different tactic.

      “Yes. My sister. Let me pass, please.”

      “Twenty-dollar cover,” he said, without moving. “Payable here.”

      She’d found that as the night progressed, the bouncers got increasingly more difficult, and her patience was already nearing the breaking point. The upside to being chronically underestimated was that she had the element of surprise on her side.

      “Listen, asshole.” She held up a picture of Quinn. “This girl is in trouble, underage, and I’m not the only one looking for her.”

      At the word underage, he’d uncrossed his arms and started listening, as she knew he would.

      “Everyone gets carded.”

      “You idiot.” She was quaking inside, but didn’t let it show. “Ten bucks and a hand job gets you a fake ID. Now, I’ve been up and down Willamette already so that means the buck stops here. You going to let me get her myself? Or should I call the cops?”

      “Make it fast.” He stepped aside. “Mouthy bitch.”

      “You have no idea,” she replied as she shouldered past him.

      Ignoring the irritation of the patrons around her, Abby pushed her way inside. The music was almost deafening, and multicolored lights flashed on the black walls in time with the beat. People, everywhere. Dancing, laughing, yelling, drinking. The smells of alcohol, perfume, and body odor rushed over her in a heated wave.

      The central floor was a crush of bodies, surrounded on two sides by high-top tables and booths. Women stood at the tables, long legs hip-cocked on high heels, looking her up and down with amusement as she approached.

      “Look what fell off the turnip truck,” called a voice.

      She ignored the laughter, scanning the crowd for Quinn’s honey-colored hair.

      “I think you took a wrong turn at Green Gables, honey,” said another woman, with a sneer.

      Abby wanted to show them the photograph but doubted that any of them were in any condition to help her out, even if they were so inclined. Plus, the fresh-faced innocence that disarmed men didn’t work so well with women. Female weaponry required armor that she wasn’t equipped with.

      Behind the DJ’s booth was another level, she noticed. Higher up, behind a low glass-paneled barrier. Instead of tables and booths, patrons lounged on upholstered furniture, men with their legs outstretched, women perched on the chair arms, or nestled into laps.

      There.

      For a moment, she caught a glimpse of familiar scarlet fabric and Quinn’s golden hair. Then bodies closed in and she was gone. She was wearing the red dress again, Abby realized, the one their mother had left behind. Of course she’d have chosen it tonight. Abby should have thrown the damn thing out when she’d had the chance.

      She grabbed the railing atop the glass fence and pulled herself up the stairs, winding between bodies, ducking under martini glasses held aloft, hoping not to cause a scene by spilling someone’s drink.

      All she wanted was to get her sister and get out of here before someone figured out they were gone.

      In snapshots, between bodies, Abby saw Quinn lolling on the lap of a scruffy-jawed man who looked to be in his thirties. His hand was on her thigh. Quinn’s blue eyes were vacant, her cheeks flushed, her hair matted and falling around her face, her neckline askew.

      “Excuse me,” Abby said, again and again. How much alcohol had Quinn drunk? Had someone given her drugs, too?

      As she pushed past one person, then the next, she made it to the upper area. One after another, the men began noticing her.

      She forced herself between a subset of couples, then climbed over a pair of legs and grabbed Quinn’s hand.

      “Come on, Quinnie, let’s go.” She pulled hard but Quinn only laughed and fell back against the older man.

      “Hey there, little lady.” He looked up at Abby and tightened his arm around Quinn. “This is a private party. Invitation only.”

      “Then uninvite this one,” she snapped. “Come on, Quinn. Enough’s enough.”

      The man’s eyebrows went up. “Ooooh, hear that, boys? Bossy little thing, isn’t she?”

      “That’s my sister.” Quinn’s words slurred together. “Miss Bossy Pants. Like Tina . . . whatshername . . . the funny lady.”

      Her words trailed off.

      Laughter went around the circle. It had an undercurrent Abby recognized and didn’t like. But she’d handled worse.

      She leaned forward, resting her arms on the back of the couch, her hands on either side of the man’s shoulders. She looked him in the eye and gave him a slow smile.

      “Listen, honey.” She used her throatiest voice and spoke low so his friends couldn’t listen in. “You don’t want me here any more than I want to be here. I’ve cut the nuts off bigger guys than you and fried them up with bacon, but I like your face, so I’m going to give you a chance to do the right thing. I just want to take my little sister home before someone gets hurt, so you’re going to let that happen. Okay?”

      His eyes bored hard into hers as if unsure whether or not to take offense. He’d expected a shrinking violet. He was getting a Venus flytrap. “And what if she and I are having a good time?” he asked, apparently choosing to remain neutral for the moment.

      Abby touched his jaw with the back of her knuckle and gave him her sweetest smile. “I apologize if I was unclear. My sister is seventeen years old. Take your fucking hands off her.”

