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“Talented Adrianne Lee’s stories start off with a bang and continue with non-stop action!” ~Romantic Times
For twelve long years April Farraday has struggled to recall what happened the night of her mother's fatal fall down a flight of stairs. Did she push her mother to her death? If she is ever to be free to spend her life with the man she loves, April must return to scene of the crime, to Calendar House, and confront her forgotten past.
Spencer Garrick has loved April for twelve years, loved her and lived with the fear that once she recalls what happened the night of her mother’s fall, she will forever hate him.
But Spencer is not the only one who fears April’s memory returning. Will he be able to protect his love before she is silenced. . .forever?
Prologue
Angry voices!
Echoing from the landing above the basement stairs.
Fourteen-year-old April clamped her palms over her ears, effectively blocking the words. But not the anger.
Who was arguing with her mother? For it was her mother’s voice she heard; there was no denying that sing-song lilt it always took on when she’d been drinking.
An awful dread filled April. She hated her mother and this was the way she hated her most. Drunk. Sometimes she even wished Lily was dead.
Lily! She wasn’t allowed to call her momma, or mom, or mother. Just Lily. While she was to answer to Baby!
As if of their own volition, her hands slid from her ears and caught hold of the braids at the sides of her head. She gave them a disgusted yank. Pigtails! And this horrid dress that hung like a pillowcase from her shoulders. She wasn’t a baby. Why did her mother make her dress like one? Couldn’t Lily see she’d started to change from a child into a young woman?
Or was that the problem?
A loud slap resounded through the open room. April flinched as though she’d been struck. Had she been? She could swear she felt her cheek sting, and her ears rang as if from a blow.
The normal dusty dank scent of the basement dissolved in the tinny odor of fear burning April’s nostrils, coating her tongue. She tried to edge away from her mother’s wrath, but Lily stood between her and the door.
“April?” Her mother’s voice was shrill with disbelief.
This time April listened, straining to identify another voice. Instead she heard the tinkle of breaking glass.
“You’ll be sorry…! Lily hissed.
April slammed her eyes shut. Suddenly she didn’t want to see, to feel. She threw her hands in front of her and shoved hard as though she could push aside the bad voices.
Lily’s scream startled her.
April’s eyes flew open. Lily was falling. Tumbling down the stairs. Frantically, April reached for her. Too late.
Bump!
Thud!
Shriek!
And then silence.
Deafening silence.
Running recklessly down the steep staircase, April stopped halfway, clung to the railing, and gazed in horror at her mother’s sprawled for below. Her chest squeezed with pain.
Until that moment, Lily Cordell-Farraday had always seemed more alive than everyone else. No longer. She was still. Too still. Her long blond hair was in wild disarray, spread about her ivory face like discarded gold silk, her aqua eyes were huge with glassy terror, and her graceful neck was twisted at an unnatural angle.
April stumbled down the remaining stairs, fell to her knees and caught her mother’s lifeless hand to her chest.
“I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry.”
Chapter One
The ominous note arrived two days after the invitation.
April’s stepbrother was getting married May first. The invitation from her father was not for the wedding. That was still four months away. Rather, he was asking her to attend the formal engagement party her family was throwing three weeks hence at Calendar House.
The note warned her to stay away.
Shakily, April scanned the unsigned paper for the umpteenth time. The message was simple: If ever again you set foot inside Calendar House you will regret it!
“What do you make of this?” she asked, dropping the note on her doctor’s file-cluttered desk. Obviously, Doctor Nancy Merritt, the psychiatrist at the Phoenix sanitarium where April was an outpatient, had been in the middle of evaluations when she’d agreed to this appointment. “I haven’t been home in twelve years. In fact, this has been my home for most of that time. And now, when I’m well enough to face them, someone sends this!”
Doctor Merritt was a plain woman whose cropped brown hair hugged her head like an overturned bird’s nest. Her features lacked beauty, but not strength. The preteen shapelessness of her figure had long ago convinced April the woman fed more on nervous energy than food. The doctor read the mysterious note, then turned her warm brown eyes to April. “How does this make you feel?”
How did she feel? Angry. Offended. A little scared. Although morning shafts of winter sun spilled in through two windows, April hugged herself against a sudden chill.
In the background, the soft upbeat sounds of Kenny G filtered from concealed speakers. Usually the music lifted her spirits and soothed her. Today it annoyed her. She stormed to the shelf of books which also housed the stereo equipment and punched the off button.
Dropping her head back on her shoulders, she stared at the ceiling, and drew a deep breath. There was, she noted absently, the usual overlaying scent of pine cleaner in the utilitarian office, a distinctive sign of normalcy. It should have helped her pull things into perspective. It didn’t. Slowly, she faced Nancy.
