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PROLOGUE

 


 


Serena Murphy squinted into the wind,
searching cliffs lashed by angry surf. Maine’s autumn freeze
wrapped her in its clutch and whipped her hair over her
face.

Serena was looking for a
body.

The maelstrom assaulting the deck of
O’Flanagans Tavern did not deter her. She leaned forward and
gripped the rail.

A month had passed already, and each
day before the dinnertime rush, Serena came out to search the
cliffs for any trace of her husband, Alan, who’d been pronounced
lost at sea.

Alan was dead. She was sure of that.
Even the sea spoke to her, weaving a tale of his demise in the
fishing boat she had urged him to repair. She was certain he was
dead because he haunted her. Not as a physical ghost, but there
were signs—small, intimate signals that could only be executed by
Alan’s malevolent spirit.

"Serena! Get in here before you catch
your death of cold!"

Tempted to ignore the intrusion,
Serena caught a glimpse of her part-time waitress, Rebecca, with
her head stuck out the back door.

What an image she must
portray to the young woman. Every night Serena stood out here,
perched atop these cliffs, searching for a body.
Searching for ghosts.

But that’s not what her
waitress saw. She saw a distraught widow anguished over the loss of
her husband. She did not see her. She did not see the woman who
feared Alan even after death.

It took effort, but Serena called
across the wind, "I’ll be right there."

Alone with the waves that crashed
against the rocks below, Serena waited for pain to envelop her. She
waited for heart-wrenching sobs or any raw emotion that might
signal despair over the loss of her husband.

Only the bleak whistle of the wind and
the somber ring of a buoy answered.

 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER I

 


 


O’Flanagans was as much a tradition in
the small Maine coastal village of Victory Cove as were the lobster
boats and sailors that kept the establishment thriving over fifty
years, and through three generations. This colonial institution was
the home of Serena’s childhood. It was also her legacy now that her
parents had retired and moved to Florida.

Serena talked the O’Flanagans out of
flying north after Alan’s disappearance. Instead, she was grateful
to have the pub to keep her busy. Its patrons were family in their
own right, protective and loyal to the last O’Flanagan.

The heavy oak door drew shut behind
her, locking out the bad weather with a finality that almost made
her feel safe. She leaned back against it and eyed the overhead
wooden beams—timber rafters permeated with the aroma of beer and
lobster bisque. The scent stabilized her. She drew in another deep
breath and held it until the trembling in her limbs
subsided.

"Yo, Rena, are you going to keep a
thirsty man waiting, just hanging around here like a long-haired
dog on a hot summer day?"

In this place, there was no time for
emotion. Alan was dead. He would not hurt her anymore.

But finding his body would
have made it seem real.

One last breath and Serena hoisted
forward. "Thirsty my ass, Coop," she chastised Cooper Littlefield
with affection as she ducked under the service panel to emerge
behind the oak bar.

Serena eyed the empty mug with an
arched brow. "Seems to me I just filled this about five minutes
ago."

"Fast and plentiful,
honey."

"Yeah, yeah," she fit the glass
beneath the lager tap, "just like your women."

Her smile prompted Cooper’s worn old
face to crack a grin, revealing a prominent gold-capped tooth.
White hair was buried beneath a knitted black cap and gray stubble
framed a congenial face. Eyes set in a permanent squint studied
her.

"Well, that woman out there−" he flung
a gnarled hand towards a window overlooking the Atlantic, "was a
bitch today." Coop’s hand snapped back and wound over his
mouth.

Serena shook her head.

"You can’t be afraid of everything you
say around here. I’m okay, and you’re right, she’s a bitch every
day. I know."

"Any news?"

"No." She clenched her trembling
fingers. "No news."

She turned and caught a glimpse of her
reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Haunted eyes stared back
at her. She shook her head against the image, and before twisting
back, dredged up a smile for Coop to ease his worry.

The old sailor lifted the beer to his
chapped lips as she could swear that he murmured, "You’re a lot
better off."

Every day, Serena prayed for news. But
nothing had changed since yesterday, or the day before that, or
last week. The police made their judgment based on Alan Murphy’s
boat washing up on shore, soon followed by other personal effects
found scattered along Victory Cove’s rugged coast.

There was one hell of a storm the
afternoon Alan set out to sea. Most questioned why he went out at
all. But the folk of Victory Cove had never taken to Alan Murphy.
His slick, educated, condescending mannerisms were unwelcome in
this small blue-collar town. Still, they kept their aversion to
themselves because they loved Serena. She belonged to
them.

Serena reached across the bar to swipe
under Coop’s mug, throwing a fresh napkin down beneath
it.

"Rena, honey, can you get me anothah?"
Harriet Morgan’s voice boomed from the far end of the L-shaped
bar.

Harriet exhaled into her clenched
fist, wriggling her fingers to entice circulation. As she
approached, the woman nodded at Cooper and then unwound her scarf
to reveal a hefty secondary chin. "You didn’t pick up those extra
traps, Coop."

"So you closed your tackle shop," he
muttered, "and came down to O’Flanagans to bring ‘em to me?" Coop’s
narrowed eye caught the twenty-ounce mug sitting before the robust
woman. "And the thought never occurred to you that you might tip
back a few while waiting here."

"I don’t need your sorry ass as an
excuse. You know damn well I got me a keg undah the counter at the
shop." Harriet’s cheeks were unnaturally rosy, and in just the
right light, her gray hair appeared blond.

"Weather’s hell out there today,"
Harriet rambled on. "I got no business, so why not come down and
drink in good company." She tipped her head at Serena.

Coop snorted as some of the white
froth caught on his mustache. "Well, I’m flattered, Harriet, I
really am, but the missus has been good to me." A quick grin
flashed a golden tooth. "I’ll die a loyal man."

"I ain’t talking about you,
Bittyfield, so shut that mouth before I come over there and shut if
for you."

Serena laughed. It felt good to watch
Cooper and Harriet in their verbal volley.

The door to the tavern opened. Wind
penetrated the bar, propelling napkins off the polished surface to
spiral in erratic bundles on the floor. For a suspended moment a
shadowy stranger stood eclipsed by the harsh sky outside. The door
slammed shut and left the brooding figure to glare at the
proprietor of O’Flanagans.

"Well, if it isn’t the grieving
widow."



Serena’s chuckle died on her lips. She
stared at the tall visitor with his windswept dark hair and eyes
the color of a turbulent gale. It was as if the Atlantic had come
to life in the form of a man and then surged into her tavern to
rein its force upon her. Her breath caught when he stepped
forward.

"Hello, Sis."

The stranger slanted a glimpse at
Coop’s scowl and Harriet’s combative pose, but the intense gray
eyes swiftly returned to their target. The force of that stare made
Serena swallow and clutch the counter.

"Brett?" Her voice was a hoarse
whisper.

"You remember me?"

Was there amusement to Brett’s tone?
His slight grin beguiled Serena with memories.

"Is there something we can do for you,
sir?" Coop bristled, his chest puffing up on a wheeze.

Brett Murphy acknowledged the question
with a flicker of his glance and then approached the oak bar,
splaying his hands on it.

"I’m looking for my
brother."

"Alan—he’s…"

"He’s what, Mrs. Murphy? Are you going
to tell me that he’s dead?"

Serena recoiled, and were it not for
the shelf behind her she would have stumbled backwards to flee the
judgmental gaze. Instead, her Irish temper surfaced.

"That’s what they tell me."

All the pain of the month-long search
for Alan’s body−all the despair by the lack of effort on behalf of
the police−all the nights of phantom sounds whispering to her, each
shadow holding the promise or threat that he might reappear, poured
into her retort.

An unnamed emotion flickered through
Brett’s eyes. Was it regret? God help her, was it still desire? The
storm settled again as black eyebrows sank into a frown.

