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Prologue

			Even when the carousel music slowly wobbled to silence, Cab could still hear it playing inside his head. Sometimes he heard it in his dreams, and he and Midnight Lady would gallop over the sand, wild like the wind—his uncle Ned had read that from a book once, wild like the wind.

			His uncle locked up the carousel, stuck the cash box under his arm, and came to stand beside him. “Tired, son?”

			“No, sir,” Cab said, stifling a yawn.

			“It’s a mighty fine night, ain’t it?”

			Cab nodded. Stargazey Point was just about the best place in the world. Like living in a carnival.

			Uncle Ned said good night to the women closing up the community store. They were going home for the night, but out on the pier people played the arcades and ate cotton candy and drank lemonade. If he listened real hard, Cab could hear music coming from the pavilion out at the end, where the grown-ups would be dancing to a real live band.

			Ned put his arm around Cab’s shoulders. “Time we were getting home. Have us some leftover barbecue and get to bed.”

			They walked away from the beach, the lights, and the sounds and into the night. They were halfway home when Uncle Ned stopped in the middle of the dark street. “Look up at the sky, Cab.”

			Cab did. The sky was black and there were more stars than you could ever count. He sighed. School would be starting soon, and he’d have to leave his uncle for another year. He didn’t want to go; he didn’t like boarding school, and everyone here was nice.

			“I wish I could stay in Stargazey Point forever.”

			“Maybe you will one day. It’s a magical place, sure enough. It can mend your heart, make you strong, and show you the way to follow your dream. You remember that, Cab. There’s not a better place in the whole world than right here at the Point.”
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				Chapter
						1

				Hate. How many times a day did that word
					come up in conversation. I hate these shoes with this
						outfit. I hate Jell-O with fruit. People laugh and say I hate it
					when that happens. Hate could be a joke. Or an
					all-consuming fire that singed your spirit before eating your soul.

				Abbie Sinclair had seen it in all its forms. Okay,
					maybe not all, and for that she was thankful, but in too many forms to process,
					to turn a cold eye, to keep plugging away in spite of it all.

				A sad commentary on someone who had just turned
					thirty. Somehow, Abbie thought that the big three-oh would set her free, leave
					the crushed, dispirited twenties behind. But as the therapist told her during
					her first session, she wouldn’t be able to go forward until she came to terms
					with her past. She didn’t go back—to the therapist or the past.

				So here she was five thousand feet above Indiana,
					Kentucky, or some other state on her way from Chicago to South Carolina,
					thinking about hate instead of worrying about what to have for dessert instead
					of Jell-O or what shoes would go with this
					outfit.

				Abbie knew she had to jettison her hate or it would
					destroy her. But no matter how many times she’d written the word, torn the paper
					into little strips, shredded it, burned it, ran water over it until it
					disintegrated, stepped on it—no matter how many times she’d symbolically thrown
					it away, forced it out of her heart—there seemed to be just a little left, and
					it would grow back, like pus in an infected wound.

				Pus? Really? Had she
					really just made that analogy? Abbie pressed her fingers to her temples. The
					absolute lowest. Purple prose. Bad writing and ineffective emotion, something
					her mentor and lover insisted had no place in cutting-edge documentaries.
					Something her post-flower-child mother insisted had no place anywhere in life.
					And something that her best friend, Celeste, said was just plain tacky.

				Besides, it didn’t come close to what she really
					felt.

				Abbie had been full of fire when she started out.
					She’d planned to expose the evils of the world, do her part in righting
					injustice, make people understand and change. The Sinclairs’ youngest daughter
					would finally join the ranks of her do-gooding family. Instead, that fire had
					turned inward and was destroying her. How arrogant and naive she had been. How
					easily she’d lost hope.

				“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Celeste said when
					Abbie showed up at her apartment with one jungle-rotted duffel bag and a
					bucketful of tears. “You can probably get your old job back. Want me to
					ask?”

				Abbie just wanted to sleep, except with sleep came
					dreams peopled by the dead, asking why, why, why of the living.

				They decided what she needed was a change of scene.
					At least that’s what Celeste decided. Somewhere comfortable with people who were
					kind. Celeste knew just the place. With her relatives in a South Carolina beach
					town named Stargazey Point.

				“You’ll like it there,” Celeste said. “And you’ll
					love Aunt Marnie and Aunt Millie and Uncle Beau. They’re really my great or
					maybe it’s my great-great ... but they’re sweethearts and they’d
					love to have you.”

				It did sound good: quiet, peace, sun, and surf.
					“I’ll go,” Abbie said.

				She was a basket case. She needed therapy. She went
					on vacation instead.

				Celeste drove her to O’Hare. “You’ll have to take a
					cab from the airport. I don’t think they drive anymore. It’ll take about forty
					minutes if there’s no traffic and costs about sixty dollars. Here.” She thrust a
					handful of bills at Abbie then tried to take her coat. “You won’t need it
					there.”

				Abbie refused the money and clung to her coat; she
					didn’t need it. That burning emotion she couldn’t kill was enough to keep her
					warm on the coldest day.

				There was a mini bottle of unopened chardonnay on
					the tray table before her. She was still clutching her coat.

				She wasn’t ordinarily a slow learner. And she
					usually didn’t run. That had changed in a heartbeat. And that’s when the hate
					rushed in.

				She hated the company whose arrogance had washed
					away an entire schoolroom of children and the boy and his donkey, hated the
					security people who had smashed their cameras, hated those who stood by and
					watched or ran in terror, who dragged her away when she was only trying to save
					someone, anyone. Those who arrested Werner and threw him in a jail where he met
					with an “unfortunate accident.”

				For that she hated them most of all. Selfish, but
					there it was. They had killed Werner on top of everything else.

				And there was not a damn thing she could do about
					it. There was no footage, no Werner; she’d barely escaped before they
					confiscated her visa. Others weren’t so lucky.

				The tears started, but she forced them back. How
					could she allow herself tears when everyone else had suffered more?

				She
					should be here any minute now, Sister, and you haven’t gotten out the tea
					service. Do you think it’s goin’ to polish itself? And look how you’re
					dressed.”

				Marnie Crispin glanced down at her dungarees and
					the old white T-shirt that Beau had put out for the veterans’ box, then looked
					at her younger sister and sighed. Millie was dressed in a floral print
					shirtwaist that had to be twenty years old but was pressed like it had just come
					off the rack at Belks Department Store.

				“I know how I’m dressed; the garden doesn’t weed
					itself. I’m planning to change. And I’m not getting out the tea service.”

				“But, Sister.”

				“You don’t want to scare the girl away, do
					you?”

				“No,” said Millie, patting at the white wisps of
					hair that framed her thin face. “But she’s come all the way from Chicago, poor
					thing. And I want everything to be just perfect for her. Beau, you’re droppin’
					shavings all over my carpet.”