If the doctor was surprised or offended by April’s actions she showed no sign of it. Irrationally, this annoyed April all the more. She paced, waving her hands in the air. “How do you suppose I feel? I’m upset.”
“And…?”
Avoiding the real issue, April said, “And…I want to know who sent that vile note. Other than Daddy, I haven’t seen any of those people in twelve years. Oh sure, they’ve written, sent birthday and Christmas presents, but none of them cared enough to show up on my doorstep.”
“Was that their idea…or yours?” asked Nancy in her gentle, persistent way.
Some of April’s bluster deflated. “You know it was mine.”
Nancy nodded. “I’ve never understood why.”
April opened her mouth, but didn’t speak. She still couldn’t bring herself to tell Nancy the whole truth. Nor anyone else either. Until she remembered all the details, she couldn’t even admit out loud that she might have killed Lily. With her blood the temperature of ice water, she eyed the foreboding note. Perhaps the person who’d sent it already knew and was afraid she’d murder them all in their sleep. Her mouth felt as dry as the desert outside; her palms as damp as the dew on the cacti.
“It’s all right, April. You can tell me your reasons when you’re ready. Look, I realize this is unsettling. But I strongly caution you about giving this”-–she tapped the note again—“such importance. I’d hate to see it undo all the good we’ve accomplished, or to keep you from achieving a complete recovery.”
April was used to Nancy’s unobtrusive way of letting her figure out what she wanted. And more than anything else, she wanted to be well. She steeled herself against giving the note and its unknown author even a modicum of power over her. “You know what? Nothing is going to deter my plans to return to Calendar House.”
* * * *
Twelve years in Arizona had disaccustomed April to the cutting chill of the San Juan Islands in winter, but the pungent bite of sea water invading her nostrils brought a smile to her lips. Without realizing it, she had missed the aroma of home. But not the rain, she admitted, watching it gather on the windshield.
Resigned to getting wet, she stepped from her rented car onto the bobbing deck of the Farraday family’s working ferry. Moored in Friday Harbor, the barge-like affair was all flat deck and wooden railings, and large enough to accommodate two medium-sized cars. It smelled of creosote and brine-soaked timbers.
“Go on into the wheelhouse,” Karl Winston, the ferry’s captain directed. “I gotta secure the car.”
She didn’t need to be told twice. April dashed for the forward deck and the snug, five-by-eight structure from which the captain steered the motorized craft. The words “Farraday Island” were emblazoned in huge red letters on three of its four walls. The paint looked fresh.
Somehow the whole ferry seemed smaller, April thought, entering the compact cabin. She shut the door against the drizzle, slid onto the bench seat, and watched Karl ready her car for the journey ahead.
Seeing him again had been a shock. She was still having trouble accepting that the scrawny, spoiled mama’s boy she had once played with had grown into this handsome man. Now in his late twenties, Karl looked as striking as some Viking god from the pages of Norwegian history.
A blast of icy air rattled the rain slicked window at her back, and April shrugged deeper into her red parka.
Karl cast off, and hastened into the wheelhouse. “Here we go,” he announced, grinding the engine to life. “The heater will warm this place in no time.”
A moment later, they were cruising across the choppy waters out of the Harbor. April’s heartbeat fluttered as Karl veered recklessly past oncoming boats with no apparent regard to who had the right-of-way. The hard wooden bench beneath her was smooth from wear, and she struggled to hold her position.
Intentionally arriving one day early, April had planned to spend the night in Friday Harbor, reacquaint herself with the town where she had attended school, and go to Farraday Island in the morning. No such luck!
“I ‘bout had a stroke when I saw you in the Herb’s café.” Karl laughed, and much to her chagrin, glanced over his broad shoulder. She wished he would pay more attention to his navigating and less to her, but that seemed to be a futile hope. “Man, I thought fer sure it was Lily Cordell come back to life.”
April cringed, hating the unavoidable comparison. Unwittingly, she caught her reflection in the glass. From her shoulder-length gold blond hair, to her round aqua eyes, right down to her fine-boned features, she looked hauntingly like her famous mother.
The noisy engine chugged and whined inside the tight confines of the wheelhouse which suddenly seemed to contain to little air. Why couldn’t Karl quit staring at her?
As though he had read this thought and was determined to defy it, the corners of his generous mouth curled. Heat spiraled into her face. Was he flirting with her? She knew men found her attractive; she was, after all, her mother’s daughter. In appearance anyway. However, the few experiences she had had with men had taught her that sending mixed signals could be disastrous. Especially when you weren’t aware you were sending them.
Flustered, she raised her voice to be heard above the raucous engine. “Well, if you hadn’t introduced yourself, I wouldn’t have recognized you, Karl.”