      He blinked as her words registered. Then his hands flew up, palms out. “Jesus. Shit. Go.”

      He all but pushed Quinn off his lap and she would have slid onto the floor if Abby hadn’t grabbed her.

      “I’m nineteen,” Quinn protested. “I’m not a kid.”

      “Shut up and walk,” Abby said through gritted teeth. Holding Quinn was like holding a bag of water.

      “You ruin all my fun.”

      Somehow she managed to get them away from the roomful of men, down through the tables, past the dance floor, and outside into the night air. No one wanted jailbait, to Abby’s relief.

      “Found her, huh?” said the bouncer, his face impassive.

      Abby stood in front of him, holding Quinn by the shoulders. “Take a look at this face, okay, big guy?”

      Quinn’s head wobbled on her neck. “Yeah. Look at my face, big-eye.”

      “From now on,” Abby said, giving her sister a shake, “she’s on the no-fly list. Or you’ll have me to deal with again. Got it?”

      Abby might have lied about Quinn being under eighteen, the age of consent, but she hadn’t lied about her being below the legal drinking age. She wanted the man to remember that letting Quinn inside, no matter how old she got, wasn’t worth the hassle.

      “Whatever.” The bouncer crossed his arms. “You two have a nice night.”

      Abby tightened her arm around Quinn’s waist and dragged, pushed, and carried her back to the vehicle. She leaned the girl up against the door while she fumbled with her key, then shoved her onto the seat and fastened the belt over her hips.

      “I’m tired of running, Abs.” Quinn rubbed her eyes, smearing her makeup. “I just want to be normal.”

      Normal. Like that had ever been in the cards for them.

      “I know. Me, too.” Abby reached across and adjusted the passenger seat. “Lie back and go to sleep, okay?”

      “I just wanted to have some fun.” The petulant tone was gone from her voice. Now it was sad and small and lost. “I wish we could have stayed in L.A. I miss my friends. I miss Carly.”

      “Stop it, Quinn.”

      Sniffling sounded from the passenger seat. “I should have helped her.”

      Not again. “There was nothing you could do.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “We’ve been over this, Quinn. Carly begged you to leave it alone. You don’t even know what you saw.”

      A sullen silence argued otherwise.

      “Listen. If they figure out you were there that night, they’ll come after you. And not just you. Both of us. Do you understand? If Carly said it was nothing, then it was nothing. We move on with our lives.”

      Quinn turned her face to the window and shut her eyes.

      Abby gripped the steering wheel as waves of fatigue and relief washed over her. Her hands started shaking and tears filled her eyes. Eugene wasn’t working.

      She had to find a new place, away from city life, where Quinn could find some peace.

      Somewhere safe.
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      From Abby’s notebook:

      
        
        BLUEBERRY BUTTERMILK COFFEE CAKE

      

      

      This is the perfect treat for a lazy Sunday morning, or as part of a breakfast buffet for friends and family.

      Cake batter:

      2 cups whole wheat flour

      2 cups all-purpose flour

      3 teaspoons baking powder

      1 teaspoon baking soda

      1 teaspoon salt

      ½ cup butter

      ¾ cup brown sugar

      2 eggs

      1 teaspoon vanilla extract

      2¼ cups buttermilk

      2 cups blueberries

      Streusel topping:

      ⅓ cup all-purpose flour

      ⅓ cup bran

      ⅓ cup chopped walnuts

      ⅓ cup brown sugar

      6 tablespoons butter, softened

      Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. Grease and flour a 9 x 13 inch pan. To make the batter, sift together flours, baking powder, baking soda, and salt. Set aside.

      In a large bowl, cream together butter and brown sugar until light and fluffy. Beat in the eggs one at a time, then stir in the vanilla. Beat in the flour mixture alternately with the buttermilk, mixing just until incorporated. Stir in blueberries. Pour batter into prepared pan.

      To make the topping, combine flour, bran, walnuts, and sugar in a small bowl. Cut in the butter until mixture resembles coarse crumbs. Sprinkle over batter and swirl a knife through, to incorporate some of the topping into the cake.

      Bake in the preheated oven for 45 to 60 minutes, or until a toothpick inserted into the center of the cake comes out clean. Cool slightly and serve.

      From Abby’s notebook:

      The dormant season may seem uneventful, but plants are resting, gathering strength and energy, preparing for the next season of abundance.

      Two years later

      At the gate to the old man’s property, Abby cut the engine and stepped out of the truck. Tentative late-morning sunlight splintered between the naked trees crowding the narrow, winding road between Sanctuary Ranch and Roman’s place, as if not yet strong enough to commit to spring. Heavy evergreens swallowed what was left and the drifting Oregon fog made the dying ticks of the old motor sound like pennies dropped on a wool blanket.