"Can I get a beer?"

Serena hesitated and drew from the
spout Brett indicated with a pitch of his head.

Undaunted by the stranger, Harriet
rounded the corner and approached him with hands on
hips.

"So you’re Alan Murphy’s brother."
Harriet’s gaze scoured up and down his frame and finally narrowed
into a scowl. "You don’t much look like him."

Serena silently concurred. Alan had
dark hair and eyes that were black. His build had been lankier, not
revealing the raw strength that stood before her now.

Brett tipped back his mug for a hearty
swallow and then set it down with an embittered smirk.

"Why do I feel like this pack is going
to drag me out back and lynch me?"

"They don’t take kindly to strangers."
Serena challenged.

If her brother in-law had an issue to
take up with her that was fine, but if he decided to drag in those
closest to her, he had a hell of a battle on his hands.

Brett must have heard the aggression
in her voice. He nearly smiled, or was it a trick of the light
against those silver eyes?

"Do you have a moment to talk in
private?" he asked. "I just met with the police. I feel like I’m
getting the run-around." His eyebrow inched up. "Or maybe they just
don’t want to talk to a city boy."

The spoonful of cereal Serena had for
lunch churned in her stomach. She settled a hand over it and wished
she could flee out the back door to her apartment
upstairs.

Instead, she attempted a reassuring
nod at Coop and then sent a wary glance at Harriet.

"It’s okay," she soothed them
both.

But by no means did she feel confident
that everything would be okay.



Aware of Brett’s eyes on her back,
Serena had trouble breathing. She managed courteous smiles and nods
to her patrons as she moved through the dining room, but as soon as
she reached a secluded booth in the back corner and watched Brett’s
long body tuck in across from her, a gasp dusted her
lips.

"I’m sorry, Brett," she rushed
out.

The sincerity of that statement ripped
through her. But what was it that she was sorry for? Having to talk
to Brett about his brother’s death? Having to face Alan’s death
herself? Or was she sorry that in her deepest thoughts, she felt
safer now that Alan was gone?

"Sorry?" Brett’s voice was
husky.

"When Alan—when Alan—" Even now,
Serena struggled with the word that followed. It all seemed so
surreal.

"When it happened, I couldn’t find any
of you. Your parents are in Europe somewhere," her eyes locked with
his, "and you," she wavered, "well I haven’t seen you since the
wedding."

Ten years ago.

Brett hadn’t changed much.
He must be what, thirty-six now? His hair was still a rich, dark
shade and his olive complexion made those gray eyes appear
striking. Exotic. Her gaze dropped to the sharp slash of his jaw, framing a
mouth that frowned more often than it smiled.

"The wedding was a long time ago,
Serena." Brett’s voice hadn’t changed either—nor its affect on her.
"You haven’t tried to find me," he hesitated, "you haven’t once
tried to talk to me."

Was Brett referring to her attempts to
reach him about his brother, or about the past decade in
general?

"You are not an easy man to trace."
She sought composure. "I called some of the major broker houses in
Boston, but—are you still a broker?"

In the absence of his response, her
fingers began to tremble. What didn’t help was Brett’s long look—an
encompassing stare. Time had done nothing to diminish the impact of
Brett Murphy.

Serena withdrew her fingers beneath
the table and onto her lap, and then she scrambled for something
more to add.

"I worked in London for awhile," he
spared her. "Paid my dues there." An amused twitch tugged on his
lip. "You know, they don’t call us stock brokers anymore. We’re
FC’s. Financial consultants." The twitch was gone.

"I came back to New York last year."
Brett continued. "About two months ago, Alan’s calls just suddenly
stopped. That might not seem odd to you, but he used to phone me
constantly. Always woke me up with the damn time change." A muscle
in his jaw tensed. "So, the fact that they just stopped—it wasn’t
like him."

A glass fell over on a nearby table
and Serena’s body jerked.

"Two months ago—"
how could she even guess what Alan had been up
to? "He—he was busy—"

"Two months ago, Alan was alive."
Brett injected.

The detached words hit her in the
stomach.

"Brett, I—I still don’t want to
believe it happened," she whispered. "I still look for him, even
though the police say it’s over, I still look."

Because until she found
Alan’s body, he would continue to haunt her.

"Well, now you’re not looking alone,
Serena."

If the statement was meant to comfort
her, the steely set of Brett’s eyes didn’t express it.

"Look," he began. "It’s been ten
years. You seem awkward around me. There’s nothing to feel awkward
about. Nothing happened. It was just—"

The inability to finish that sentence
proved Brett wrong, because it was indeed awkward.

Brett hastened on. "I’m here for one
reason, and once I find out what happened to Alan, I’ll be
gone."

Caught off guard by the warmth that
momentarily infused his words, Serena swallowed, "Brett, I wish I
knew more. You have no idea how much I wish I knew more. He was so
young, he was—"

"I know what Alan was. I won’t portray
him as a saint, but character flaws aren’t an excuse to be dead.
I’m not going anywhere, Serena." Brett’s tone was resolved. "Not
until I find out what happened to Alan. I don’t know what you’ve
done so far. I don’t know what efforts the police have put out, but
I won’t let it go. I can’t."

Brett reached across the table, and
had her hands been resting there, she wondered if he would have
splayed his atop them.

"I have to know what happened to my
brother."



It was well past midnight when Serena
sat alone at the bar, frowning at her reflection in the mirror.
Pictures of friends and patrons were taped along its frame just
below the row of freshly cleaned glasses hung upside down. Some
still dripped water onto the antique cash register, its brass face
tarnished from years of such abuse.

Brett had not stayed long, but it was
long enough to contemplate the grim resolve in his eyes. Had he
convicted her as his brother’s murderer?

Serena cupped her forehead in her
palms and wondered if Brett had grown that cynical. From Alan she
had come to expect that look of aversion. But Brett, even though it
had been ten years, she could still feel the heated glance he’d
given her just five minutes before she married his brother. Such
was the intensity in his eyes−she’d nearly tossed her fate to
whim−nearly given it all up, just for the chance that he might
touch her.

Nearly.

Fearful of the night, Serena hastened
up the external staircase. Lately she had taken to leaving the
living room light on so as not to come home to complete
darkness.

The brass lamp cast a soft glow over
the mantle of a stone fireplace, its innards charred from years of
use. A patchwork throw rug covered the wood floor in front of twin
loveseats positioned L-shaped before the fireplace. Reluctant to
enter the shadows of the kitchen, Serena was drawn towards the
lamp. She settled down on the loveseat and focused on the blushing
shade.

Drifting into a restless sleep, as was
the case every night for the past month, she woke to the sound of
footsteps treading across the floorboards.

Fingernails digging into the sofa, she
sprang up and stared into the shadows.

"Who’s there?"

The steps resumed, heavy and
deliberate, seeming to resonate from directly behind her, yet when
she spun about, nothing was there but a wedge of moonlight from the
window.

Talking to the entity had done little
to dissuade it in the past. Serena drew herself up into the corner
of the loveseat and grabbed a throw pillow against her chest to
muffle her wild heartbeat.

The next assault on her senses came
with the same frequency. It was the anxious sound of a child
crying. The nocturnal ghost who paced around her bore little impact
compared to this agonizing peal.

No. Please, no.

She pressed her face into the pillow
and listened to the infant’s wails. Mournful and persistent, they
echoed around her in a cyclone of despair, spinning her until she
lost her balance and felt reality mercifully slip away.

 


 


 



CHAPTER II

 

 


A tentative rap on the front door
broke Serena from her tormented slumber and into the morning light.
She rubbed at raw eyes and tried to focus on the silhouette behind
lacey yellow curtains.

The shadow was a short one, not very
intimidating. Encouraged, she unfolded her legs and hastened
towards the door.