				Their younger brother, who would turn seventy-nine
					in two months, was sitting in his favorite chintz-covered chair, the ubiquitous
					block of wood and his pocketknife in hand. He looked down at his feet and the
					curls of wood littered there.

				“Oh.” He attempted to push them under the chair
					with the side of his boot.

				“How many times have I told you not to drop
					shavings on my carpet?”

				Beau rocked forward and pushed himself to his
					feet.

				“Where do you think you’re going?”

				Beau looked down at the carving in his hand, back
					at Millie. “Going to watch out for that taxicab from the front porch.”

				Millie pursed her lips, but there was no rancor in
					it. Beau was Beau and they loved him. “Just you mind you don’t drop shavings all
					over my porch.”

				Beau shuffled out of the room.

				“And tuck that shirttail in,” Millie called after
					him.

				Cabot
					Reynolds heard the car go by. They didn’t get much sightseeing this time of
					year, a few fishermen, an occasional antiquer, a handful of die-hard sun
					worshippers, though most of them preferred the more upscale hotels of Myrtle
					Beach.

				There were a few year-round residents and hearing a
					car wasn’t all that unusual. In the year he’d lived here, he’d come to recognize
					the characteristic sound of just about every car, truck, and motorcycle in the
					area. And he didn’t recognize the one that had just passed. Which could only
					mean one thing.

				Wiping his hands on a well-used chamois, he climbed
					over the engine housing and looked out between the broken lattice of the window.
					Whoever it was had come and gone.

				He tossed the chamois on his worktable, lifted his
					keys off the peg by the door, and stopped to look around as he did at the end of
					every workday. For a full minute he just stood and breathed in the faint odor of
					machine oil, mildew, and childhood memories.

				He tried to imagine the time when he’d stop for the
					day, look up, and see all the work he’d put into the old derelict building
					gleaming back at him; the colored lights refracting off the restored mirrors
					bursting into fractured reds, blues, and yellows, while music swirled around his
					head and the smell of fresh sawdust curled in his nostrils.

				So far he only saw a dark almost empty room, locked
					away from the world by a sagging plywood door. Right now he only saw how much
					more there was to do. But never once since he’d returned had he ever looked over
					the space and thought, What the hell have I
					done?

				Cabot padlocked the door, then crossed the street
					to Hadley’s, the local grocery store, bait shop, and gas station. He jogged up
					the wooden steps to the porch and was just pulling a Coke out of the old metal
					ice chest when Silas Cook came out the door, a string bag of crabs slung over
					his shoulder. He dropped the bag into a bucket of water and sat down on the
					steps. Cab sat down beside him and took a long swig from the bottle of Coke.

				“You see that taxicab drive through town awhile
					back?” Silas asked.

				“I heard it. Did you?”

				“Sure did. Me and Hadley came right out here on the
					porch and watched it drive by.”

				“See the passenger?”

				“A girl come all the way from Chicag-ah.”

				Cabot nodded. Like Chicago was the end of the
					earth.

				“You goin’ on over there?” asked Silas, nodding
					down the street toward the old Crispin House.

				“After I get cleaned up. I finagled myself an
					invitation to dinner.”

				“Well, you in luck there, ’cause I just dropped off
					a dozen of the finest lady blue claws you’ll see this season. Told Ervina she
					oughta just drop em in the pot but Miss Millie, she want crab bisque. So she
					make crab bisque.”

				Cabot leaned back and rested his elbows on the top
					step. “Fine dining and a chance to get a good, close look at the Crispins’
					guest. Find out just what she’s up to.”

				“What do you think she’s up to? She’s a friend of
					their niece’s, like they said, come on vacation.”

				“Maybe. But what do we know about their niece? They
					haven’t seen her in years. Maybe she sees a gold mine waiting to be
					exploited.”

				Silas pushed to his feet and looked down at Cab.
					“Go on, Mr. Cab. You don’t trust much of nobody, do you?”

				Cabot was taken aback. “Why do you say that? I
					trust you, and Hadley, and Beau, and ...”

				“I mean other people.”

				“Sure I do.”

				“You more protective of this town than folks who’ve
					lived here all their lives, and their daddies and granddaddies, too.”

				“You gotta protect what’s yours, you should know
					that, Silas.”

				“Yessuh, I know it. And I learnt it the hard way. I
					just don’t get why you know it. Well, I’d best be getting these gals in my own
					pot.” Silas started down the steps; when he got to the bottom, he turned back to
					Cabot. “You tell Mr. Beau, I’m going out fishin’ tomorrah if he wanna come.”

				“I will.” Cabot gave the older man a quick salute
					and finished his Coke while he watched Silas walk down the street. Then he went
					inside to pay for his drink.

				“One Co-cola,” Hadley said, punching the keys of an
					ancient cash register. “You see Silas outside?”

				“Yeah,” Cab said. “I’m getting crab bisque at the
					Crispins’ tonight.”

				“Did he also tell you we seen their visitor?”

				“Yep.”

				“She was a pretty thing as far as I could see. Pale
					as a ghost though, even her hair, kinda whitelike. She looked out of the window
					just as she passed by and I swear it was like she looked right into me. It was
					kinda spooky.”

				“Spooky or speculative? Like someone planning to
					cheat the Crispins out of their house and land?”

				“Don’t know about that. Silas says they’re
					expecting her. Friend of their great-niece’s or some such.”

				“Maybe,” Cabot agreed. “I’ll keep an eye on
					her.”

				“Know you will, son. Know you will.”

				Cabot walked home, thinking about the Crispins and
					his uncle Ned, who was the reason he was here. Or at least the reason that
					brought him to Stargazey Point this last time. Ned had died and left Cabot
					everything.

				He’d hardly seen his uncle since he’d graduated
					from high school over fifteen years ago. But before that, he’d spent every
					summer with Ned, working long hours at the now defunct boardwalk.

				He’d driven over from Atlanta to settle Ned’s
					estate. It wasn’t much, the old octagonal building, a small tin-roofed cottage
					in the backside of town. And the contents of a shed situated inland and watched
					over by an ancient Gullah man named Abraham.

				That discovery had sealed his fate. The memories of
					the magical summers he’d spent with Ned broke through the high-pressured,
					high-tech world he inhabited, and he knew he had to recapture that magic. He
					gave up his “promising” career as an industrial architect for an uncertain
					future. Traded his minimalist-designed, state-of-the-art apartment for a rotten
					porch, broken windows, and peeling paint.

				According to his Atlanta colleagues, he’d lost his
					mind.

				When he asked his fiancée, Bailey, to move to
					Stargazey Point with him, she accused him of playing Peter Pan. Just before she
					threw her two-karat engagement ring at his head.