      The Byers low sprawling ranch house was hidden from the road, deliberately secluded. But the solitude was an illusion. Creatures small and large, land-bound or with wings, skittered, skulked, and stalked in those misty-green depths. They triggered a heightened awareness dosed with awe and respect, but not fear. Abby absolutely believed that those wild things were more afraid of her than she was of them.

      Humans were different. Predator and prey looked alike until experience, and hindsight, offered up the subtle distinguishing clues.

      Solitude was safe, though as Roman Byers was learning, not great as a long-term plan.

      Trust, for joy, she reminded herself.

      Suspicion, for survival, her primitive brain replied.

      She walked around the vehicle, reached into the passenger side, and slid a covered basket across the bench seat, wedging it against her hip. Inside were carrots, turnips, beets, and a few parsnips from the cellar, topped with a bunch of fresh parsley that she managed to keep growing year-round in the cold frame.

      She came by as often as she could without raising questions. The man’s secret was still hidden, so far. But it kept her up at night, eating at her stomach, and every time she arrived to visit, dread quickened her steps. With high season just around the corner, it would soon be even harder for her to keep tabs on him.

      Last fall she and Quinn had planted an enormous bulb garden. Snowdrops and crocuses were already up, with daffodils and tulips right behind them. She’d gotten up early this morning to get the beds ready for public viewing but there was still a lot of mulch to spread on the footpaths.

      On her way out, Daphne called her to the kitchen and handed her a loaf of oven-fresh bread, a chunk of leftover meat loaf, and an enormous slab of her blueberry buttermilk coffee cake.

      “Who knows what that grumpy duck is living on out there?” the cook had asked. “Can’t have him starving to death next door, can we?”

      No, Abby agreed. Starvation wouldn’t do at all.

      A rise and slope of wooded hillside, a creek that emptied into the ocean, and a couple of miles of gravel road was all that separated the ranch from their nearest neighbor, but Roman had stayed hidden from them for years. Once found, though, he couldn’t be unfound. He was a stray and Sanctuary Ranch collected strays like honeybees gathered pollen.

      Lucky for Roman. Until Jamie, Abby’s friend and coworker, had happened upon him, he’d been on track to be one of those headlines: HUMAN SKELETON FOUND ON ISOLATED PROPERTY. FOUL PLAY NOT SUSPECTED. Abby bent low to get herself and her package through the rusted metal rungs of the gate, wondering why he still insisted on keeping it up. A sign reading BEWARE OF DOGS listed sideways on a single nail in the wooden side post.

      Beware of dogs. Ha!

      “Roman, it’s me,” she called as she rounded the bend leading to his house. “Don’t shoot.”

      It was a running joke with everyone at the ranch, now. When Jamie had first knocked on his door, she’d been greeted with a shotgun. Turned out the gun wasn’t the weapon to worry about. Nature had given Roman Byers a tongue as sharp as his mind, a defective brain-mouth filter, and a stubborn streak a mile wide.

      Pain had honed those weapons to a wicked edge and loneliness taught him to wield them. Abby recognized what lay behind the attitude. Pity infuriated him. Verbal jousting was the way in.

      “Chaos,” she called, looking for the man’s dog, “I’ve got a treat for you.”

      Usually, that was the signal for Roman’s beautiful, brilliant and diabolical young Labrador to come pelting toward her.

      Nothing. No dog in sight.

      She continued up the path, hefting the basket on her hip. The old man preferred to be left alone, but occasionally, when the training sessions he and Chaos took at the ranch went long, Roman joined the rest of the staff in the main house for supper. Daphne loved feeding guests, and always made plenty, just in case.

      Over the past winter, however, he’d been forced to ask for help. He’d chosen Abby, and sworn her to secrecy. She drove him to his appointments, physiotherapists, doctors, specialists. More specialists. Usually, if he wasn’t hurting too much, they stopped for coffee. Sometimes, they had lunch.

      “Roman?” Abby checked the yard, with its mature fruit trees and great mounds of perennials greening up from the black soil. She could see now that he’d neglected them the previous season. As soon as the bulb garden was done, she’d come help him out.

      How that must have pained him.

      “Hey, old man.” You better not have died on me.

      All those times she’d baited him, and he’d just smiled.

      She bit her lip, looking past the fence to the woods. Roman refused to give up his birdwatching walks but Chaos was trained to stick close, help him up if he fell, and lead him home if he got disoriented. Chaos had turned into an excellent helper. He’d also been taught to bring Roman his mobile phone, his pills, the remote control for the TV, and in case of a true emergency, to cut through the wooded hillside to Sanctuary Ranch for help.

      Now, she feared Chaos gave him a dangerous sense of self-reliance.

      She climbed the wide plank steps to the back porch, pulled open the screen, and rapped on the door. Immediately, the sound of claws scrabbling on hardwood greeted her.

      The dog was inside, whining and howling, throwing himself at the door between them.