"I’m coming, Rebecca."

Rebecca Sorenson stood drumming her
fingertips against her crossed arms. "It’s about time-"

Taking stock of Serena’s appearance,
Rebecca shooed her back inside. "Wow, another bad night? You look
like shit."

Serena ran a hand through
her hair, hoisting loose the ends that had tucked into the collar
of her sweater. She glanced at the short woman who evoked life with
vibrant red curls, sizzling amber eyes, and a constant need to be
in motion. Firecracker was the word that came to mind when she looked at Rebecca
Sorrenson.

Conversely, Serena felt old and
drained. She sank back onto the loveseat.

"I didn’t get much sleep."

Rebecca was already in the kitchen,
slamming cabinet doors in a loud effort to make coffee.

"Well that much is obvious. Have you
considered seeing someone?"

Seeing someone. A shrink.
The final confirmation that she was losing her mind.

"No."

The rich aroma of coffee wafted
through the loft as Rebecca vaulted up onto the counter and swung
her legs around to face the dining room. "You can’t go on like
this,” she scolded.

Serena closed her eyes. The wraithlike
sounds never attacked during daylight. She felt safe enough for
now.

"I’ll be fine, just let me take a
shower and then I’ll head downstairs."

"Simon’s down there
prancing around like a wounded peacock,” Rebecca said. “Squawking
about the lack of respect he gets, and the fact that we should
start putting some—what did he call them—nuveau dishes on the menu." The
redhead launched off the counter with two mugs in hand.

“So that was Brett Murphy?”
she continued. “How long did he stay? Too long, huh? He’s not bad
on the eye, but temperament-wise he seems like a real
pisser."

Serena hoisted herself up and accepted
the fact that there would be no rest this morning. She reached for
the coffee.

"He’s understandably concerned about
his brother."

Ever the voice of
reason.

So why was she losing her
mind?

"Hmmmph, he looked like he just wanted
to pick a fight."

"Like his brother?" The words slipped
before Serena could check them. She caught Rebecca’s brow
wrinkle.

"Alan never struck me as the hostile
type." As if to confirm this, Rebecca glanced around the room for a
picture of the man.

Serena followed her gaze until it
landed on the silver-framed photo of their wedding. Alan Murphy’s
smile was handsome, his grip around her waist,
possessive.

Serena clutched the mug with both
hands and stared at the picture. To women in general, Alan Murphy
could hide his dark side—so much so, that he was quite the charmer.
It was only natural that Rebecca would succumb, but it still felt
like a tiny stab of betrayal.

"I have to talk to Simon." Serena
changed the subject. "I don’t know if he’s started ordering the
food for Thanksgiving."

"You better. He mentioned something
about serving Dove in grape sauce."

“Uggh," Serena smiled with
disgust, grateful to her cheery friend for helping her to retain a
small fragment of sanity. "Thanks Becky."

Rebecca reached forward for a brief
hug. "You’ll be okay. It’s all going to be okay. It’ll just take
time."

Perhaps what Rebecca said was true.
Perhaps in time she might begin to feel normal again.

But having Brett Murphy here was not
going to make the healing process go any quicker.



"Order turkeys, potatoes, green beans,
and carrots. We’ll make the gravy and rolls from scratch. That’s
it. Everything else we have here."

"But everybody can have that meal at
home on Thanksgiving." Simon Turner whined. "They come here for
something different."

Serena shook her head at the lanky man
and then rifled through her list of suppliers.

Not to be undaunted, Simon persisted.
"I’ll compromise. We’ll have turkey as an entrée, but let me offer
another dish as an alternative."

With a quick nudge of her hip, she
closed the drawer and glanced up at Simon. He was in his late-
twenties, tall, with pale blond hair that was thin enough to hint
he would be bald by the time he hit thirty. The blue eyes of a
wannabe businessman pleaded with her as she staged reluctant
compliance for her maitre de.

"One dish." She held a single finger
up for reinforcement.

Simon gripped her forearms.
"Great!" His enthusiasm vanished as his near invisible eyebrows
furrowed together. "My God, that’s only a week and a half
away—I’ve got to
get going."

What have I been saying
all along?

Simon Turner was not from Victory
Cove, he was from Portland. He was also gay.

Sometimes she wondered with a twitch
of the lips, which of the two bothered Cooper Littlefield
more.

It was ten thirty. When the door to
the tavern swung open, Serena assumed it would be Rebecca back from
her morning job at the Day Care Center. Instead, the dominant
silhouette of Brett Murphy filled the frame. For the span of a
breath, their eyes locked.

Blood pumped in her ears. She cleared
her throat and reached for a coffee mug, holding it up.

"Coffee?"

Brett crossed over to one of the
barstools. He nodded at the offer and twisted to study the
tavern.

"So where are you staying?" she
inquired.

"The Vacation Inn down by the
Interstate."

She bit back the offer to one of
several rooms upstairs. Judging from the grim look on Brett’s face,
he probably would not have accepted.

"Have the police been any
more helpful with you?" Than with
me?

"Not particularly." He fiddled with
the handle of the mug, dark eyebrows furrowing in anger—or
anxiety.

She couldn’t tell
which.



Ten years. Ten years, and Serena was
still like a fist to the gut.

Brett saw everything. He saw the
patches of blue skin beneath her eyes, and the fatigue in her
stance. He caught the furtive motion of slim fingers as they toyed
with the hem of her sweater, and he glimpsed the dark hue of fear
in her stare.

Was it mourning he saw
there?

He detected tiny wrinkles of pain at
the corners of Serena’s eyes, and maturity in her expression he had
not seen the last time he was with her. She was no longer the
innocent little girl he’d wanted to steal away from his brother.
She was a woman now.

Christ, he thought it had
been a fluke. He was still young then. He could have written off
the affect Serena had on him as plain old lust. But, lust was for
the youth, and he was no
youth.

A desire that transpired a decade ago
would not overrule his senses, though. He was here for a reason.
His brother was dead. It could have been an innocent boating
accident as everyone else claimed, but he doubted it.

"Why did it take you a month to reach
me?" Brett sought stability by going on the offense. "You couldn’t
have been trying that hard."

Serena’s lips trembled as he tried not
to stare at them.

"Except for the few scraps of
information Alan would share with me about you over the years," she
said, "I had no idea where you were, Brett. No address, no phone
number. The internet search results were vague. A friend of Alan’s
in Boston finally looked up your name and located you in New
York.

"Okay, look," Brett’s hands splayed on
the rim of the bar, real close to her fingers. "You’re going to
have to help me out here. I need to know what happened, Serena. I
need to find out what happened to Alan."

Brett tried not to notice Serena
shudder, or the way her eyes were riveted on him,
unblinking.

Was it possible that his troubled
sister in-law had finally been pushed too far? Could she have been
pushed enough to kill?

He couldn’t afford to let Serena get
under his skin. He had to stay subjective. He had to find the
truth. No matter their differences, no matter his opinion of Alan,
Alan was family.

"Look," Brett said. "Forget
the police report. Why don’t you
tell me what happened?"

He waited for Serena’s response, but
she remained mute.

"Serena," he paused until her eyes
jumped back to his, "tell me what happened."



What happened with
what?

My relationship with Alan?
The demise of that relationship? Or the demise of Alan
himself?

Serena felt cold again.

"That day?"

"Yes." Brett’s expression was
unreadable.

That day.

It was no different than any other day
in October. Alan had been away for almost two months. His long
absences, no matter the legitimacy of the latest excuse, were
growing more and more suspicious. Sadly, she had stopped caring
whether he was around or not. Each time Alan returned to Victory
Cove, his attitude was abrasive, his mannerisms secretive, and any
probing into his whereabouts was met with open
hostility.

That day.