				Peter Pan or crazy, he didn’t care. He was working
					longer hours than he had in Atlanta, but he fell into bed each night and slept
					like a baby until sunrise. Woke up each morning with a clear conscience and he
					felt alive.

				Things had changed in the years since he’d visited
					here as a boy. People had been hit hard. Houses sat empty, where their owners
					had given up and sold out or just moved on. All around them, real estate was
					being gobbled up by investors.

				Silas was right; he didn’t trust people. Especially
					ones who came with big ideas on how to improve their little, mostly forgotten
					town—starting with selling all your property to them. He knew those people;
					hell, he’d been one of those people.

				And now suddenly, out of the blue, a friend of the
					niece shows up, which was a stretch considering they hadn’t seen their
					great-niece in years. He’d tried to convince the Crispins not to let her stay in
					the house. They knew nothing about her; she might have ulterior motives and he’d
					be damned if he’d let those three be taken advantage of. They were proud,
					old-fashioned, and close to penniless. Vulnerable to any scam.

				Abbie Sinclair. Just the name sounded like pencil
					skirts and four-inch heels. A calfskin briefcase attached to a slender hand with
					perfectly manicured fingernails, talons just waiting to snatch away their home
					and way of life.

				Abbie
					should have seen it coming once the taxi entered the tunnel of antebellum oak
					trees. One second she’d been looking at the ocean, the next the sun disappeared
					and they bounced along uneven ground beneath an archway of trees. The
					temperature dropped several degrees, and Abbie’s eyes strained against the
					sudden darkness to see ahead. Another minute and they were spit out into the
					sunshine again.

				And there was Crispin House.

				It was more than a house, more like a Southern
					plantation. Not the kind with big white columns, but three-storied white wood
					and stucco, with wraparound porches on the upper two floors. The first floor was
					supported by a series of stone arches that made Abbie think of a monastery with
					dark robed monks going about their daily chores in the shadows. Italianate, if
					she remembered her architectural styles correctly.

				The taxi stopped at the steps that led up to the
					front door. For a long minute Abbie just sat in the backseat of the cab and
					stared.

				“Whooo.” The driver whistled. “Somebody sure needs
					to give that lady a coat of paint.”

				He was right. The house had been sorely neglected.
					She just hoped the inside was in better shape.

				She could see spots of peeling paint and a few
					unpainted balusters where someone had repaired the porch rail. There was a patch
					of uneven grass and one giant solitary oak that spread its branches over the
					wide front steps, casting the porch in shadow.

				This was crazy. Celeste had merely said her
					relatives would love to have her stay with them, they had plenty of room. She
					hadn’t said that they could have housed a large portion of the Confederate army.
					Well, she’d stay one night and if things didn’t work out, she’d seen an inn in
					the little town they’d just driven through. It at least had a coat of paint.

				She paid the driver, added a generous tip since it
					seemed that he wouldn’t have any return fares, and prepared to meet the Crispin
					family.

				There was movement on the porch, and Abbie realized
					that a man had been sitting on the rail watching her. He stood, fumbled in his
					pockets, brushed his palms together, and started down the stairs, lean and lanky
					and moving slow, his knees sticking out to the side with each downward step.

				Abbie reached for the door handle, but the door
					opened and a face appeared in the opening. His skin was crinkled and deeply
					lined from the sun. A shock of thick white hair had escaped from his carefully
					groomed part and stuck up above his forehead. Bright blue eyes twinkled beneath
					bushy white eyebrows and managed to appear both fun loving and wise at the same
					time. Abbie suspected he’d been quite handsome as a young man. He still was.

				“Miz Sinclair?”

				“Yes,” Abbie said, though it took her a second to
					recognize her own name. In its slow delivery, it sounded more like Sinclayuh. It
					was soft and melodious, like a song, and Abbie relaxed just a little. “You must
					be Mr. Crispin.”

				“Yes’m, that’s me. But folks round here all call me
					Beau.” He held out a large bony hand, the veins thick as ropes across the back,
					then he snatched it back, rubbed it vigorously on his pants leg, and presented
					it again.

				Abbie smiled up at Beauregard Crispin, took his
					proffered hand, and got out of the car.

				The driver carried her two bags up to the porch.
					“Y’all have a nice stay,” he said, then nodded to Mr. Crispin, got back in the
					taxi, and drove away.

				Abbie felt a moment of panic. She had a feeling
					there might not be another taxi for miles.

				“After you.”

				She hesitated, just looking at Beau’s outstretched
					hand, then she forced a smile and began to climb the wide wooden steps. She’d
					just reached the porch when the screen door opened and two women stepped out of
					the rectangle of darkness. They had to be Millie and Marnie. The Crispin
					sisters.

				Here’s the thing about my
						relatives, Celeste had told her. They’re sweet
						as pie, but they’re old-fashioned. I mean really old-fashioned, like
						pre–Civil War old-fashioned.

				Abbie had laughed, well, her version of a laugh
					these days. I get it, they’re old-fashioned. No four-letter
						words, no politics, no religion. Not to worry, I have better sense than to
						talk politics to people who lost the wahr.

				The what?

				The war. That was my attempt
						at a Southern accent. No good?

				Celeste shook her head. Not by
						a long shot. She dropped into a speech pattern that she’d nearly
					erased through much practice and four years of studying communications. The wahuh. Two syllables and soft. It’s South Carolina, not
						Texas. We’re refined. We’ve got Charleston.

				Abbie impulsively grabbed Celeste’s hand. Don’t you want to go with me?

				I’d love to but I can’t get
						away from the station.

				When was the last time you had
						a vacation?

				Can’t remember. You know the
						media. Out of sight, out of— Go have a good time. Let them pamper you.
						They’re experts.

				Now, Abbie suddenly got it. She would have
					recognized them in a crowd. Millie, the younger sister, prim, petite, neatly
					dressed and hair coifed in a tidy little bun at the nape of her neck. And
					Marnie, taller, rawboned, dressed in a pair of dungarees and a tattered man’s
					T-shirt smeared with dirt. Her white hair was thick and wild with curls.
					According to Celeste, Marnie had left the fold at sixteen only to return fifty
					years later, the intervening years unspoken of, what she had done or where she
					had been, a mystery.

				Us kids used to make up
						stories about her. Once we were convinced she was a spy for the CIA, then we
						decided she traveled to Paris and became the mistress of a tortured painter
						and posed nude for him. We were very precocious.

				She came for a visit once, but
						we weren’t allowed to see her. She only stayed two days, and I heard Momma
						tell Daddy that she was drinking buttermilk the whole time she was there,
						’cause it was the only thing she missed. And Daddy said, it was because it
						covered the smell of the scotch she poured into it.

				They’re
					teetotalers.

				Not at all. Aunt Millie has a
						sherry every afternoon.