      She tried the knob. It was unlocked. She pushed inside and nearly tripped over the dog, who bolted past her, stopped at the first bush, lifted his leg, and peed and peed and peed.

      She dropped the basket. “Roman?”

      Chaos hadn’t been out in hours and his doggy door was still locked, which meant something had interrupted Roman’s usual morning routine.

      “Roman?” Abby glanced around the great room. The man wasn’t in his armchair or lying on the couch. She pushed through doors, shoved furniture, looked down the stairs to the cellar. He wasn’t in the kitchen or pantry or sunroom.

      As she ran toward his bedroom, she heard the sound of water trickling.

      Oh no.

      He was in the bathroom, on the floor, naked and motionless, while water slopped over the edge of the bathtub onto the floor.

      You better not have died on me.

      “Roman!” She reached around him to close the faucet, which was trickling ice-cold water, then dropped to the floor. Her knees slid sideways in the puddle. Her brain stuttered at the scene before her.

      Blood feathered from a cut over his eye. He was wet and shivering. The puckered, spotted skin on his back was bluish white and dotted with silver hair, and small circles where bathwater had evaporated.

      His thighs were clenched together and quaking, the bones visible beneath the sagging skin. He’d managed to drag a small towel over his genitals, and clutched it with one clawed hand, a desperate grasp at dignity that broke her heart.

      “Roman, can you hear me? Wake up, please. Please!”

      He opened his eyes and gave a low groan that ended with an expletive.

      “Oh, thank God!” Abby exhaled in a huge rush. He was awake, conscious, and breathing.

      “Took you . . . goddamn . . . long enough,” she heard him say.

      She grabbed a hand towel, folded it, and pressed it against the cut.

      “Hold this.”

      He tried, but his hand was shaking too hard.

      She tucked another towel under his head. Under the thin gray stubble, his scalp was damp and oily, his skin ashen, his eyes sunken and wreathed with lines.

      “Hang on,” she said. “I’m going to get a blanket.”

      With trembling hands, she yanked the comforter off his bed and ran back to the bathroom where she tucked it around him. Preserving body heat was essential but protecting his battered pride was just as important.

      “Can you get up?” she asked, winding her arm beneath his shoulder.

      He cried out at the movement. “Bloody . . . hip . . .” he said through gritted teeth. “I can’t move.”

      “How long have you been lying here?”

      “How the hell should I know?” he muttered.

      It was nearly noon. He’d likely been lying here for hours.

      A cold nose nudged her from behind. Chaos, whining at the state of his master, pacing back and forth, not knowing what to do.

      Abby knew the feeling.

      She patted the pockets of her hoodie, feeling for her phone. First she called 9-1-1. Then she called the ranch. Then she called Quinn.

      Last, she called Roman’s son.

      Surely, now, Roman would tell him the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Whitey Irving, editor-in-chief of Diversion magazine, was sitting behind his enormous desk, his hands linked over his belly, observing him the way a toad might observe a fly.

      Jonathan Byers stood in front of the desk feeling like a truant schoolboy, staring at a spot of dirt on the ceiling, choosing his words, deleting the ones he knew he’d regret.

      “It’s a good story—” he began.

      Irving waved a hand. “No, son. It’s not. But you seem a little hard of hearing.”

      “If you let me tell you about it, I know you’ll want to run it.”

      This story was risky. You didn’t accuse a top Hollywood moviemaker of professional misconduct without bracing for blowback.

      You also didn’t do it unless your facts were rock solid.

      Jon’s were. All he needed was one disgruntled employee, one duped investor, one harassed woman to go on record and the rest would follow. It would be a landslide.

      “I already know what it’s about and I’m not interested.” Irving unfolded his arms and sat forward. “You’re a good reporter, Byers. Keen, hardworking, except of course, when you’re taking time off to be with your father in Oregon.”

      Jon felt his eyes widen as a double whammy of betrayal hit. His managing editor, who’d always had his back, had apparently been keeping score.

      “I’ve never missed a deadline.” His jaw felt tight. “Hal said as long as I filed my stories and made it back for the team meetings, it wasn’t a problem.”

      Irving ignored him. “My biggest issue is that you don’t seem to understand the power dynamic here.”

      “Power dynamic? This isn’t about me. It’s about a story. A huge story that for some reason people here don’t want to touch.” It was Pulitzer material; he knew it in his gut. Yet they wouldn’t even consider it.

      Irving looked at him for a long moment.

      His story was better than good. It was sensational. It would expose the elaborate cover-up protecting a man who, once this came to light, would go from being a Hollywood darling to an industry pariah, overnight.

      “Richard Arondi is dirty, sir, and I’ve got everything to bring him down. It’s a game changer for the whole movie industry, revealing an ugly underbelly that everyone seems to want to ignore. I thought those were the kinds of stories we published. Was I wrong?”