Serena was in the kitchen upstairs
washing the dishes when the familiar heavy tread of Alan’s boots
ascended the staircase. She glanced at the calendar, calculating
the length of time he had been gone. He walked in and did not even
venture a glance in her direction.

Two individual souls they were.
Children who had rushed into a marriage Alan soon grew tired of.
Serena often wondered what prevented him from asking for a
divorce.

For her, it was a product
of upbringing, growing up in the idyllic warmth of her parents’
marriage. Anything less than what her parents shared, Serena would
have considered a failure. For better or
for worse. Yet, the fact that Alan chose
to stay away from her for months at a time, carrying on a business
that was clandestine at best, threatened her resolve.

Serena gazed onto the deck and the
silver, choppy Atlantic beyond it. The breakers were rough, but not
like that day.

"Alan came home around two in the
afternoon." Her voice was distant. "He said he was taking our boat
out."

Serena felt no need to let Brett know
that it had been two months since she last saw her
husband.

"I reminded him that
the Stew needed
repairs," she attested. "I had been trying to get him to work on it
for awhile, but he never seemed to have the time."
Never seemed to be around. "And then there was the weather. A storm was coming in. The
tavern was packed because the lobstermen were staying inland. Alan
said he’d be back before it hit." She flinched. "That was the last
I saw of him."

Her gaze fell and her throat
constricted. It was the closest she came to grief.

She did grieve for Alan Murphy. She
never wished for it to end like this, to see someone so young lose
his life.

But her grief began long before Alan
died.

"Actually, Harriet was one
of the last people to see him," Serena added. "Even she tried
talking him out of taking the Stew
out, but Alan didn’t want to hear about
it."

Brett’s gaze revealed
nothing.

"What was so damn important that it
had to be done that moment?" he asked.

"Alan wasn’t big on sharing his
business practices." Serena’s voice faltered. “I don’t
know.”



Okay, Brett believed her on that
account. His brother was very secretive.

But he shouldn’t be dead.

Brett had to look away from her. He
stared at the nicks on the bar, scars that had been glossed over
with replenished lacquer, and tried to get the memory of Serena in
her wedding dress out of his head.

They had met several times leading up
to that day, with nothing more than civil pleasantries exchanged.
But each time he was aware of her proximity, her scent, her laugh.
For some reason that day was the catalyst. As ill-timed as it was,
Brett chose that event to make his statement. Perhaps it was the
champagne-colored dress, or the cascade of shimmering cinnamon hair
across freckled shoulders−but the sight of Serena took his breath
and his ethics away.

They ran into each other in the hall
prior to the ceremony. Serena grabbed his hand with the spontaneity
of genuine delight. “I’m so glad you could make it here for this,
Brett.”

Brett’s gaze dropped to her hand. He
stared until he noticed her fingers start to tremble. He saw the
diamond and cursed.

"Are you sure about this?"

Either the question itself or his
husky tone must have startled her. Serena snapped her fingers
back.

"Sure about what?"

"Alan." He felt tension
creep into his neck. "Are you sure about this marriage?"
How to ask this of someone you barely
knew?

Her mouth opened, but it took a moment
for sound to come out. “I’m not sure what you’re
asking?”

“I’m not sure either,
Serena. But I know how my brother is, and I just, I just—” he
struggled. “You should just know that maybe there are others who
have feelings for you. Maybe you shouldn’t rush into
this.”

Serena did not blink.

“Others?” she
whispered.

Brett took that final step. He touched
her arms and felt her breath dust his lips as he lowered his head.
He hesitated with a thousand alarms going off inside his head, and
then he brushed her lips with his.

For one moment there was shock,
followed by the sharp pang of pleasure. They both jumped back,
staring at each other.

“Serena, I—”

"Aaah, I see you’ve found
my brother."

Alan Murphy appeared, his fingers
descending on Serena’s shoulder, their grip reddening the pale
flesh.

Brett almost groaned aloud at the
recollection.

"Brett," Serena’s voice jerked him
back to the present. "When was the last time you talked to Alan?
Did he say anything," she floundered, "anything at all?"

And now, Serena, the woman,
was asking him to recall the last conversation he had with his
brother. Brett recalled it. Every single word. Alan’s declaration
that he and Serena had been expecting a child. Alan’s horror that
Serena didn’t want that child——that it would interfere with
O’Flanagans. Even now, Brett could hear his brother’s bitter voice
as he chronicled Serena’s visit to the clinic to have it
taken care of.

Looking at this beautiful, haunted
creature, Brett found the story inconceivable. The harsh fact
remained, though. He didn’t really know his sister in-law well
enough to dispute Alan.

"He told me what happened." Brett’s
voice was hoarse. "Why, Serena?"



Serena grabbed a dishrag to conceal
her shaking hands.

Oh God, now Brett’s
behavior made sense. It would be brutal to say that Alan hated her.
She didn’t believe her husband was capable of such an ardent
emotion—but he had grown tired of her. When he was not inflicting
that rage towards her, he would weave tales to anyone that would
listen. Tales of her frigidity, her infidelity, anything Alan’s
malicious mind could conjure. Fortunately, in Victory Cove there
were very few to listen or give credence to his tirades. But Brett
was fresh bait, and his brother. Alan would cash in on the
allegiance of family.

"I don’t know what Alan said to you.
It’s hard to deny something when you have no idea what you were
accused of," she hesitated. "I understand if you have an issue with
me. It seems to be a Murphy family tradition."

Serena stepped out of the sanctity of
her domain and drew to a halt two stools away from
Brett.

"But know this," she met his eyes. "I
had nothing to do with Alan’s death if that’s what you’re
thinking."

Before Brett could respond, Serena
walked out the door and crossed the deck, her head ducked into the
wind. Its roar pulsed in her ears as she clutched the rail and
leaned over to gulp in air laced with salt and brine.

Alan’s ghost was out there. Each night
he came ashore, summoning her to find him.

Would it be
today?

Would they find the body
today?



The Christmas-like jingle of the bells
strung to the front door of Morgan’s Bait and Tackle Shop sounded
over Brett’s head as he entered the cramped quarters of Harriet
Morgan’s store. He located Harriet behind the cash register,
hastily clamping down the lid of a Tupperware container filled with
chocolate chip cookies. A quick brush of the back of her hand
across her lips left traces of chocolate.

Gray eyebrows narrowed at his approach
as Harriet rose to her feet and plopped her chocolate-stained hands
on the counter.

"Lookin’ to do some fishing, are
ya?"

Her voice oozed enough sarcasm to make
Brett smirk.

So, Serena Murphy had the entire
village of Victory Cove wrapped around her finger. But he was not
from this town, and he was trying to stay immune to Serena’s
allure. And he could not be bullied by the likes of this daunting
shop owner who had within her reach several large utility knives
and other menacing tools that belonged in a torture
chamber.

"Yes, I’m fishing."

Brett stopped adjacent to a
meshed net affixed to a metal rod. He liked knowing it was
there, just in case.

"I’m looking for answers," he
added.

Harriet roosted herself on the bench
behind the counter, crossing her arms and giving him such a
once-over, he felt like he was up on an auction block.

"What are the questions?"

Acknowledging that he was on foreign
turf, Brett was nonetheless undaunted by Harriet’s
tactics.

"Let’s not waste each other’s time,"
he began. "I want to know what happened to Alan, and you seem to
want me out of your town. It’s obvious how protective you are of my
sister in-law. I doubt you think her capable of murdering her
husband, so what other theories do you have?"

Harriet gasped, clutching her
sheepskin vest. "Serena? Rena has a tough time killing
spiders."

Alan had led him to believe
otherwise.