				“My de-ah,” Millie Crispin said, coming forward and
					holding out both hands. “Welcome to Crispin House. We’re so glad to have you.
					Beau, get Abbie’s luggage and bring it inside.”

				“Please, I can—” But that was as far as she got
					before she was swept across the threshold by the deceptively fragile-looking
					Millie.

				“Now you just come inside and leave everything to
					Beau.”

				Abbie didn’t want to think of Beau struggling with
					her suitcases, but she saw Marnie slip past them to give her brother a hand,
					just before Millie guided her through a wide oak door and into a high-ceilinged
					foyer.

				“I thought you might like to see your room first
					and get settled in,” Millie said in her soft drawl.

				“Thank you.” Abbie followed her up a curved
					staircase to the second floor, matching her steps to Millie’s slower ones.

				At the top of the stairs was a landing that
					overlooked the foyer. A portrait of a man in uniform hung above a side table and
					large Chinese vase. Three hallways led to the rest of the house.

				Millie started down the center hall. “We’ve put you
					in the back guest suite. Celeste and her mama and daddy used to stay there when
					they visited.” Millie sighed. “There’s a lovely view.” She chattered on while
					Abbie followed a footstep behind her and tried to decipher the pattern of the
					faded oriental runner.

				They came to the end of the hall and Millie opened
					a door. “Here we are. I hope you like everything.” They stepped inside to a
					large darkened room. A row of wooden shutters blocked the light from the windows
					and a set of French doors that Abbie hoped led to a balcony. Millie hurried over
					to the windows and opened the shutters. Slices of sunlight poured in, revealing
					an elegant but faded loveseat and several chairs.

				“Over here is your bedroom,” Millie said, guiding
					Abbie through another door to another room, this one fitted out with a high
					four-poster bed with the same shuttered door and windows. Millie bustled about
					the room opening the shutters and pointing out amenities. “The bath’s through
					there ...”

				Millie’s words buzzed about Abbie’s ears. She
					appreciated her desire to be welcoming, but she wanted—needed—solitude,
					anonymity, not someone hovering solicitously over her every second. Coming here
					had been a big mistake.

				“If you need anything, anything at all, you just
					pull that bell pull and Ervina will come see to you.”

				Ervina? Was there another sister Celeste hadn’t
					told her about?

				“You just make yourself at home. We generally have
					dinner at six, but come down any time you like.”

				Abbie followed her back into the sitting room and
					to the door. “Now you have a rest and then we’ll have a nice visit.” Millie
					finally stepped into the hallway.

				Abbie shut the door on Millie’s smile and leaned
					against it.

				There was a tap behind her that made Abbie jump
					away from the door. Be patient, she told herself.
						She’s trying to be nice. She opened the
					door.

				Marnie was there with her suitcases. Abbie opened
					the door wider and Marnie lugged them in. She was followed by an even older
					African American woman carrying a tray.

				“You shouldn’t have carried my bags.”

				“No bother. We send the luggage up on a dumbwaiter.
					Ervina, put that tray over on the Hepplewhite.”

				Ervina wasn’t a sister. She was the servant. And
					she was ancient.

				Ervina shuffled into the room, carrying a tray
					laden with cups, saucers, and plates of food that looked heavier than the woman
					who carried it. Abbie felt a swell of outrage and fought not to take the load
					from the woman.

				Marnie walked through the room turning on several
					lamps. “We’ll leave you alone. Millie insisted on the tray. Don’t overeat
					because she’s going to feed you again in a couple of hours. And don’t worry that
					you’ll be trapped in the house listening to two old broads talk your ear off.
					You just do however you want. Come, Ervina, let’s leave the poor girl alone.”
					Marnie headed for the door.

				Ervina followed. She slanted a look at Abbie as she
					passed by, nodded slowly as if Abbie had just met her expectations, then she
					shuffled through the door and shut it without a backward look.

				Bemused, Abbie turned off the lamps Marnie had just
					turned on. They had to be conserving electricity. Because from the little she’d
					seen of Crispin House, shabby genteel wasn’t just a lifestyle, it was a
					necessity.

				And then there was the elaborate tea tray, sterling
					silver, filled with cakes and little sandwiches with the crusts cut off, tea in
					a bone china pot and a pitcher of lemonade.

				“Celeste, I could brain you. What the hell have you
					gotten me into?”

				Abbie took a cucumber sandwich and crossed to the
					French doors. After fumbling one handed with the handle, she popped the rest of
					the little sandwich in her mouth and used both hands to pull the doors open.

				She stepped out to the wraparound porch where
					several white rocking chairs and wicker side tables were lined up facing the
					ocean. The air was tangy with salt, and she breathed deeply before crossing to
					the rail.

				Below her a wide lawn slid into white dunes that
					dipped and billowed before the old mansion like a crinoline. Delicate tufts of
					greenery embroidered the way to the beach, wide and white and ending in a point
					that stretched like a guiding finger to the horizon.

				And beyond that, water and sky. She’d come to the
					edge of the world. Not a violent wave-crashing, jagged-rock edge that you’d
					expect, but the Southern genteel version with fat lazy waves rolling in,
					tumbling one over the other before spilling into white foam on the sand.

				Abbie filled her lungs with the spicy, clean air
					and slowly let it out. Part of her tension oozed away. She was tempted just to
					stay right there looking at the ocean forever, but they were expecting her for
					dinner.

				She went inside to unpack. Her coat was lying
					across the chenille bedspread.

				Her cell phone rang. She turned her back on the
					coat and checked caller ID.

				“Perfect timing,” she said, answering it.

				“Did you just arrive?” Celeste’s voice crackled at
					the other end of the call. Great. Lousy cell reception. Well, she wanted
					solitude.

				“A few minutes ago. This place is incredible, kind
					of Southern gothic.”

				“Ugh. Is it in really bad shape? I’ve been meaning
					to get back, but I never seem to find the time.”

				“The outside more than the interior, though it
					looks like someone has started repairs. But everything is very comfortable, the
					sisters are a hoot, and Beau ... I adore him already.”

				“Which room did they give you?”

				“One with peach paint that opens onto the veranda
					and a view of the ocean. Why didn’t you tell me about the beach?”

				“I did.”

				“Oh, well, it’s incredible. I haven’t had a chance
					to go down yet, but I plan to spend tomorrow laying out. Thank you.”

				“No prob. Don’t forget your sunscreen. It isn’t hot
					yet, but the sun can burn. Especially with your skin.”

				“Thanks, Ma.”

				“Oh, hell, I know you know more about sunburn than
					I do, considering the sun hardly ever creeps into my office.” Celeste sighed.
					“I’m kind of envious.”

				“Then why don’t you try to get away? It’s really
					quite wonderful,” Abbie said. And her stay here would be easier to handle with
					Celeste to deflect some of the attention.

				“I wish. I told you it was just what you needed.
					You have to promise to soak up some rays for me.”