      “I thought Hal told you not to follow it⁠—”

      “I did it all on my own time.”

      “I don’t care. It’s not of interest.” He spoke slowly and deliberately. “Are you hearing me this time?”

      Beyond the glass of Irving’s office, bright-eyed colleagues looked up from blinking monitors, then quickly looked down, an elaborate pretense that fooled no one.

      Arondi was said to have a mix of Jamaican, African, Native American, and Polynesian blood, all of which contributed to exotic good looks surpassed only by his charismatic personality and undeniable creative gifts. Arondi broke new ground. He did what he wanted, when he wanted, regardless of naysayers, or market trends or political correctness and his films were legendary. Everyone wanted to be seen with him. Everyone loved him.

      Except for those who hated him.

      Arondi’s predatory treatment of aspiring actresses in particular was well known, and what Jon most wanted to bring out into the open. But standing up to Arondi or speaking out against him meant career suicide for someone trying to break in. Putting up with his lecherous behavior was almost a rite of passage, the cost of doing business.

      “I’ve got quotes, dates, times. It’s iron-clad, Whitey. The second I can name names, this is a go.” Jon’s cell phone vibrated. Without looking, he pulled it out of his jacket pocket and silenced it.

      “I do not care.” Irving leaned over his desk. “You seem to be laboring under the misapprehension that this is a partnership. It’s not. You’re an employee. I’m your boss.”

      “But why, Whitey? What am I missing here? I don’t get it. Diversion loves to break scandals; we do them all the time.”

      “Not this one. Not this time. End of story.”

      There had to be some reason. Jon knew that Richard Arondi’s production company regularly bought full-page ads for upcoming movies and could understand Irving not wanting to piss off a major advertiser, but this was a whole different level. This was beginning to sound like something that compromised journalistic ethics, which, even for an entertainment magazine, still counted for something.

      He was tired of being stonewalled. Time to play his last card.

      “Perhaps it’s not right for Diversion magazine. But someone will run it and when they do, their sell rate will skyrocket.”

      It was a wild shot, a huge gamble, but this was a career-making story and he couldn’t let it go without fighting for it.

      For a moment, it appeared the man was reconsidering.

      “Hal doesn’t want to fire you. He likes you, Byers, and I can see why. You’re a likable guy. Passionate. I admire that. But I’m a numbers man. I watch sales figures, subscription numbers, ad revenue, ratings. I watch profit margins, run cost-benefit analyses. I don’t care about articles. And I don’t care about you. You’re just a number on the payroll.”

      Jon didn’t like where this was going.

      “We gave you time to come to your senses, and you didn’t. So. Collect your things. You’re done here.”

      “Wait.” Jon felt as if he’d had a bucket of ice water thrown in his face. “You’re firing me? Over a story?”

      Too late, he realized that what he’d taken for calm was merely the calm before the storm.

      Jon saw the ice harden in Whitey Irving’s eyes. For a fat man, he got to his feet with surprising alacrity. He came at Jon with his stubby index finger stretched out, stabbing at him, his lips curled.

      “You idiot. You really don’t listen, do you? There’s no fucking story here.” He inhaled and his nostrils flared as if he smelled something unpleasant. “Hal put his own neck on the line for you but you didn’t appreciate that, did you? You don’t take orders, you don’t work well with others, and you refuse to recognize when you’re in over your head. I told you, we’re not running the story. Now, get the hell out of my office before I call security.”

      Tonight, Jon thought as he rode the elevator back down, he’d panic. But right now he was too busy being furious.

      When the elevator doors opened, he was greeted by Hal’s intern, holding a cardboard box of Jon’s things in his arms. The boy gave it to Jon with a frightened look.

      “Sorry, man. They told me to, um, give you this.”

      Jon swallowed his anger. It wasn’t this kid’s fault. He grabbed his things and slammed out the big glass entrance doors.

      His cell phone buzzed again as he was juggling his keys in the parking garage. He tossed the box into the backseat and hit the button to accept the call.

      “Jon Byers,” he said. “Who’s this?”

      “It’s Abby Warren, from Sanctuary Ranch,” replied a voice that sounded vaguely familiar. “It’s about your father.”

      No, Jon thought. No more. Not now.

      “He’s in the hospital,” Abby continued. “How quickly can you get here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      From Abby’s notebook:

      Watch the temperature. A soil thermometer will help you know when to plant vegetables. But don’t jump the gun. Fragile seedlings do not have the strength to withstand late frosts.

      Abby propped one elbow on the windowsill of Roman’s room, and rested her head on her hand. He’d been assessed in the emergency room and admitted. The hospital staff hadn’t been surprised to see him; if anything, they acted as if they’d been expecting him. Then again, they knew his secret.

      Roman had sent her out of the room while the doctors worked on him, of course, and while the staff threw sympathetic looks her way, no one spoke to her of his condition. She wasn’t family.