The smile reached into his ice blue eyes. “Yeah! I came into my own.”
That was putting it mildly, April thought, realizing for the first time that this whole visit would likely be one confrontation after another with change. She had best be prepared.
At last Karl devoted his attention to maneuvering the unsettling swells. Her stomach felt queasy. Taking advantage of his silence, April leaned her head against the vibrating wall, and gazed at the gloom-shrouded afternoon. Prepared or not, was she ready to see Spencer? His image came to her in a flash, and her heart quickened. Twelve years would have changed him, too. Why had he never married? Why did these feelings for him persist? Why had she avoided finding out all she could about him?
Karl interrupted this scenario she had hashed through too many times over the past four years. “Got a real storm brewing.”
April nodded, but said nothing. Karl, she decided, had a penchant for stating the obvious.
“How come you ain’t got much of a tan? I thought Phoenix was sunny year round.”
“It’s usually sunny, but not always warm. Besides, I’m too busy for sunbathing.”
“Doin’ what?”
The question sounded like simple curiosity, but was it? “Working and going to school.” She didn’t want to talk about herself. “What about you?”
“Your pa just promoted me. I got my daddy’s old job lookin’ after the grounds, the cars, the ferry—you know, a little of this, a little of that.”
April’s memory of Karl’s father Jesse Winston remained clear. Jesse had dark hair and pale eyes, and he was a man whose job kept him fit, kept his skin perpetually tan. As a young girl she’d thought him quite a hunk. Of course, that was before she’d lost her heart to someone else.
Tragically, Jesse had died soon after the car he’d been working under slipped off its jack and crushed his chest. The accident had occurred two months before her mother’s. With a start, April realized Karl and she had both lost a parent at about the same time.
Before she could comment on this, Karl said, “Say, my old lady’s eyes are gonna bug out when she sees you. She loved your ma.”
April forced a smile. Karl’s mother had been the cook and housekeeper at Calendar House for as long as she could recall. A wayward thought struck her. Had his mother loved Lily enough to send the mysterious note? Involuntarily, April shivered. Don’t jump to conclusions, she reminded herself. “How is Helga?”
“Same as always. A little thicker around the middle since you last saw her. ‘Course she’d got her hands full readying for the party. Gonna be some shindig. Lotta important people coming…even some reporters.”
April’s neck muscles ached with tension. Could the fact that the press would be attending her stepbrother’s engagement party explain the motive behind the anonymous note? She knew her resemblance to Lily was bound to cause a stir, but surely her absence would also have created unwanted speculation. Which was worse? Hugging herself, she gazed toward the heaving waters of Haro Strait. “How much longer before we reach the Island?”
“A few more minutes.” He moved aside and gestured toward the ship’s wheel. The grin was back. “You wanna steer a while?”
“No, thanks.” What she wanted at the moment was to be alone. “If you don’t have any objection, I think I’ll wait in my car for the remainder of the trip.”
“Suit yourself. It won’t be as warm out there.”
The colder confines of her rented car sounded preferable to the sudden oppressive warmth inside the wheelhouse. April picked her way gingerly across the slick deck of the swaying craft. Rain pelted down, saturating her in seconds. The going was rough. With every rise and fall of the waves, the aged planks creaked and groaned as if they were struggling to hold together. The eerie sound stirred goose flesh on her neck.
Inches from the car, a gust of wind stole her balance. She slipped, caught hold of the car’s door-handle and righted herself. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. In these rough seas, the car might decide to jump ship.
Scoffing at her fears, she stubbornly climbed into the driver’s seat, determined not to be intimidated by the weather, or her own active imagination, or Karl’s overly friendly manner. Oh, he seemed nice enough. And God knew, he was easy to look at, but she had not right to encourage—however unintentionally—any man. Even Spencer... A pain centered in her chest. Until she broke through her memory block and learned to deal with whatever she discovered, her future was one big question mark.
Unshed tears obscured her vision as much as the rain on the windshield. She daubed her eyes with a tissue and checked the rearview mirror for mascara smudges. Finding none, she started the engine and flicked on the wipers.
A full five seconds passed before she realized what she was seeing.
Farraday Island.
It rose out of Haro Strait, a crudely shaped horseshoe consisting of nearly two thousand acres of forests and beaches, rocky shores and dangerous cliffs. The house and its outbuildings occupied the southernmost arm.
The ferry smoothed as Karl left the open waters and navigated into a sheltered cove. Directly ahead was the landing dock. April tensed. In the pit of her stomach a swirl of panic rose. Forcing herself to breathe deeply and evenly, she strained for a glimpse of the house that dominated the promontory.