				“I will, and you were right. Even if I had to fall
					apart to realize it.”

				“Don’t think about that. You’ll get back into
					it—when you’re ready.”

				And nobody, not even Abbie, thought she would ever
					be ready. She knew she could never go back. Back had been torn away from her.
					Back was no longer an option.

				“Hey, listen, I have a very important question for
					you.”

				“Yes?”

				Abbie could hear the wariness in her friend’s
					voice. “Am I expected to dress for dinner?”

				Celeste laughed. It was a sound that made Abbie
					feel homesick.

				“Well, I haven’t been there in years, but it is
					Sunday dinner.”

				“I take that to mean yes. But how dressed?”

				“You know, just nice, a dress, not too short, maybe
					some pearls.”

				“Got it. I’d better get hopping. I don’t want to be
					late. And Celeste. Thanks. I take it back, all that stupid stuff I said. You
					were right. This is just what I needed.”
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Chapter 2

				Abbie half
					expected a gong to announce dinner. But when it didn’t ring at a quarter to six,
					she knew she couldn’t hide in her room any longer. She’d dressed in her
					any-occasion black dress and softened it with a string of faux pearls and a
					short floral jacket that she’d picked up on the sale rack at Marshall Fields.
					She opted for sandals and prayed that the sisters wouldn’t be waiting for her in
					chiffon hostess gowns.

				She managed to find her way to the parlor where the
					Crispins were sipping amber liquid from small glasses. The sherry Celeste had
					told her about.

				Millie, dressed in light green, sat on the edge of
					a delicate upholstered chair, her skirts spread about her like an octogenarian
					Scarlett O’Hara. Marnie was sitting on the couch, legs crossed. She’d changed
					into a pair a navy blue slacks and a silky blouse covered in a blue hyacinth
					pattern.

				Beau, wearing a dark suit and looking
					uncomfortable, stood up when Abbie stepped through the archway. And so did
					another man.

				“Abbie, come in and sit down over here,” said
					Millie. “Beau, pour Abbie a little glass of sherry.”

				“She might prefer something else, Sister,” Marnie
					said.

				“Oh.” Millie’s hand flew to her chest. “Of course.”
					She frowned at Abbie, more flustered than judgmental.

				“Sherry’s fine,” Abbie said. She could swear Marnie
					snorted. Abbie took a closer look at Marnie’s sherry glass and wondered if it
					might contain the infamous scotch.

				The stranger had sat down and was lounging in a big
					club chair, one ankle crossed over his knee. He was drinking something dark in a
					tumbler. It matched his attitude and his looks, which were pretty okay even by
					Chicago standards. Dark hair, dark eyes, tanned, fit from what she could tell by
					the shirt front that showed through his unbuttoned sports jacket. He eyed her
					speculatively and not at all friendly.

				Good. For a minute she’d been afraid the sisters
					were trying to set her up.

				“My goodness, where are my manners,” Millie said.
					“Cabot, this is our guest, Abbie Sinclair. Abbie, this is Cabot Reynolds
					... the third.”

				The third, right. Abbie
					fought not to roll her eyes; Marnie didn’t bother.

				“How do you do?” he said dryly.

				“Nice to meet you,” she said, matching his tone.
					The air between them could have chilled lemonade. Fine by Abbie.

				“And how long are you staying, Miss Sinclair?”

				Longer than you want me to,
						obviously, thought Abbie. And what was that all about? She thought
					Southern men were supposed to have impeccable manners. But maybe he wasn’t
					totally Southern. His voice modulated from a soft Southern drawl to something
					with more bite. Probably educated at a stuffy private school, where Reynolds the
					first and second had attended.

				At that moment a gong echoed from somewhere in the
					house.

				Marnie shook her head and stood up. They walked
					across the hall to the dining room. Cabot the third escorted Millie; Beau
					offered an elbow first to Abbie, then Marnie.

				Marnie leaned past her brother. “Don’t get used to
					all this grandeur,” she whispered. “Usually we just eat on trays in front of the
					television.”

				Abbie smiled. “Good to know.” Whatever this trip
					would be, Abbie was getting the feeling it wouldn’t be dull. The three siblings
					alone would make a great study. Gentility gone to seed, but struggling to
					survive. A way of life, fragile and soon to become
					extinct...

				Abbie’s step faltered as her mind automatically
					switched into documentary mode. Beau’s hand tightened over hers, and he gave her
					an encouraging smile. She smiled back and with an effort pulled her mind back to
					dinner.

				No more lapses like
						that, she warned herself. That life was over. She wouldn’t go there
					again.

				The dining room was a long rectangular room painted
					a pale yellow and surrounded by a white chair rail. At the far end, French doors
					opened onto a brick patio and overgrown shrubbery. The oval dining table was
					placed off center, which Abbie surmised was because several leaves had been
					taken out to accommodate only five diners. It was still huge and she was glad
					that the place settings had been clustered around one end with Millie at the
					head of the table, Beau and Marnie to her left, and Cabot and Abbie to her
					right.

				Dinner was everything she had imagined a Southern
					dinner to be. Crystal wine and water glasses, the good china, and sterling
					flatware. The house itself might be slowly fading away, but they were still
					dining in style.

				The first course arrived in a flowered gold-rimmed
					soup tureen carried by a young African American man dressed in a white coat and
					black trousers several inches too short. He held the tureen as if it contained
					nitroglycerin while Ervina ladled a rich crab bisque, pale pink with chunks of
					crabmeat, into their bowls.

				“Thank you, Ervina,” Marnie said. “How are you
					doing this evening, Jerome?”

				Jerome grinned at her for a second before he
					lowered his head. “Fine, ma’am,” he mumbled and sped back to the kitchen. Ervina
					followed at a slower pace.

				The soup was thick and rich, and Abbie was stuffed
					by the time the next course arrived. She hadn’t been eating very much lately.
					She looked apprehensively at the roasted chicken, the potatoes, greens of some
					variety, corn bread, and several other dishes. And she wondered how she could
					manage to eat enough not to appear rude.

				“Why, Millie, this is a feast fit for a king.”
					Cabot the third smiled charmingly at Millie then cut Abbie a sideways look.

				“Delicious,” she agreed, resenting the arrogant
					so-and-so who thought he had to prompt her on good manners.

				Millie beamed back at the two of them.

				Marnie looked across the table and said, “Only eat
					what you want. It’s sometimes hard to eat at the end of a travel day.” She aimed
					the last part of the sentence at Millie.

				“Why, of course,” said Millie. “And if you get
					hungry during the night, you just come down to the kitchen and make yourself at
					home. Ervina goes home at night so you’ll have to fend for yourself.”

				“I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

				“We are early risers and eat breakfast about seven
					o’clock, but you sleep in and we’ll fix you something when you’re good and
					ready.”