      A muffled grunt came from the bed.

      She straightened up and leaned toward him. “Roman? How are you feeling?”

      He lifted one hand and beckoned for her to come closer. “Feeling great, kiddo. They know their pharmaceuticals, these folks.”

      She took his hand and squeezed gently. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry about that. Did they give you the four-one-one?”

      Abby glanced toward the door. “You’ve sworn everyone to secrecy on pain of death, so no. You might want to tell them I’m part of the inner circle.”

      Roman shook his head. “Simpler this way.”

      “For you.” She’d never felt so helpless, so impotent. “Is it . . . progressing?”

      Roman sighed heavily and the faint sour smell of his breath drifted toward her, the odor of hunger, illness, and pain. “Same shit, different day. Lost my balance. Gravity took care of the rest.”

      Abby shuddered. “Roman, this is getting out of hand. You have to tell Jon. You have to figure out a plan. You can’t go on like this.”

      Jon had long wanted to get Roman into an assisted living facility. The two had argued about it numerous times and so far, the older man had held firm. But this wouldn’t play well for him. When Jon found out about the tumor, the conflict would escalate to Biblical proportions.

      Roman shook his head impatiently. “I told you. I will when I’m ready.”

      Abby stretched out stiff back muscles. She wasn’t used to this much inactivity. She’d been at the hospital all day and the adrenaline had faded from her bloodstream hours ago, leaving her wrung out and quivery. She didn’t know how much more she could take.

      Don’t die on me, old man.

      She should have said no, right away, when he’d first revealed the extent of his illness; she should have gone behind his back and told Jon anyway.

      “You know that appointment you took me to a few weeks ago?” he’d asked her. Had it only been January? It felt like she’d been holding this for years.

      He’d told her he was meeting his physiatrist. She hadn’t known much about Roman’s original injury only that he had chronic hip and back issues related to an accident many years ago. Physiotherapy and rehabilitation was an every week event for him.

      “So many different docs, different therapists.” He’d closed his eyes. “So much wasted time.”

      “You would be in a wheelchair if not for those appointments.”

      “Most of them weren’t physio. Most of them weren’t even about my back.”

      She’d had no idea what he was talking about. “What were they for, then?”

      “My head.” He chuckled, a rough, gravelly sound like pouring wet cement.

      “Your head. I don’t follow.”

      “All those years I worked on my legs, my back, my muscles, and bones, and what turns up to punch my ticket but brain cancer.”

      He’d said the words so casually, that it took a moment for Abby to recognize that yes, he’d said brain cancer. It still triggered the same sensation inside her chest, as if she was filled with insects trying to beat their way out.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” he’d emphasized. “Not Jon. Nobody at the ranch. I don’t want pity or handouts or advice. I don’t want Daphne rolling in like a freight train with casseroles and flowers and cards. All that well-meaning shit will kill me faster than anything.”

      Yes, that had been her chance to force his hand, right then. She could have said no. She should have said no. She should have called Jon up right then and told him the truth.

      He’d be so angry.

      She looked at the thin figure surrounded by white sheets. “Roman, it’s not fair to Jon, your keeping this from him. It’s not fair to me, either. I have a job. Garden season is about to begin and Olivia’s counting on me.”

      “Sorry if my dying wishes are inconvenient for you. Go play with your flowers. See if I care.”

      “Don’t be such a baby.” She blew out a breath and looked upward, searching for the right words to convince him. “I’ll support you to your dying day. But I’m just one person. You need more than I can give you.”

      “You’re exactly what I need.”

      “You need your son,” she corrected. “Please, please tell him.”

      He grimaced. “I will, damn it. I told you I would. It’s not the kind of conversation to have over the phone.”

      “Well, then, you’re in luck. He’ll be here in a few hours.”

      He glared at her. “I never told you to call him.”

      “You never told me not to. I didn’t say anything about the cancer. I left that for you.”

      Poor Jon. He’d be prepared for bruises and sprains. Not a glioma tumor.

      Brain cancer.

      Poor Roman. Poor Jon.

      She got up and went to the door. As soon as Jon arrived, she would find some doctors and make them explain everything. Who knows, maybe they’d learn that Roman was wrong, that he needed a second opinion, that Doctor Google had filled his head with too much information and he’d convinced himself he had a disease he did not.

      “Sit down, Abby. I’m not telling him, you’re not telling him, and the staff won’t tell him. Not until I give them the okay.”

      She realized he was right. On numb feet, she walked back to the bedside and sank into the chair.

      Jon would know something was wrong, though. Roman had lost weight. He’d hidden it beneath loose clothing, but he was definitely thinner than he’d been last summer. He’d taken to shaving his head too, but she hadn’t thought twice of it until now. Lots of men did that. Bald is beautiful and all that.