On a clear day it was impossible to miss from this vantage point. Now, however, the misty downpour obscured all but the massive roof line. It was enough to start her heart careening.
Within minutes, Karl had moored the ferry, lowered the ramp, and removed the blocks securing her tires. Maneuvering the car ahead, she rolled down the window, actually welcoming the cooling rain on her flushed face. “Would you like a ride to the house?”
“Naw, I got a few things to finish here first.”
“Okay. See you later.”
April disembarked. The car’s tires spun and caught as she drove onto wet asphalt and began a steep ascent. Although the narrow lane seemed to wind aimlessly away from her destination, she knew it eventually circled back and led to the spacious parking apron in front of the house.
Leafless madronas lined the road like a naked garrison guarding the way. They’d grown so tall.
The boathouse had disappeared from view, and seconds later she was passing the six-car garage. Wind railed against the rented compact. Trees bobbed and bent and moaned. Branches snapped and leaped into her path. The wipers were useless against the onslaught of rain and debris.
April squinted into the failing light, recalling the beauty of this place in high summer. She shivered. This was January at its ugliest: soggy, matted grass, flowerless bushes, and puddle water. The bleakness struck a chord within her. Arizona and Dr. Merritt suddenly seemed far away, too far away.
Her headlights pierced the darkness as she peered uneasily into the shadowed gloom.
In the distance to her left, she spotted what appeared to be a cluster of sporadic lights. The housekeeper’s cottage. Even that cozy abode looked forlorn today.
Trying to ignore a chilling sense of foreboding, she managed the final curve.
Lightning speared the sky, illuminating the area for a split second.
Her foot hit the brake. April blinked.
Calendar House!
It hid in the rainy mist, angling this way and that, like some huge stone and mortar monster waiting to destroy her.
Chapter Two
Bone-chilling wind drove sheeting rain against April’s backside as she rushed to the porch and knocked on the heavy pine door.
Once. Twice. Three times.
Where was everyone? Granted she wasn’t expected until tomorrow, but there were lights on inside; surely someone was home. Finding the door unlocked, April stepped into the immense foyer. Her stomach seemed to be in her throat. Swallowing hard, she wrestled the door shut, and then set her single suitcase on the planked floor.
For a long moment, she stood motionless, listening for approaching footsteps or the sound of voices. All she heard was the pelting rain and the thundering of her heart. She drew a quivery breath. The faint aromas of roasting beef and lemon oil tangled in her nostrils. Inexplicably, these homey touches lifted the fine hairs on the nape of her neck.
Her gaze flicked uneasily from the sweeping staircase at her left to the rough-hewn, open beamed ceilings, to the hammered pewter chandelier overhead, and lastly, to the gleaming pine floors beneath her feet which sported a hodgepodge of subtly-shaded Oriental rugs. Nothing to be frightened of, she chided herself.
It did look different though. Redecorated. Except for its grander size, Calendar House brought to mind an old English hunting lodge, best suited to antiques, natural woods, and overstuffed furniture in natural fabrics. Twelve years ago it had looked that way.
April frowned in disbelief. Black lacquered tables and low slung couches with frilly flowered throw pillows and matching drapes adorned the sunken living room. Valuable looking Oriental vases sat in the foyer. It was so inappropriate, she wondered if someone had deliberately tried to remove every trace of Lily and her era here.
Trying to shake the unsettling notion, April removed her wet parka and dropped it atop her suitcase. A blast of wind slammed against the leaded windows on either side of the door. She jumped. It felt nearly as cold inside as it had outside. Had it always been so?
A sudden lull in the downpour exposed heretofore unheard voices coming from the vicinity of her father’s den.
With her nerves taut, April headed into the wide hallway at her right. As she neared the den, she realized her Aunt March was speaking; the elderly woman’s grating tones were unmistakable.
“Not thinking, as usual.” The clack of knitting needles punctuated her words. “If ever you’d consider the ramifications of your actions, brother dear, instead of leading with your heart….”
“For the love of God! Must I remind you…April is my daughter. Your niece! She belongs here as much as either of us.”
April froze. Her pulse skipped, her mouth dried. She knew she should walk in and let them know she had arrived. Unaccountably, she stood rigid, inches from the doorway, listening.
“Humph! How do we know she’s strong enough?” Her aunt had neither dropped a stitch nor a beat. “What if the shock of returning to Calendar House sets her off again?”
“Really, March!” Her father’s voice resounded in anger. “Hysterical amnesia is hardly schizophrenia!”
Another furious clack of needles followed. “Bad genes! That’s what. Never been insanity in the Farraday family…’til you married that actress, August. Show people! Hah! Unstable, the lot of ‘em.”