"It had to be obvious to all of you
that there were problems between the two of them." Brett persisted.
"Alan may not have treated her very well. Don’t you think over the
years that anger was building up inside her, enough so
to—"

"I don’t know who the hell
you think you are," Harriet roared. "You showed up here a month too
late to be judgmental. Heck, before Alan went out on the boat that
day, we hadn’t seen him for months. We have no idea what happened.
For all I know, he was with you
out there. Maybe you pushed him ovah."

What the hell was going on
in Alan’s life?

Most of Brett’s anger was
defensive. Harriet was right. He was too late. The last time they
spoke, Alan had been tense, disinterested in the
shop talk of the stock
market that normally riveted him so. For over a month Brett tried
to reach him, only to find that Alan had disappeared from
everyone’s life. But Brett felt he should have tried
harder.

Bottom line, he should have called
Serena.

All that he knew now was that Alan
returned to Victory Cove to take his fishing boat out in the middle
of a storm, and was never seen again.

He just didn’t buy it.

"Harriet," Brett reached up to rub a
pain in his forehead. "May I call you Harriet?"

"No."

"Ms. Morgan," he corrected. "He was
my brother. I’m being told I will never see him again. No matter
what he’s done to hurt you, to hurt Serena, to hurt himself—he’s
still my brother. Please, can you remember anything about the
afternoon he got on his boat?"

Harriett fidgeted in her seat,
brushing lint off her corduroys.

"It was a shock to see him stroll into
the shop," she started. "Serena told me he was away on business,
but we all had our doubts."

In other words you all sat
around and gossiped over beer at O’Flanagans.

"He wanted netting which was odd,"
Harriet continued, "and he bought a Gorilla Big Game hook, which
was very odd. Alan wasn’t really an angler. He had that boat for
sport, more for show."

"Whoa, you’re losing me here," Brett
interrupted. "Gorilla hook?"

Harriet’s chapped hand motioned
towards a series of black chrome hooks mounted on the wall behind
the counter, out of the consumer’s reach. "Those are for catching
the meanest fish you can find—usually used for shaahks."

"Sharks?" Brett echoed. "So my brother
shows up after disappearing for two months and decides he wants to
go fishing for sharks right in the middle of a raging
storm?"

"When he set off, the storm wasn’t
here yet. Maybe he thought he was going to beat it?"

It was odd that she didn’t even react
to his synopsis of that fateful afternoon. "And the police don’t
find any of this suspicious?"

"No offense, Mr. Murphy, but your
brother was a bit eccentric. He was very cagey about his work."
Harriet arched a graying brow. "I mean he was into landholdings or
something like that, right?"

"Something like that." Brett’s
ambiguous answer stemmed from his ignorance. "Where did he keep his
boat?"

Harriet hefted off the bench to
approach a large bay window dissected by wooden grids. It
overlooked the marina where tarpaulin-swathed vessels bobbed up and
down in the surf.

"On the end theah. Serena saw him
pulling out that day and ran after him down the pier. She was
yelling, trying to wave him back, but I don’t think Alan even
looked at her. He knew she was there, though."

Shaking her head, Harriet withdrew
from the window and glanced at Brett.

"If you’re looking for
answers, Mr. Murphy, that’s
where you’re going to find them."

Riveted by the sea, Brett did not
answer.

"But," Harriet added,
"She’s less apt
to give up information than I am."

He slanted a look at the woman.
"Somehow I find that hard to believe."

He reached for the door and heard the
merriment of the overhead bells.

"Thank you for your time, Ms.
Morgan."

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER III

 


 


Rooted outside the door to the loft,
Serena steamed the glass with her breath. Inside, the solitary lamp
held the dark at bay. It was cold—in the twenties, with a wind
chill considerably lower. She couldn’t stand out here any longer.
Unlocking the door she watched as the drapes billowed from the
invasion.

Across the floor, the bedroom was
dark. Light from the dining room penetrated enough that she could
discern the foot of her quilted bed−but after that, a barrier of
shadows concealed all the horrors of night. Sprinting into that
abyss, Serena clipped her knee against the wooden footboard and
tumbled across the bed. With an unsteady hand she reached for the
brass lamp as her childish behavior was suddenly mocked by the
light.

Weary to the point of being comatose,
the comfort of the plush quilt and feathered pillows lulled her
eyes shut. As if not allowed this simple indulgence, clamoring
footsteps began to resonate from the living room.

Jolted up onto her elbows, Serena cast
an anxious glance through her open door and found it impossible
that the sinister stride should return when confronted by this
battalion of lamps. Yet, the sound was undeniable. Steady,
persistent, doleful steps that progressed across the
floor.

Crawling to the foot of her bed and
then sliding off to clutch the doorframe, she peered into the
living room.

It was empty.

The footfalls paced back and forth,
recalling times when Alan would be deep in thought, plotting some
job he would inevitably choose to keep private.

Despite all rational thought, Serena
called out.

"Alan?"

The footfalls stopped.

Had they ever really been there, or
were they simply echoes of her beating heart? Muddled thoughts were
curtailed by the muffled cries of a child, a baby whose mournful
peals now resonated all around her.

"No," Serena moaned, holding her hands
to her ears. "Go away."

The child’s cries persisted until
Serena slid down the jamb onto her knees. She clutched her stomach
and crooned to the infant.

"Shhh," she whispered, rocking back
and forth.



Someone was at the door again. On
trembling arms, Serena propped herself up off the floor.

Blazing sunlight streamed through the
kitchen windows. Disoriented, she used a three-foot tall statue of
a fisherman to assist her off hardwood planks. The Grandfather
clock read eight-thirty. She blinked several times and then
recalled what had woken her in the first place.

Someone was at the
door.

The shadow outside was not the
familiar petite silhouette of Rebecca. It was tall, formidable, and
Serena instinctively shied away from it.

"Serena, I know you’re in
there."

Brett.

She couldn’t tell if he was any less
threatening than a ghost.



Brett pounded the door again. This was
a stupid idea, he thought as he turned away, but a click behind him
made him stop.

The weary figure inside the doorway
staggered him. Serena’s silky, fawn hair was tousled around her
face. Soft bruises circled beneath her eyes, and her eyelids were
swollen as if she had been crying.

Wary, she watched him. "What do you
want, Brett?"

My God, his first thought was that he
wanted to hold her. She looked so desperate, so forlorn, and still
with a beauty that tugged at something inside him.

"You look like hell," he
managed.

Serena grunted and stepped back from
the door, not so much to let him in, but to get away from the sun.
"I’ve been hearing a lot of that lately."

Brett followed her into the living
room where she flung an arm towards the loveseat, motioning him to
sit.

"Coffee?" She didn’t seem to care
about his response as she hastened into the kitchen.

"Yes, please."

Brett studied the quaint abode, all
wood and windows, with a flare of maritime.

Outside, the Atlantic glowed with
innocence−but inside, he frowned when he noticed that all the
lights in the loft were still on. His observations were interrupted
when a mug was thrust in his face. He watched Serena retreat to a
wooden chair and fold her leg beneath her before she
sat.

"Having trouble sleeping?" he
remarked.

Serena reached up to run her fingers
through her hair. She sat up straighter and sipped at her steaming
coffee. "You might say that."

"Maybe you’d sleep better if you
didn’t keep so many lights on."

Uneasy, she glanced at all the lamps
still illuminated. "Maybe you should mind your own
business."

"Cranky this morning,
Serena?"

In an odd way, he was pleased to see
some life in the inert figure slumped in her seat, clutching her
coffee like a shield of the Order of Knights.

"What do you want, Brett?"

"Did Alan like to fish for
sharks?"

"What?" Serena rubbed her shoulder,
taken aback by the question.



Serena continued to massage her
shoulder, which ached from the night on the floor. She flinched
when she heard Brett call her name.

"Serena, are you okay?"

Her head snapped up because she swore
she detected a note of concern in his husky voice. But when she
looked, his gaze was still set in a cynical frown.