				“Thank you, really. But you don’t have to feed me.
					I’m sure there are plenty of places in town. I’m just happy that you’re letting
					me take advantage of your hospitality.”

				“Nonsense,” Millie said. “We love takin’ care of
					our young people. Though most of them seem to move away as soon as they can. It
					might be a little dull around here until the season begins, but I’m sure Cabot
					would love to show you around town.”

				“Thank you, but—”

				“When you’re rested up. You’d love to do that,
					wouldn’t you, Cabot?”

				Abbie doubted it. “I wouldn’t want to take Mr.
					Reynolds away from ...” Whatever it is he
						does.

				“I’d be happy to.” He smiled tightly at Abbie.

				She smiled back just as tightly. She’d have to have
					a talk with the sisters tomorrow and gently, but firmly, tell them she was not
					interested. Not in Cabot “the third” or anyone else.

				“But I can’t until Tuesday. The community center’s
					water heater’s rusted out and I told Sarah I’d come over and help Otis install
					the new one. Then I have a job over in Plantersville in the afternoon.”

				So he worked. As a plumber? Before she could ask
					him, Jerome came back with individual crystal dishes of a thick yellow pudding
					filled with chunks of bananas and vanilla wafers.

				Abbie managed to eat dessert, which was delicious,
					listening politely to the conversation without having to think of too much to
					say. Between the food, and the slow lyrical voices, exhaustion began to creep
					over her. Millie and Cabot did most of the talking, while Marnie occasionally
					put in a word or two. Beau just ate, answered when he was spoken to directly,
					but didn’t volunteer any conversation of his own.

				A block of partially carved wood sat by his plate,
					and several times Abbie saw his hand inch toward it only to draw away again at a
					mere glance from Millie. Abbie wished she had asked more about the family before
					coming. She knew anecdotal-over-a-martini details, like Marnie camouflaging the
					smell of scotch with buttermilk, and how Millie ruled the house even though it
					was really Beau’s inheritance. But she hadn’t heard any real history, and it was
					obvious there was some interesting history between the three.

				As Abbie watched their interplay, she became more
					intrigued. She liked the siblings. What she didn’t get was how Cabot Reynolds
					the third fit into it. Celeste hadn’t mentioned him. He didn’t seem to be a
					relative, and yet he obviously had free rein of the place. Maybe that’s why she
					was picking up such unfriendliness from him. He was afraid she’d usurp his
					position as favored guest?

				He might be a plumber, but Crispin House and the
					land that surrounded it must be worth a fortune. And Cabot the third might just
					be trying to parlay friendship into financial gain—for himself.

				Don’t get involved, she
					warned herself. She wasn’t going to do that anymore. No more lost causes. No
					more exposés. No more long weeks of grueling work in hideous conditions just to
					have your film confiscated, your cameras destroyed,
					your...

				“And we want you to stay just as long as you can.
					If you don’t think it will be too dull.”

				Abbie realized that everyone was looking at her;
					there was concern on Marnie’s face.

				God, what had they been talking about? “I don’t
					think it will be dull at all. Solitude is just what I came for.”

				“Well, you’ll find plenty of that here,” Marnie
					said under her breath.

				“We won’t bother you at all,” added Millie. “Will
					we, Sister?”

				“Not at all,” Marnie said, attention focused on
					Abbie. “You just come and go as you like.”

				Abbie sneaked a peek at Cabot Reynolds. He was
					frowning at his water glass. He definitely didn’t want her around.

				Millie stood, and the others took their cue. Beau
					surreptitiously slipped the piece of wood in his pocket and edged toward the
					door.

				“I’d best be taking off,” Cabot announced as soon
					as they reached the archway to the parlor. “Your guest looks like she might nod
					off midsentence.”

				Abbie widened her eyes and suppressed a yawn.

				“By the way, Beau, Silas said he was going fishing
					tomorrow if you were interested.”

				“Yes, thank you, Cabot, I think I am. I’ll walk you
					back into town.”

				“Don’t you stay out till all hours,” Millie
					said.

				“Haven’t stayed out till all hours since I was in
					the merchant marines,” Beau said and winked at Abbie.

				“Thank you for dinner,” Cab said. “You tell Ervina
					for me that that’s the best crab bisque I had all season.”

				“I will. Beau, you keep that jacket on if you’re
					going outside.”

				“G’night, Cab,” Marnie said.

				Abbie smiled and nodded; Cab nodded. The two men
					left.

				“Well, we won’t see him back anytime soon,” Millie
					said with a sigh.

				It took Abbie a couple of seconds to realize she
					was talking about Beau and not Cabot. Beau didn’t say much, and he was
					definitely more comfortable with a piece of wood in his hand than sitting over a
					china bowl of bisque making polite conversation—something Abbie could relate
					to—but he seemed perfectly capable of taking care of himself.

				“Would you like to go up to your room, dear? You’re
					welcome to watch some television with Sister and me. We don’t have cable, but we
					can pick up the Charleston and Myrtle Beach stations pretty good.”

				“I think I’ll go up and read for a bit. It must be
					the salt air, but I’m tired. It was a lovely dinner. Thank you.”

				“Our pleasure. Good night, dear.”

				Abbie climbed the stairs to her room, dreading the
					idea of going to sleep, but dreading the idea of having to watch the evening
					news with Marnie and Millie more.

				She wondered how long she could stand Millie’s
					solicitude. It was probably what Southern hostesses did. Abbie had visited a lot
					of countries, met all kinds of people, but she’d never met anyone like Millie.
					It was as if she belonged in another era, like one of those characters in the
					recent burst of Southern movies. Which, Abbie realized, were probably based on
					people like Millie.

				“I always rely on the kindness of strangers,” Abbie
					mumbled to herself in a pitiful rendition of a Southern accent. And realized she
						was actually relying on the kindness of
					strangers. And she was grateful.

				That night she slept like the dead, and the dead
					came back to haunt her.

				Beau
					and Cab walked back into town. It was a cool evening, growing cooler as the sun
					sank beneath the horizon, but Beau had shed his suit jacket the minute they were
					outside and left it hanging on the porch rail.

				“You get that engine up and running yet?” Beau
					asked.

				“Not yet, but I’m close,” Cab said. “I got it tuned
					properly and it goes for a few seconds, then it gets hung up. I’ve scoured rust,
					oiled parts, refitted pieces, but it still gets hung up.”

				“I’ll come over and take a look for you
					tomorrow.”

				“That would be great. Thanks.”

				Beau nodded. Reached into his pocket for his piece
					of wood.

				“So,” Cabot began. “Your visitor seems nice
					enough.”

				“Pretty girl,” Beau said as he fumbled in his shirt
					pocket for his knife. “I was always partial to blue-eyed blondes.”