      When he lifted the plastic glass of water, his hand trembled. A symptom of the tumor? Roman refused to give her details, but she’d read up on glioblastomas. The early signs were subtle, but Roman had them all. The dizzy spell that made him fall was just one more indication that, no matter how he wished to pretend otherwise, he was getting worse.

      Roman sipped, coughed, and returned the tumbler to the table. He turned his eyes to the ceiling and sighed again. “I’ve still got a few months left. Maybe a year. These are hard to predict, I guess.”

      “A few months.” The wings beating against her ribs grew more panicked. “I can’t possibly keep this to myself that long.”

      “I know when the time is right.”

      “I’ll help Jon. We’ll look into treatment. We’ll figure this out, I promise.”

      “That’s not how it’s going to go, Abby.” Roman’s gaze turned steely. “Jon’s going to give me enough of a fight. When the time comes, your job will be to help him understand.”

      She didn’t like the way that sounded.

      “Understand what?”

      There were no tears, no self-pity or sentiment or fear, just determination. He spoke as if reading from a fact sheet.

      “They want to cut open my head. Fire radiation at it. Pour me full of poison. I’m not doing that. None of it. Do you understand?”

      “But if surgery extends your life⁠—”

      “I’m not letting someone stir around up there with a scalpel. It’s not happening. You have to help my son understand that.”

      “Jon will never understand that. I don’t understand it! What if treatment could extend your life?”

      Time is all there was. Who wouldn’t fight for every second of life they could get?

      “A few extra months of shitting the bed and puking my guts out? No way. With any luck, I’ll have a nice quiet stroke and go out in my sleep.”

      Abby put her hands to her ears. “Stop. Stop it. This is wrong. You can’t expect me to be okay with this.”

      Roman shifted his legs beneath the sheets, wincing. As firmly as he’d spoken a moment ago, he now looked uncertain. “You’re stronger than you look, Abby. That’s why I chose you. Jon will have a difficult time with this.”

      A laugh burst out of her, mingled with tears. “You think?”

      “I mean,” Roman continued, “he will fight me, to push for treatment, to argue with doctors, to fly me to the Mayo Clinic or Mexico or wherever for experimental drugs or clinical trials or healing prayers or drum circles. And I don’t want that. None of it. I want to die in my own home, with my dog and my garden and my birds. I want Jon there with me. And I want you there too, as much as possible.” He paused. “You’re good company. Jon’s going to need that.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can for him. As long as you tell him the truth. Promise me, Roman!”

      “I will.” Roman exhaled heavily. “When I’m ready. And not a moment before.”
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      The trip from Los Angeles to Sunset Bay usually took over fourteen hours but an accident just outside of San Francisco had shut down the highway for nearly forty minutes.

      Standing outside his car in between bouts of rain, Jon listened to the driver ahead of him tear a strip off the poor flag person. Despite his own frustration at the delay, he reminded himself that if fault fell on anyone, it certainly wasn’t the young man in Day-Glo orange.

      “What’s wrong with you people?” the man yelled, punching the air. “Single lane alternating, is that too much to ask? There’s no reason for a complete standstill.”

      He was a little younger than Roman, Jon guessed, but of a similar temperament.

      The road worker approached the man. “Sorry for the inconvenience but until I get the go-ahead, no one’s moving.”

      “How long is it going to be?”

      “I don’t know.” Water was dripping down his hooded cape.

      The man snorted. “Give me your best educated guess.”

      “I’m telling you, I don’t know. Some guy up there missed the turn and ended up sideways on the road. Traffic’s blocked in both directions. It took forever to get emergency crews in.”

      “Any injuries?” Jon asked, leaning on his open door. Their inconvenience was nothing if people were hurt.

      “I don’t think so. I saw the driver walking around, talking on his phone.”

      “Probably what caused the accident in the first place,” groused the other driver. “I hope his car is totaled. This road should be better patrolled for stuff like that. This is ridiculous.”

      There were worse things than being stuck on the road because of an accident. Being a participant in the accident, for one.

      “Come on, man,” Jon said. “Ease up. This isn’t helping.”

      The flagman threw him a grateful look but the older gentleman wasn’t impressed.

      “Ah, to hell with both of you.” The man swore and stomped around to the other side of his car and lit a cigarette, fuming.

      Jon considered engaging the annoyed driver but between worry for his father and the humiliation of being escorted out of Diversion, he wasn’t feeling too sanguine himself at the moment. Hal had never indicated that the trips back and forth to Oregon had been a problem, so to hear about it from Whitey pissed him off royally.

      Jon hadn’t taken any time off since Christmas, plus he’d been working his ass off. He’d managed all his assigned pieces, as usual. Better than usual, even. He’d been on a roll lately, on track for a raise, a promotion.

      Maybe Whitey Irving wanted to cut back on expenses. He could hire two cub reporters for what they were paying him. Maybe he’d been looking for a way to fire Jon for months and the piece on Richard Arondi was simply a convenient excuse.