"I’m fine," she stated. "No. No, Alan
did not like to fish for sharks. Alan didn’t like fishing
period."

"Then why the boat?"

It was a question she had addressed
with her husband several years ago, only to be met with a
rhetorical reply that concluded the discussion. The truth was that
she had no idea what Alan did while he was out on that boat. Her
only endeavor with Alan out to sea had turned into a disaster. Just
the recollection made her clasp her stomach.

To conceal her pain, she continued.
"Escape? An excuse to get away from it all."

Whatever
it all was.

Brett seemed skeptical. He crossed his
arms and Serena tried not to focus on how the motion evidenced the
strength in his biceps. Surrendering any discipline, her eyes
dusted across the sculpted outline beneath his flannel shirt. The
masculine terrain tempted her to recall what it had felt like so
long ago to be in his embrace. Daring her gaze to climb higher, she
found herself trapped by gray storm clouds.

"I just don’t buy it." He
challenged.

"I don’t know, Brett," she blinked.
"I’ve tried to think of what might be going through his head, why
he would go off like that—"

"Did you two have a fight?"

“No,” she sighed. "After
awhile, I didn’t have the energy to fight with him
anymore."



Brett watched Serena’s profile.
Eclipsed by the sun, her hair shimmered. A graceful neck emerged
from the thick knit sweater, her petite nose red from the repeated
motion of wiping her sleeve against it. Feathery eyelashes
glistened in the sunlight as she lifted a knee to hug it close to
her chest.

Every troubled nuance of Serena tugged
at him.

What had Alan done to
her?

Brett massaged a hand over his face to
channel his thoughts. Alan was family. This enchanting creature was
a virtual stranger. His brother’s death was a mystery no one seemed
intent on solving, and he wanted to know why. As dejected as his
stunning sister in-law may appear, he believed that she was the key
to unlocking the truth.

"Do you have access to a
boat?"

Serena’s head shifted as she gaped at
him. "Why?"

"I want to go out there."

"You know the police have already
searched,” she said. “Again and again."

Brett stood up. "I want to see where
Alan, where he—"

Frustrated with lack of expression, he
paced back and forth. He listened to the protesting squeak of the
floorboards, which revealed the age of this
establishment.

Lost in his mechanical
stride, Brett drew to a halt, surprised by the sudden stiffening of
Serena’s body. In slow motion, her hands released her knee as her
leg sank to the floor and her head cocked to the side, listening
to—him.

Serena’s eyes were locked on his boots
as he resumed his gait. Puzzled by the desolation in her glance, he
halted directly before her and stooped down to look into her bleary
gaze.

"Are you okay?"

Eyes flecked with gold starbursts
blinked twice, and then focused. "Uh huh."

He scowled at the unconvincing reply.
"Do you want some more coffee?"

"I’m fine, thank you." She smiled as
though she found his question droll. "Harriet can get us a
boat."

"Can you operate it?"

Her look of affront amused
him.

"Of course,” she quipped. “My father
taught me. Lately though," any semblance of color drained from her
face, "lately the ocean hasn’t been too kind."

Still forcing himself to be cynical,
Brett was convinced that Serena was playing him, looking for
sympathy he was not about to extend. He had learned to suppress his
attraction to his sister in-law ten years ago, and he damn well
would do it again.

"Great," he stated with forced
enthusiasm. "Then I’ll be back around one. Is that enough
time?"

"Yes."

"You should try to get some rest
before then, you look like you need it."

Serena’s eyes flicked over him.
Judging from her suspicious glance, she probably thought he was
only interested in keeping her lucid when she commandeered the
boat.

Maybe she was
right.



"I don’t like this idea one
bit.

"I’ll be fine, Harriet."

Serena stood on the pier,
eyeing the thirty-foot hull of the Mighty
Morgan. "You know I’ve done this
before."

Harriet looked like a puffed up bird,
expressing its indignation. Her short grayish-blonde hair was
ruffled by the wind and her cheeks were bright red from the sun and
the sea, and perhaps a little too much beer. She glanced at the
burgundy and white striped hull, then towards Serena.

"It’s been awhile," Harriet
pointed out. "And besides, it’s not you I’m worried about—I don’t
trust him."

Serena smiled in resignation. "Why,
because he’s a Murphy? Brett’s different, Harriet. Don’t ask me
why, but I believe I can trust him."

With an eyebrow arched in disapproval,
the tackle shop owner reminded her, "You trusted Alan at one point
too."

No. Not really. I might
have loved him once. But I never trusted him.

"Regardless, I’ll be fine. I need to
do this. I haven’t been out there since," Serena hesitated, "since
it all happened. I think this will be good for me."

Their attention shifted from the
bobbing vessel to the tall figure advancing down the pier with a
stride that held no moderation−a stride that was focused on its
destination, and not the picturesque pier. Serena drew in a quick
breath as she watched the dark intensity on Brett’s
face.

"Oh, Rena honey, what have you gotten
yourself into?"

"Shhh, I can handle him."

"I don’t think you can." Harriet drew
upon her most menacing expression as Brett joined them.

"Ladies." He acknowledged the blatant
hostility, and just grinned.

Harriet ignored him and stooped to
unwind the heavy coiled rope. She addressed Serena. "You’ll radio
in?"

"Every half hour. Seriously Harriet,
we won’t be out that long."

Serena glanced at the pervasive black
line along the horizon, a grim reminder of what loomed far out on
the Atlantic. It caused neither Harriet nor her alarm. The coast
was enjoying rare sunshine today, with minimal winds.

"I’ll have her back soon." Brett
assured prying the rope from Harriet’s calloused hands.

With his free arm, he assisted Serena
on the short jump to the deck, although she did not rely on his
grip. Tossing the sodden cord onto the vessel, Brett leaped across
the increasing gap as the gentle waves lulled the craft out to
sea.

Harriet raised her wrist in the air,
pointing at her watch.

"A half hour, Rena."

With a smile and a salute, Serena
turned around to make her way into the hutch. She seized the
controls with the familiarity of bike handlebars.

 


Brett stood by Serena’s side, gripping
the frame of the cabin, watching her hands maneuver. He marveled at
the adept moves and his gaze drifted up to catch vitality in her
features that he had not witnessed on land. Wind from the
increasing pace of the boat whipped through her hair, adding a
flush to her cheeks and a spark in her eyes, making her appear more
spirited than the despondent vision that greeted him this
morning.

In time, he drew away from that
absorbing sight to search the green-gray ocean through the
water-streaked windshield.

"Do you know where you’re going?" he
asked.

"No."

As it picked up speed, the hull thrust
against a series of choppy waves. Brett reached up with both hands
to clutch the rim of the roof for support. Over his shoulder he
located O’Flanagans, a small silhouette on top of the craggy coast.
The only other discernable outline was that of a solitary
lighthouse projecting into the cove from its lofty perch above the
cliffs.

A lone sentry. This head light was a
spectator during the events of the fateful storm that claimed his
brother.

"I mean, I have no idea which way he
set out that afternoon." Serena explained. "No one really leaves
word. Only Coop tells Harriet which direction he’s going before he
sets out in the morning. He was lost out there once before, drifted
for days before they found him."

"Was he okay?"

"Came back more ornery than
ever."

Brett grinned, but his face was
averted from her, so she didn’t notice. His glance did skew in her
direction when he sensed their speed decreasing.

"If I was taking someone out fishing,"
Serena answered his silent inquiry, "this is the area I’d throw the
anchor."

How she determined that, he
could not tell. The ocean was docile, milky green in the spots
touched by the sun. The Mighty
Morgan rolled gently enough that he could
release the frame and stand on balance alone.

"Could you catch sharks
here?"

Serena seemed surprised by the
question, but mulled it over. "I’d go a bit further
out."

He tipped his head. "Then let’s go a
bit further out."