No insanity in the Farraday family? April pressed her palm to her mouth, stifling an angry “Hah!” Generations of Farradays named for the month in which they were born. Perhaps not insanity, but definitely a strain of eccentricity.
“Shame on the both of you.” The reproach pulled April back to the conversation. The soft southern drawl, she realized, was that of her stepmother.
“I want not more of this, this ancient history,” declared Cynthia Farraday. “We have the future to consider. Promise me you’ll refrain from this distasteful subject while Vanessa and the twins are here. I won’t have my son’s fiancée—the governor’s niece for heaven’s sake—gettin’ the wrong impression of our family. Not to mention the press. Why, if some snoopy reporter heard the two of you and dragged up all that old business, it could ruin the engagement celebration, the weddin’—or possibly Thane and Spencer’s careers.”
April had heard enough. She stepped into the room and, for the first time since her return, into the past. Her father’s den was exactly as she’d remembered: the rock fireplace dominating one wall, the red leather sofa and high-backed chairs on either side of it, the cluttered bookshelves, the even messier desk, the old braided rug and knotty-pine paneling. Taking heart from it, she moved closer to the three people seated before the roaring fire.
A nervous quiver stirred in her stomach. “None of you need to worry. I’m not insane.”
Three heads jerked toward April.
Above the crackle of blazing logs she heard a tight gasp escape March Farraday. The old woman’s hand flew to her ample bosom and color drained from her florid face as she sank back into the worn leather of the high-backed chair. “Dear God! It’s Lily.”
“Don’t be absurd, March.” Sitting on the sofa next to his wife, August Farraday smiled up at his daughter, but made no move to rise. At sixty-nine, he was three years younger than his sister, and, whereas March was plain with a mannish jaw, a prominent nose and hair the color of corroded steel, August was head-turning-handsome. Still. The only signs of aging were the silver strands in his thick russet hair and a slight stoop, a by-product of years bent over a work bench bringing his inventions to life.
His navy blue eyes suddenly clouded with confusion. “I thought you weren’t due until tomorrow, April. Did I get the dates wrong?”
“No dear, you didn’t. April honey, we weren’t expectin’ you today. How did you get across the strait from Friday Harbor in this foul weather? Surely, Karl didn’t come get you?”
“I had intended to spend the night in Friday Harbor, but the working ferry was at the dock.”
There was the slightest twitch in Cynthia’s cheek as she clasped hold of the gold cross hanging from a lengthy chain around her neck. April wondered if her stepmother’s discomfort sprang from her presence, or from worry as to how much of the conversation she might have heard.
Cynthia sighed, and then smiled sweetly at her. “Y’all must have made it back just as the storm hit. You look chilled to the bone.” She lifted a silver carafe from the coffee table and poured steaming brown liquid into a mug. “Here’s some hot spiced tea. Come warm yourself by the fire.”
Wind wailed against the double French doors and lifted the sheer curtains in a ghostly dance as April strode to the fireplace, accepted the cup and curled her icy fingers around it. The hot glass burned her skin, but she didn’t mind.
It smelled of apples and cinnamon, and tasted delicious. Taking a second sip of the steamy brew, she sank to the raised hearth. The sudden heat at her back felt as unnatural as being in this room with these three people. Too many years had passed.
“Now doesn’t that feel better?” Cynthia piped.
April nodded and hid her discomfort in another swallow. For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why her father had married Cynthia less than one year after Lily’s accident. As much as she had hated her mother, April would not have chosen her social secretary as a replacement.
Oh, there was no denying Cynthia had a certain exotic appeal, with her long dark brown hair pulled severely off her face, accentuating her almond-shaped, dove-gray eyes, but at fifty, she was young enough to be one of August’s daughters. Was that the attraction? Her age?
The knitting needles clicked anew, startling April. She eyed her aunt through lowered lashes. The elderly woman stared back, boldly, assessing. Probably waiting to see her fall apart, she thought angrily.
The leather sofa squeaked as Cynthia shifted position and leaned closer to April. “Welcome home, sugah. We intended to have the red carpet, so to speak, rolled out for you, but you caught us unaware. I do hope you won’t be sneakin’ up on everyone the whole time you’re here visitin’?”
Cynthia’s tittering laugh grated against April’s nerve endings. It was a struggle to keep her voice level. “I knocked. No one answered.”
“Never mind about all that. You’re here now, safe and sound, and that’s all that’s important,” August said.
“Of course it is.” Cynthia smiled at her husband. “Now give your daughter a hug, dear, or she’ll think we aren’t glad to see her.”
“What? Oh!” August’s confusion lasted but a second. Always a bit preoccupied, her father often forgot amenities. Usually April found it an endearing trait. Today it hurt. He was the one ally she felt certain of and he hadn’t thought to welcome her on his own. However, now that the defect had been pointed out, she couldn’t fault the speed with which he strove to correct it.