				Cab groaned inwardly. It wouldn’t take much for
					Abbie Sinclair to have Beau wound around her little finger.

				“She’s a friend of your niece’s?”

				“Celeste.”

				“Right. What did Celeste tell you about her?”

				Beau stopped and peered at Cabot. “You interested
					in her, son?”

				“If you mean are we gonna have to fight over her,
					no.”

				Beau chuckled.

				“She hardly said a word at dinner. I was just
					curious why she would choose Stargazey Point for a vacation. She looks like an
					Aruba kind of woman.”

				“Huh,” Beau said. “Don’t strike me that way.
					Something int’resting about her though.”

				“What?”

				“Don’t know. But you can feel it.”

				The only thing Cab felt was trepidation that this
					was another developer’s ploy to cheat the Crispins out of their property. She
					wouldn’t be the first. They’d been circling like buzzards since Cab had been
					back and probably before then. Silas and a handful of others had sold their
					property for way below what it was worth, but that was before Cab’s return.
					These days, pretty much everybody came to him for advice. Most of the time he’d
					tell them not to sell.

				It was selfish he knew. Many of them were barely
					getting by. Hell, he even had to take on some local design jobs, but most of the
					offers were way below the value of the property.

				They reached the old pier and Beau stopped. “You’re
					mighty quiet tonight, boy.”

				“Got a lot on my mind, I guess.”

				“Nothin’ bad, I hope.”

				“No, nothing bad.” He’d make sure it wasn’t. It was
					a good thing after all that Millie had coerced him into taking Ms. Sinclair
					sightseeing. The best thing he could do was to trap her into giving herself away
					while he was showing her around on Tuesday. And if she did, he’d have her on her
					way to the airport before she could whistle “Dixie,” if she even knew the
					tune.

				“Well, I’ll be seeing you tomorrow then.” Beau
					wandered off toward the pier. Cabot watched him climb down the rotting pylons to
					sit on the cement seawall below. It was still just light enough to see the blade
					of his knife as it sliced into the unformed block of wood.

				Cabot turned toward home thinking about Beau and
					what it must be like to live surrounded by those two strong-willed women. It
					would drive Cab mad, but Beau took everything in stride, wandering off to carve
					beautiful, mysterious forms. Mysterious because Cab had never seen a finished
					product, not even in all the summers he’d spent here. Maybe Beau never finished
					them, just carved and whittled until he carved the wood away.

				Cab couldn’t imagine the Point without Beau and his
					block of wood.

				And he couldn’t imagine himself anywhere else.

				Instead of going home, he walked the half block to
					his reason for being in Stargazey. Riffled through his keys until he found the
					one that opened the padlock that secured the double plywood door. The original
					doors had been blown off in Hurricane Hugo in 1989, then again in ’99 and ’04.
					After the last time, Ned hadn’t opened up again. Tourism was off, the beaches
					had eroded, and with the opening of the big theme parks, there wasn’t much call
					for his kind of business.

				Cab pulled at one side of the door. It scraped
					against the dirt as it arced outward. He’d have to put proper doors on
					soon—these were too unwieldy and probably not that safe—but he had some time
					still. He wanted new windows installed, the place painted, the electricity
					working....

				He stepped into the dark cavernous space, thinking
					he could smell the freshly laid sawdust, hear the distant echo of music, the
					whirl of lights and mirrors, the delighted squeals of children, the laughter of
					adults.

				Peter Pan? Maybe. He just knew that even with a
					promising future, a beautiful fiancée, and a substantial stock portfolio, his
					life had been sterile and bleak. Until he’d come back to Stargazey Point to
					settle Ned’s estate. He’d returned to Atlanta seemingly the same, but he had
					changed in the space of a few short days and the discovery of Ned’s legacy.

				He looked into the dark at the strange machinery
					and half-finished structures and felt happy. He’d given up everything for this,
					and he’d be damned if he’d let anyone, including Abbie Sinclair, take it
					away.

				Abbie
						scrambles on her hands and knees. Past the donkey, eyes rolling in terror.
						She thrusts a rigid arm toward the small hand that stretches open-fingered
						from the mud. She can’t reach it. The harder she tries, the farther it
						slides away. Only the donkey stays, his head thrashing in the mud. But she
						can’t reach the boy. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

				Werner yells at her,
						she turns. His lips move, but she can’t hear him. “What?” she screams. His
						eyes widen, his arms fly out as his body recoils and blood splatters the
						air. He falls, slowly, slowly to the ground, calling to her, but she can’t
						hear.

				Abbie thrashed against the covers. Sat up. Gasping
					for breath. It was a dream. The dream. She clutched the sheet as the bed began
					to shake, move across the floor, the tall posts wavering in the dark, until they
					disintegrated like ashes around her. She rolled off the bed and crawled toward
					the French doors across an undulating floor.

				Not real, not awake, not
						real. She grabbed at the door handles, flung the doors wide, and
					stumbled onto the veranda. She pulled herself up to the balcony rail and peered
					out to sea. The wind hit her damp skin, and she shivered uncontrollably.

				She was in South Carolina with Celeste’s family.
					She was standing on firm wood.

				It was dark. Only a lighter aura marked the
					northern shore where the lights from civilization broke through the night. But
					straight out to sea was black. And though the stars blinked erratically above
					her, their light didn’t shine on the land.

				Abbie crossed her arms over her chest. Closed her
					eyes and opened them again. She looked up and down the porch, making sure she
					hadn’t wakened the others, not knowing if she’d talked or screamed or cried in
					her sleep. She heard nothing but the whisper of the waves touching the sand.

				This had to stop. She might have awakened one of
					the Crispins, scared any of the three into a heart attack.

				Something creaked in the dark. She whirled around
					and peered into the shadows. One of the rocking chairs moved slowly back and
					forth. Abbie backed against the balcony rail. The chair ceased rocking.
					Hopefully, it was over for tonight.

				Just as she began to relax, the chair lurched
					forward and something clunked to the ground. She froze, felt something rub
					against her ankles. And then a low rumbling.

				It seemed to take forever for her brain to kick
					into gear. Not a hallucination, not a nightmare. A cat was purring at her
					feet.

				She exhaled so sharply she nearly fell
					backward.

				She knelt down, and the cat bumped against her
					knee. He, or she, was big and seemed in no hurry to leave. She reached out her
					hand, and the cat stretched his neck to be stroked.

				“Now where did you come from? You’re not feral,
					you’re too friendly to be a scavenger, so I’m guessing you’re a resident,
					too.”

				The cat made a rusty sound that Abbie took as a
					meow, made a final pass under her hand, and turned to walk slowly and stately,
					tail twitching, down the veranda. He was swallowed by the darkness long before
					he reached the end.

				Abbie shivered. Her nightshirt was clammy with
					sweat. She looked quickly around, assuring herself that she was indeed awake.
					She took a deep breath of salt air, a long last look at the dark, heaving waves,
					and went back to her room.