Curious, Serena obliged and
urged the lever forward, kicking up the Morgan’s speed. They traveled in
silence, each scouring the water for signs of debris until Brett’s
hand settled on her arm.

"Slow down, I think I saw
something."

The clamor of the motor diminished to
a drone. Above this, she could perceive only the wind brushing
against her ears, and the seagulls that circled above, scavenging
the boat as a potential source of food. She craned her neck to look
around Brett’s soaring frame, trying to catch a glimpse of what he
had discovered, but the ocean was vacant.

"What did you see?"

Dejected, he turned to her. "Nothing,
I guess."

She recognized that helpless
expression.

"I want answers as much as
you do." she empathized. "This past month, all I’ve managed to do
is go through the motions of my life, uncertain what news the next
day will hold," she glanced at the sea. "Every time a police car
pulls up in front of the tavern, my body goes cold and I
think, today,
they’ll tell me today. But no one tells me, Brett. They—they just
shelter me. I don’t want to be sheltered. I want answers. I want to
know what happened."

I want the ghosts go
away.



In the bright sun, Brett detected the
dusting of freckles across Serena’s nose and cheeks, and noticed
that her eyes vividly mirrored the ocean. She looked haunted.
Beautiful and haunted. He fought that tortured image. Serena was
the only potential antagonist in his brother’s life…at least that
Alan had made him aware of.

"That makes two of us. Why would Alan
be fishing for sharks in the middle of a storm?"

"Sharks? You keep asking about sharks?
Why?" Serena seemed genuinely perplexed, or an incredible
actress.

"Harriet said he purchased a Gorilla
hook or something like that. She said that these hooks were used
for catching sharks."

"He wouldn’t be going after sharks.
That would have been too ferocious a prey for him." She shook her
head. "He had to be after something else."

Brett searched the ocean. When he
turned back his eyes were narrowed.

"I don’t think my brother died in an
accident, Serena. You have to know more than you’re letting
on."

Serena reached for the frame of the
cabin. He could tell his comment hurt her, but she lifted her
chin.

"I know Alan talked to
you," she said quietly, "but did he really talk to you? Do you really
know what your brother has been doing all these years, or has he
lied to you all along? I mean, I didn’t see you bailing him out of
jail the last time, so I’m going to assume he didn’t share that
little excursion with you. He probably didn’t tell you about the
other times either, did he?"

Serena tried to glare, but the fatigue
overpowered her. "If you’re so concerned about your brother, Brett,
find out where he was the past two months. Find out where he was,
and maybe that will explain what motivated him that
afternoon."

 


Jail?

Serena was certainly not the only one
Alan had lied to. Brett knew his relationship with Alan wasn’t the
best, but he never anticipated that his brother would secret a jail
sentence.

Subdued, he asked, "Why was he in
jail?"

Serena sighed and dropped down onto
the vinyl holding container. "It was brief, but he tested the
limits too much. He’d sell land that wasn’t his to sell. Sometimes
he’d get away with it; other times they’d toss him in jail until I
came along with the bail money."

"What do you mean he’d sell land that
wasn’t his to sell?"

"He would make an offer to a landowner
for $10,000 an acre, and because their land had not sold in so many
years, they would accept it. Meanwhile, he didn’t have that sort of
cash, so he would turn around and find a buyer that was willing to
give him $25,000 an acre for the property." Serena gave a feeble
shrug, "He’d take their money, pay the other guy his ten thousand,
and hope that he could close the deal before either was the wiser.
Sometimes it worked, other times—" she looked away, "well, let’s
just say our lawyer got tired of the act."

Alan had boasted to Brett in the past
about what a game the real estate market could be, and Brett knew
enough about his brother to be skeptical, but he never suspected
Alan would end up in jail. What other schemes had Alan engaged in
that he was not aware of?

Serena’s accusations stung because of
their precision. Retaliation became Brett’s only
defense.

"Maybe he kept doing it because you
kept showing up with the bail. Did you try any discipline? Did you
explain that it was a strain on the relationship?" His eyebrow
cocked and his fingers clenched around the balustrade. "Or was
it?"



Busying herself with the controls to
buy enough time to consider her response, Serena felt there was
some validity to Brett’s charge. Initially she thought that Alan
could be reformed. His schemes were usually harmless, and after
each scandal he doused her with words of love and affection. As a
young girl she reveled in Alan’s attention. But she grew old
quickly. Eventually his false testimonies no longer incited her
devotion.

Still, she was married to Alan, a
sanctity that she had to maintain if only to save face amidst a
town that disapproved of the union.

"It was a strain," she conceded.
“Every time he promised it would be the last. I grew out of
believing his promises, but he was still my husband. He needed help
and his family never seemed to be around—"

"I was around." Brett snapped. "He
called me all the time, and never let on that any of this was
happening. Tell me Serena, who am I inclined to believe, the
brother I grew up with, or you?"



Sad eyes gripped Brett as Serena
turned around and whispered, "You should believe your brother. You
don’t even know me."

Dammit. She looked so tragic with her hands tucked into the pockets
of her jeans. If she were any other woman, he would reach for her
and comfort her. But this was his brother’s wife and the only
person Alan had cast in a negative light.

"Maybe you consider it a blessing that
he’s gone?"

Serena blinked against the salty air
that made her eyes brim with tears. In a husky voice she uttered,
"We better start heading back. We’re not going to find anything out
here."

Frustrated, Brett slammed his fist
down on the wooden hull and watched as she turned away.

How dare she make him feel guilty?
Even she had said to trust his brother and not a woman he barely
knew. Yet when he looked into her soulful gaze, he felt like he had
known Serena for an eternity. A decade made no difference. He still
wanted her. But the situation was as impossible now as it had been
then.

Serena was Alan’s
wife.

Brett shook his head and reached up to
massage a pain at the base of his skull. Despite himself, his eyes
trailed the slim dip of her back, and he opened his lips to
apologize, but the words never sounded. Instead, he tried for
innocuous conversation to ease some of the tension.

"You said you hadn’t been out on the
water in a long time," he hesitated, "when were you out here
last?"

Brett swore he saw Serena’s shoulders
flinch and her fingers clutch the helm. Other than her body’s brief
signal of distress, she remained mute, and no amount of goading on
his part could draw any more out of her.



"We really needed to do
this, Alan. We needed to get out here and talk."

"About what?" Alan’s gruff
reply was not about to dissuade her

Alan had been gone for two
months, and when he returned, had not even noticed that Serena now
dressed in oversized flannel shirts and favored her
back.

Spring touched Maine and
the day was sunny, warm and inspiring. She would not be deterred by
Alan’s somber attitude. Instinctively, her fingers settled on the
slight swell of her abdomen and she smiled a private smile that
only incited a glare from her husband.

"What are you up to,
Serena? I don’t trust that shit-eating grin."

Don’t frown, she reminded
herself. It was going to be okay.

Just four months ago she
had thought of contacting a lawyer and severing their painful
union, but that same day brought the news of her pregnancy.
Suddenly Serena felt strong enough to mend their failing
relationship. Her enthusiasm faltered during the two-month span
that Alan was away, but when he returned, she proposed this
excursion on the boat as a time to announce their impending
arrival.

"Can’t we just have a good
time today, Al? I haven’t seen you for such a long time. I miss
you." Was that really true?

O’Flanagans Stew
slid through the water as she felt Alan’s black
eyes bore into her before he turned away.

"This boat is a mess. Did
you bring someone aboard while I was gone?" The dark gaze
condemned. "If I find out that you had a man here, I’ll kill both
of you."

It was just a figure of
speech, Serena reminded herself. Nonetheless, the sun suddenly
seemed less brilliant and the ocean less docile, as clouds
materialized where just moments ago blue skies lingered. In mortal
acceptance, she acknowledged that the damage to their relationship
was irreparable.