Setting aside the tea cup, she rose to meet him, allowing herself to be wrapped in his comforting embrace. He pulled her to his chest, flattening her nose against his breast pocket. The smell of pipe tobacco clung to his shirt, evoking bittersweet memories from her childhood.
“Of course, we’re glad to see her,” he said. “Why wouldn’t we be?”
Several reasons occurred to April, starting with the anonymous note and ending with the conversation she had just interrupted.
August grasped her by each shoulder. “Why, April, your sweater is damp. You must be freezing. Let’s show you which room you’ll be using and you can change out of those wet clothes.”
“Which room I’ll…?” April frowned. “Won’t I be staying in my old room?”
“Humph!” The knitting needles silenced, drawing more attention than when they clacked. “Imagine…expecting to move back in here as though the past twelve years hadn’t even happened.”
The breath in April’s throat seemed as hot as the fire. Obviously, Aunt March was unhappy about her presence here. Unhappy enough to have penned an anonymous note? April wouldn’t put it past her, but it would take more than a sharp-tongue old lady and a scrap of paper to intimidate her.
No longer the meek fourteen-year-old her aunt remembered, she returned the elderly woman’s stare, undaunted. “You’re right, Aunt March. It was silly of me to assume I would have a room I haven’t seen for twelve years.”
Making a silent vow to curtail all future impulsive presumptions about anything, or anyone, as long as she remained in Calendar House, April swung her gaze up at her father. “Life changes so many things. I’m glad to see, though, that this room is exactly as I remembered it.”
Chuckling, August caught her around the shoulders and steered her out into the hallway. “Can’t change me. Don’t even try. Your little sister has your old room, by the way.”
“It really is the best room for a child, what with the eastern exposure and all.” Following on their heels, Cynthia continued, “July is so excited about meetin’ you. It’s all she’s talked about for days.”
In the foyer, April retrieved her suitcase and coat. “I’m anxious to meet her, too, but Daddy’s right. I’d better get out of these wet clothes.”
“Certainly.” Cynthia’s eyes widened, telecasting a frantic message to her husband.
He stepped forward and caught April’s wrist, loosely. “When you do meet your little sister, please don’t mention the sanitarium.”
“Why not?” A frown weighed heavy on her brows.
A blush stole across her father’s face and he looked relieved when Cynthia saved him from answering. “Small children ask such embarrassin’ questions and have the most vivid imaginations. We wouldn’t want her to have nightmares, hon, now would we?”
More likely Cynthia was afraid July would ask some of those “embarrassin’” questions in front of the reporters who had been invited to Thane and Vanessa’s engagement party. Oh yes, April understood. Better than they thought. Anger swirled in the pit of her stomach.
She gazed from one to the other. “Where exactly does July think I’ve been—traveling the world—too busy to ever come and meet her?”
This time Cynthia was the one with the red face. “Well—I must admit, sugah, we were less than honest. However, I do believe we came up with an ingenious story. She thinks you’re a, ah, missionary, workin’ in some obscure little town in South America. We even showed her on the map.”
Wide-eyed, April stared at them both, opening and shutting her mouth, unable to do more than sputter.
“It was my idea.” Her father’s look pleaded for her understanding. “It seemed right at the time. Please, Darling, say you’ll go along with it.”
The bellowing wind matched April’s screaming inner protest. For the last few years, everything in her life depended on the truth, no matter how painful. Now they were asking her to lie about the very thing she’d had to confront to overcome. Her illness.
The prospect of meeting her seven-year-old half-sister was becoming less and less appealing. On the other hand, she’d decided before setting out on this journey, she’d do whatever it took to unlock the truth about Lily’s “accident” and if that meant lying, so be it.
Nodding, she said, “All right. But what about Thane and Spence and Karl and Vanessa?”
“The twins and Karl know and will maintain our little deception, but Vanessa will be told the same story as July, for now. We’ll tell them both the truth after the weddin’.”
“I know this will be hard on you and we appreciate your cooperation.” Her father’s relief was evident.
If only she shared his confidence. Fielding questions from a child didn’t worry her, but Vanessa was an adult and might inadvertently ask some “embarrassin’” questions April would not be able to answer.
Aunt March tramped into the foyer like an army drill sergeant. “I’m going to take a nap. Vicious headache. Lordy, girl, haven’t you got out of those wet clothes yet? All we need around here is some fool catching pneumonia. Come along. I’ll show you which room is yours.”
A clap of thunder drowned April’s muttered retort as she grabbed her suitcase, slipped her damp parka over her arm and hurried up the stairs after the formidable figure of her aunt.