      Power dynamics.

      This wasn’t a power struggle. Jon hadn’t been insubordinate.

      He’d been enterprising.

      Journalists needed to be self-starters, go-getters with an eye for what others didn’t see. That’s what they’d valued in Jon. At the start, at least.

      He got back into the car, gripped the steering wheel, and dropped his forehead over it. Now that the shock was wearing off, he felt overcome with fatigue. Every mile closer to Sunset Bay had increased his concern for his father.

      Concern. More like a gut-clenching sense of being proven right. He’d known some kind of health crisis was coming. He’d told Roman it was too dangerous to live alone, off in the wilds, as he did.

      Naturally, his father gave Jon the brush-off. He didn’t take advice from anyone, let alone his son.

      The anger at Whitey Irving was easy. There was a clear enemy, a bright white line between right and wrong.

      There was nothing clear or easy about his anger toward Roman. Jon thumped the wheel with his fists. How was he going to convince his dad that he needed to be closer to civilization and the help and company of his only child?

      How did you help someone who didn’t want to be helped? How do you engage someone who’s hurting, when they won’t even talk to you?

      Sometime during the last decade of Jon’s thirty-two years, he’d been forced into the awareness that fear and pain and uncertainty don’t disappear simply because a person is told to grow up, to buck up, to be a man. That river of emotion goes underground, morphing, gaining power, eventually erupting far from the source, unrecognizable and sometimes, uncontrollable.

      He’d seen Roman erupt enough times to recognize the cycle. Only the knowledge of what lay beneath the rage allowed Jon to ignore it and keep pushing for an in.

      He loved his father.

      Couldn’t stand to be with him for more than a few days at a time, but he still loved him.

      The driver ahead of him was stomping back and forth in front of his car, peering through the line of vehicles and shaking his head. It looked like he was losing his own battle for control. Was he an entitled asshat, used to always getting his own way? Or was he already upset about something else and this accident was the last straw?

      Jon understood that all too well. If Roman was any indication, self-awareness wasn’t a skill prioritized by the older generation.

      The man banged his cell phone against his hand and then threw it through the open window of his car. For a moment, he stood there, braced on the car door, hanging his head. He looked pitiful. And all too familiar.

      Jon told himself there was no need to draw more lightning onto himself.

      Not your business.

      On the other hand, he could consider it a warm-up for dealing with his father.

      Jon sighed, stepped out of his car, and walked over to the man.

      “Excuse me, sir. If your phone is dead, you’re welcome to borrow mine.”

      “What?” He drew back and stared at Jon. His face was florid and pulsating. Deep bags under his eyes suggested the man hadn’t slept well lately, or maybe ever.

      “My phone.” Jon held it out. “If that will help.”

      The man looked at him suspiciously, as if unwilling to believe the gesture. An array of reactions passed over his features before it sagged like an overfilled balloon with a slow leak. He ran a hand over his scalp. “It’s my wife’s birthday. I’ve got dinner reservations. I promised that this year I’d be there.” He stuck out a hand. “Don’t know if she’ll believe me, but a man can try.”

      He keyed in the number, spoke briefly, then handed the device back. “Thanks,” he said gruffly. “Hope I’m still married when I get home.”

      Maybe he was more aware than Jon gave him credit for.

      “Good luck,” Jon told him.

      Twenty minutes later, the flag person returned, calling for drivers to return to their vehicles.

      Finally.

      As the line of drivers began starting their engines, the young worker walked toward him. He glanced at the car ahead and lowered his voice. “I thought he was going to rip me a new one. Thanks for calming him down.”

      “No problem. He’s got a lot on his mind.”

      It was so much easier to be courteous to a stranger, no baggage, no strings between them. And the stranger’s backstory was plausible, if weak; could be he was simply one of those people who took delight in creating misery for those around him.

      Jon knew Roman’s backstory. He understood why his father clung so hard to his independence and privacy, the pain that made him lash out at times, the betrayals that had destroyed his trust. But this last winter, his father’s attitude had deteriorated to the point where Jon dreaded every phone conversation. When all you got was grief for not coming sooner, it didn’t engender excitement for a return trip.

      Once past the accident—a pickup truck with two sides smashed in, and a driver lucky to be alive—he quickly made his way onto the coast road toward the little town of Sunset Bay, his fingers tight on the wheel, the muscles in his arms like piano wires.

      With nothing to distract him, dread at what lay ahead filled his mind. He drew in a deep breath and let himself feel what he’d been suppressing since he got Abby’s call.

      Fear, pain, uncertainty, and most definitely anger.

      His dad was getting worse. It wasn’t safe for him to be living out there all alone. Jon knew something like this would happen; he’d predicted it, seen it coming a mile away, and had been forced to sit back and wait for
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