				She hurried across the carpet and jumped onto the
					high four-poster, pulled the covers up to her neck. Okay. No one had seen or
					heard her. And she couldn’t be too crazy; the cat liked her. But this couldn’t
					go on. She had to pull herself together.

				She’d done her best. She couldn’t have done more.
					She knew that. And yet somehow that wasn’t enough. I’m
						sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.
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Chapter 3

				Marnie
					pushed stiffly to her feet and brushed the soil off her garden gloves.

				“She’s been sittin’ out there half the morning,”
					Millie said. “She’s not even wearing a hat.”

				Marnie came to stand by her sister and looked out
					at the beach where Abbie sat on the sand, arms wrapped around her knees. “Maybe
					she’s enjoying the weather. She just came from all that snow.”

				Marnie said this just to calm her sister. There was
					something definitely not happy about that girl. She recognized the deep,
					carefully hidden panic, not just fear, but gut-wrenching panic. She’d felt it
					herself, many years ago. Sometimes even now it came back to haunt her.

				“Let’s just leave her alone and see.”

				“I was hoping she and Cabot would hit it off, but
					he wasn’t actin’ like himself at all last night.”

				“Maybe he thought you were playing matchmaker.”

				Millie turned innocent eyes on her. “Sister, he
					comes almost every Sunday night.”

				“He comes,” Marnie said, “about once a month, and
					he was here last week.”

				“He heard we were having crab bisque.”

				“And who did he hear that from?”

				“Hmmph. I just happened to run into him yesterday
					down at the hardware store.”

				Marnie raised a disbelieving eyebrow.

				“Well, I did. For all the good it did,” Millie
					added under her breath. “And now look at that poor child alone out there on the
					beach.” She pulled the yellow petals from a forsythia branch and let them drop
					to the ground. It catapulted Marnie back about sixty years, Millie upset over
					some mistreated dog, some unpopular student, and helpless to do anything but
					worry the forsythia leaves. But that was a long time ago, before Millie lost
					touch with the world.

				Millie was a worrier. It drove Marnie crazy
					sometimes, but not today. She was a little worried herself about this young
					woman whom Celeste had sent to them with no more than, “She’s my friend and she
					needs a safe haven for a while.”

				“Is she in any kind of trouble?” Marnie had asked.
					Not that it would make any difference, but sometimes it was best to know what
					you were dealing with ahead of time.

				“Not legally or anything like that. She needs to
					regroup. I thought of Stargazey Point. I thought of you.”

				“Okay. Send her on. Millie will spoil her rotten,
					and I’ll kill her with kindness.”

				“Just let Stargazey work its magic. And be there
					for her. Thank you. I love you bunches.”

				“Uh-huh. When are you coming for a visit?”

				“Soon I hope. It’s just so hard to get away from
					work.”

				Just as well, Marnie
					thought. She didn’t want to worry Celeste with the state of affairs.

				For now, Millie had something to do, someone to
					take care of beside Beau. Marnie just hoped her constant attention wouldn’t
					drive Abbie away.

				Not that Marnie had any illusions about them
					actually being able to help the girl beyond giving her a refuge from whatever
					was ailing her. She’d met Abbie in the kitchen earlier that morning, hollow eyed
					and pale, as if she hadn’t slept well. Marnie managed to press a cup of coffee
					on her, but she refused any breakfast—girl was too damn thin, even for these
					times.

				Abbie asked her if it would be okay to take her
					coffee to the beach.

				Of course, Marnie told her. Before she could even
					offer her a beach towel, she’d disappeared wraithlike through the back door.

				“Well?” Millie asked, interrupting her
					thoughts.

				“Give her time, Millie. Let her have some
					solitude.”

				“Solitude. Hmmph. She has old age for solitude.”
					Millie brushed her hands off and slowly went back into the house.

				Ervina
					stood at the edge of the sand in the shadowed shelter of the trees. She’d been
					watchin’ that girl for nigh on an hour. She hadn’t moved. But the air around her
					was rollin’ like the tide. The girl didn’t know. But it was there. And so alive
					Ervina could almost hear it.

				Change was comin’. She’d brought it with her, this
					pale girl with the ghost hair. It was comin’. Might be good. Might be bad. But
					it was comin’.

				Abbie
					lifted her head to the sun. It was warm, and the slight breeze off the water
					kept the morning from being hot.

				Ordinarily Abbie loved the beach. She always tried
					to spend a few days between jobs at some sunny vacation spot. Werner would never
					go. He was always in postproduction or preproduction or both at once.

				Abbie used to kid him about being constitutionally
					unable to sit still. He’d just shrug, kiss her, and tell her to have a good
					time. He’d be there when she got back. He always was. But he wouldn’t be there
					now. Not anymore.

				Hell. He’d left a hole inside her that all the sand
					on earth couldn’t fill. She knew he would never think twice about giving his
					life for what he believed in. But not like this. Not when their work was
					destroyed and witnesses silenced.

				She was the coward. She’d let him down. Let herself
					down.

				She looked up at the sky, knowing he wouldn’t be
					there. Werner had always said he would never go to heaven, since all the
					interesting people would be in hell. “See you there,” he’d quip, when she
					faltered. When she worried about him. When she was afraid. She hoped he was
					right. Hell wouldn’t be such a bad place with Werner making stories about
					it.

				She wished Celeste had been able to come with her.
					She’d said she wanted solitude, but solitude was too crowded. She wanted
					distraction. Something to keep her busy. Something that would point her to the
					future, prevent her from looking at the past.

				Celeste could always make her laugh. Celeste loved
					the beach almost as much as Abbie, though they hardly ever got their vacations
					at the same time.

				Once, years ago, they had gone to St. Bart’s. Spent
					forty-eight hours flirting with skin cancer and hot young men before they were
					on the plane headed back, Celeste to her desk job as copyeditor for a local news
					channel, Abbie to another plane, another country, another story—to Werner.

				Abbie knew she was going to have to go solo from
					now on. This was her new life. She’d accepted that. She’d known what to do
					before, and her life had been exciting and purposeful. But this new life was
					vague and unfocused, one that she had no experience in, no skills, no desire to
					explore.

				She took a stinging breath, trying to ease the
					tightness in her chest. She couldn’t just sit here. This was not the relaxation,
					decompression time before jumping back into the next project. There was no next
					project.

				This was the end of the line—the edge of the
					world.

				And she was being pathetic. She forced her
					unwilling body to her feet, brushed off the seat of her jeans, and looked up the
					long white beach. She could take a walk; there was plenty of unspoiled beach
					before she reached the town with its damaged pier and the row of stilted beach
					houses beyond.

				She could probably keep walking for days along the
					shore that continued past the town and curved slightly before spreading
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