When she reached the landing, April paused, letting her eyes adjust to the reduced light. Peering down the darkened hall at the line of closed doors, she felt an ancient familiarity creep around her as cold as the air sneaking through the drafty walls. She shivered and let her gaze flick to the master bedroom door, then on to her old room beyond. Her sense of loss seemed to echo through the long corridor.
A brilliant flash exploded next to the window at her back and, for a few seconds, light danced through the hallway. Momentarily blinded, April blinked. Dear God, it was unbelievable. The Oriental decadence extended to the upstairs as well. Her mind reeled in confusion. Had Cynthia also hated Lily—so much so that she had needed to erase every reminder of her existence?
Thunder boomed overhead as though a cannon had fired from the rooftop.
Suddenly, the thought of being alone held no charm and April hastened after her aunt, who had just disappeared around a corner. As she reached the turn, she stopped, engrossed by two huge doors on her left. “Aunt March, why is the west wing closed off?”
Slowing, the old woman glanced over her shoulder. “No sense heating a ballroom and servant quarters no one uses. You want to see your room or stand here jabbering all day?”
April said nothing, but hurried to catch up. “When will the others be arriving?”
“The others? Do you mean Vanessa and the twins?”
“Of course.”
“They’re due sometime tomorrow. But then so were you.”
Sometime tomorrow. The thought sent an anxious twinge to her stomach and a bittersweet lump to her throat. She’d been as close to Cynthia’s sons as if they were her older brothers, yet neither had made any attempt to see or talk to her during her recovery or since she’d left the sanitarium.
Attorneys now, Thane and Spencer Garrick shared a practice in Bellingham, Washington, and according to her father, aspired to the hierarchy of politics. Thane was campaigning for State Representative while Spence actively sought the mayor-ship. But busy careers didn’t explain their silent rejection of her.
Following her aunt around another bend, she shoved the old hurt aside. Dwelling on the twins’ thoughtlessness was counterproductive. There was mystery enough to solve without taking on more. In truth, she could’ve contacted Spence and Thane anytime during the past four years; but something always held her back, something related to her confusion over Lily’s accident.
The elderly woman pushed open the door at the end of the hall. “Here you are. Hope the smell of fresh paint doesn’t make you ill.”
She stepped through the doorway past her aunt and let out a sigh of relief. The room was small, almost an afterthought, but the décor was strictly Laura Ashley, all peaches and creams with lots of bleached pine. “This is a lovely room.” Setting down her suitcase and coat, she turned back toward her aunt, but March had gone, closing the door behind her, leaving an abrupt void in her wake.
Hoping to ebb the encroaching gloom, April switched on her overhead light, but wind-whipped madrona trees outside her windows shrieked and moaned and beat angrily against the house like demons demanding entrance, deepening her unease with each passing minute.
Hurriedly, she unpacked, wishing she could empty her mind as readily. The more she thought about the ridiculous sham her father and Cynthia had perpetrated, the less sense it made.
Exactly how had Daddy managed to keep her illness from reaching the press? And why? Did he know something about the accident he didn’t want revealed? A chill knifed through April.. The sooner she recovered her missing pieces of memory, the better. She pulled on beige slacks and an Angora sweater, brusher her wavy, shoulder-length hair and left her room.
Outside her door, she stopped and glanced left, then right, down the hallway, momentarily disoriented. She hadn’t paid much attention to the direction her aunt had led her and the strange décor yielded few familiar landmarks. It was like trying to read a favorite nursery rhyme in a foreign language.
With her eyes closed, she mentally rummaged through her treasure house of long unvisited memories. Of course! She was in the east wing and, unless she missed her guess, her bedroom had once been Aunt March’s sewing room. Then there should be a back staircase leading to the kitchen around to the left.
There was.
Perhaps she could pass through the kitchen and slip into the basement unnoticed. Confronting the past immediately held real appeal for her.
With her insides trembling, April headed down the steep, enclosed staircase. The slap of her beige flats on the bare, time-worn steps duplicated the slam of her heart against her rib cage, but halfway down she stopped and pressed her palm against the faded wallpaper. A shiver tripped down her spine. On the other side of this wall was the landing above the basement stairs.
She drew in a shaky breath. The passageway smelled musty and aged and summoned an image of herself curled on the fifth stair from the bottom with her ear tight to the wall, listening to the twins. As children, they often excluded her from their games, using the landing as a private hideout, but one day, quite by accident, April had overheard voices coming through the wafer thin wall and discovered a way of having her own secrets. A nervous laugh discharged in her throat. It was silly, a childish prank.
Why did it feel like something more?
She peeled her hand from the wall and continued down the few remaining steps. The door into the kitchen was ajar and the aroma of pot roast brought her to an abrupt halt. Was someone in the kitchen? It was a chance she’d have to take.
With a determined shove, April pushed the door open and stepped into the room, but her resolve turned to rubber at the sight that met her eyes. The warm and wonderful, old fashioned farm kitchen of her childhood had been replaced by a cold and awful, stainless steel, black and white update.
Outside, the wind and rain lost power while inside April’s pulse thudded in her ears too loudly for her to notice the abating storm. Judging the wear and tear on the cabinets and appliances, she estimated the modernization had been done several years ago.
Shaking her head in disgust, she turned toward the basement door and froze.
It was gone.
Chapter Three
Staring at the solid wall where the basement door had been, April felt her hopes of unlocking her memory begin to shrivel as surely as the dying storm.
“April?”
The vaguely familiar, masculine voice drowned out the quieting patter of rain against the windows. She turned to find a tall, handsome thirty-year-old man, looking at her with his head cocked to the side. One of the twins. Cynthia’s sons had inherited their mother’s coloring, but not her exotic features; his were bold, masculine. But twelve years had passed without contact, twelve years in which Mother Nature had molded teenagers into adults, and April couldn’t discern if this was Thane or Spence.
Spence Garrick’s breath caught in his throat. God, she looked like Lily. A floodgate opened inside his brain, washing old memories and feelings to the surface. And the guilt, always the guilt. Damn it, he should have been better prepared for this. Rubbing his palms on his gray Levis, he realized her face was as pale as his felt. An insane urge to touch her had him cramming his hands into his pockets. “Are you all right?”
April read dismay in his dove-gray eyes. It struck her there was something unapproachable, even dangerous about this man. And yet…she felt an inexplicable attraction to him. “What happened to the basement door?”
He took a step closer.
She tensed, then noted the concern on his face and willed herself to relax.
“The way to the basement and wine cellar was rerouted through the laundry room. The new stairway’s closed in and not so steep.”
The image induced by his reference to the steep staircase had April swallowing hard. Strangely, his words also revived her hopes. She could still reach the basement. Then another thought cut short her relief. Had Daddy torn down the landing and the old staircase? she wanted to ask, needed to ask, but the question lodged in her throat. It might sound odd. Or insane. Aunt March’s words rang in her head, reminding April to choose her allies with care. There was no cause to trust the twins; in fact, for some unknown reason, the notion sent up red flares.
“Mrs. Winston?” A little girl with russet-colored French braids and navy blue eyes bounded into the kitchen. Spotting April, she stopped dead in her tracks and hugged the blond Barbie doll she carried to her tummy. “Are you April?”
Overwhelmed by a rush of emotion, April fought the unexpected urge to embrace the darling seven-year-old whose eager expression warmed her chilled insides. Of all the new things she’d learned in the past four years, the proper procedure in greeting a half-sister for the first time hadn’t been included. Would the child bolt if she moved too fast? Deciding to take the little girl’s lead, she said. “Yes, and I’ll bet your July.”
“Yes, I am.” The child closed the distance between them. “Gee, you’re pretty.”
“Why, thank you.” Bending at the waist, April added, “And so are you.”
July reached out and took her older sister’s hand. “Do you think I look like Daddy? Everyone says so.”
Biting back a smile, April pretended to think about it for a moment, then said, “I have to admit, you do look a lot like him.”
July flung her arms around April’s neck and squeezed tight. “I’m so glad you’re home.”
Tears stung her eyes as April hugged this fragile, precious person to her, marveling at how loved a child could make one feel.
Too soon, the child squirmed free of her sister’s grasp and glanced up at her brother. “And Spence looks just like Thane, doesn’t he?”
“Yes, he does.” The adults’ eyes met and held, and April felt her heart jump. Inexplicably she had sensed this was Spencer. Not that it made any difference, she chided herself. Sure, she’d had a slight crush on him, but that was twelve years ago. For a long moment, she studied his face intently, amending her outdated memories with this older version of the handsome young boy who had once owned her heart.
Spence caught July against his side and ruffled the top of her head. “Thane and I are supposed to look alike, kiddo. We’re twins.”
The little girl stretched her neck to see his face. “Who does April look like?”
“Myself,” April answered, sounding harsher than she’d meant. Why must she be reminded of her resemblance to Lily at every turn? She caught the slight lift of Spencer’s brow, but he didn’t contradict her claim. Surely, he could appreciate how it felt to constantly be compared to someone else.
“Why doesn’t she look like you or me?” July persisted. “She’s our sister.”
Spence pulled out a dinette chair and sat down, dragging the child onto his lap. “No, sweetheart. She’s not my sister.”
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