"We’re going to have a
baby."

Conscious of the whistle
of the wind and the shrieks of the gulls above, Serena focused on
Alan’s silence. His back was still to her, tall and thin as he
stooped over a holding tank. The only sign that she had spoken was
in the stiffness of his posture.

"Al?"

Alan whirled around and
crossed three steps until he was in her face, his pointer finger
jabbing painfully through a sweater and a sweatshirt to bruise her
upper arm.

"What do you want me to
say? That’s great, dear? Another mouth for me to feed with what
little money we have left?"

Last time she had checked
the bank account she was unaware of any financial problems, but
she’d be sure to check again as soon as they returned to
land.

Serena gauged the
proximity of the cove almost two miles away and suddenly felt
vulnerable.

"Hell, you don’t need my
money anyway." Alan continued. "Everything comes from your parents.
Our house, the Inn, even this goddamn boat." He kicked the storage
bin as he slammed the lid shut. "How do I even know it’s mine? You
constantly throw it in my face that I’m not around much, so the
damn kid must not be mine!" Again his eyes leered close enough to
make her shrink away.

"I’m almost five months
pregnant. You remember when you came home for the
holidays—"

Under Alan’s menacing
stare she began to shiver. She took a step of retreat as her foot
connected with a coiled rope.

"Why the hell would I have
slept with you, you’re a goddamn icicle in bed." Alan said,
apparently remembering the occasion. "You should be on the pill,
dammit. You’re going to get rid of it, and that’s it."

"No!" Serena’s hand shot
out, holding both Alan and his words at bay.

"What do you mean,
no?" He advanced, his
eyes black slits on a face scarred by hatred.

Serena wondered fleetingly
where the man was that she had fallen in love with. Was this
monster hidden beneath all along?

Anger and defense drew a
chilled voice from her lips. "I will not give up this baby. I will
leave you if that’s what it takes, but I’m keeping this
baby."

"Leave?" His harsh laugh
caused a daring seagull to rethink its flight pattern. "That’s
supposed to be a threat? I keep leaving you whenever I damn well
feel like it. Every time my parents send a check—I leave you. When
that runs out, I’m back. But you’re a fool who still believes that
love—not money ties this relationship together. Get rid of the
kid," He ordered.

Serena was desperate,
heedless of the impact of her words. "I’m keeping the baby, Alan.
That’s the bottom line."

He straightened his back.
"Oh it is?"

Alan’s hand shot out
before she could avoid it. It cracked against her cheek and ear.
Aside from a resonant buzzing in that region, she would have been
okay. But the motion set her off balance, and to compensate, her
foot sought stability, landing within the twist of rope. Gravity
hoisted her over the edge.

Before Serena had time to
acknowledge what happened, she found herself gulping for air amidst
swells that crashed against the hull of O’Flanagans Stew. Her palms landed
on the barnacled surface, seeking a handhold as she spit out enough
water to manage a scream.

"Alan!"

Backlash from an errant
wave cascaded over her. She gulped in air deluged with seawater.
Through the salty curtain, she distinguished her husband’s profile
above and anxiously held her hand up towards him. Alan stooped down
and she was conscious of his grip, forceful and piercing on her
shoulders—only he wasn’t pulling her out of the water.

In retaliation to the
sudden pressure Serena kicked her legs, which grew burdensome in
the ice-cold Atlantic. Flailing arms ineffectively battered his
grasp as she began to feel faint. The freezing water and lack of
oxygen numbed her efforts.

When the resistance left
her body and darkness descended, she was aware of being lifted.
Squinting against the sun, she noticed Alan’s silhouette hunched
over her, his lips moving. The sound was a hollow echo that matched
the blood pounding in her ears.

"Come on, you’ll
live."

Serena coughed with such
severity that her entire body racked in spasm. Pain vaulted her
swiftly to consciousness. She curled up on the soaked deck and
clutched her stomach.

"No," she
cried.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER IV

 


"Serena?"

Serena jolted at the invasion of
Brett’s voice.

Her hand seized the throttle with
white knuckles.

"What happened the last time you were
out here?" He asked.

Momentarily locked in the past, Serena
tried to find traces of her husband in the man before her, but
there were none. Even Alan’s brown hair, which she thought was a
common denominator between the two brothers, on Brett was much
richer, a shade shy of black.

And then there were Brett’s eyes.
Silver. The color of Maine’s autumn sky. Instead of just looking at
those eyes, she delved into them, wondering if the demon that
possessed Alan lurked inside Brett too. She trembled at the
intensity concealed there, but found no monsters.



Brett stood paralyzed. It was as if
Serena possessed him, entering through his eyes and penetrating his
soul for answers. Never before had he felt so vulnerable. Was she a
witch? Had she cast a spell on Alan and now had her sights on
him?

Detecting the tremor of her bottom
lip, Brett felt the nagging signs of doubt. He had wanted to
convict her, to exorcize her from his mind. But could he be wrong?
Could she possibly be a victim herself?

"Do you want to talk about what
happened?" he asked.

Serena shook her head.

Brett squatted down onto
the holding container. Elbows on knees, he avoided staring at her,
but in his periphery, he found that she had returned her attention
to the Mighty Morgan.

The remainder of the journey inland
was spent in silence. Brett welcomed the jarring thud of the pier,
and reacted by tossing the coiled rope towards Harriet, who stood
rooted in the very same spot he left her.

"Anything?" Harriet asked
Serena.

Brett hurdled onto the dock and took
the rope from the shopkeeper’s hands to channel the boat into
submission.

"Serena?" Harriet repeated.

"No."

Serena’s subdued response elicited a
grunt from Harriet. Harriet then looked at him. Disregarding the
intrusive stare, he reached for Serena’s hand to assist her off the
boat. His outstretched fingers remained empty as she leapt onto the
wooden planks. Without a look back, she hurried down the pier and
hiked up the hill towards O’Flanagans.

"What did you do to her?" Harriet’s
accusation lashed out as soon as Serena was out of
range.

"I didn’t do a damn thing.
She—"

Brett’s glance followed the distant
silhouette, "she remembered—something."

The pain in Serena’s eyes. The
distrustful signals of her body. He was certain that she had
recalled something traumatic.

But would she ever share
it with him?

"No good. You damn Murphy brothahs are
no good."

"Now just a minute," He crossed his
arms and loomed over the stately merchant.

"I don’t know what Alan has
done to make you so bitter. I’m not about to argue with you about
my brother," He sighed. "I will admit that he was prone to some
trouble in the past. Regardless, don’t label people you have just
met, Ms. Morgan."

Snorting her contempt, Harriet placed
her hands on her hips.

"You just go fix that girl," she
ordered. "Fix whatever damage you’ve done. Make her smile again.
She had nothing to do with her husband’s death and I think you know
it. That man brought everything on himself."

Harriett dipped her head in a knowing
nod. "Earn my respect, Brett Murphy."



"Rena, honey, where ya
been?"

Sliding under the service panel,
feeling instantly protected within the barricade of polished wood,
Serena wiped her eyes, ran her fingers through her hair, and turned
to face Cooper.

"I was out on the
Morgan."

Coop set his beer down with enough
force to spill some over the rim. Mechanically, she reached for a
towel to sop up the mess.

"That’s—great. I mean you haven’t been
out on the water in a long time." His craggy face was one big
question mark, but she ignored it.

"Rena, thank god!" Simon hastened from
his post at the door. "Something disastrous has
happened."

"Your subscription
to Muscle Man ran
out?" Coop quipped, earning a look of disdain from the thin-haired
maitre de.

Ignoring Coop, Simon straightened the
knot of his necktie and continued. "We’ve booked two parties of
eight for the same window-front table and both are standing in the
foyer screaming at each other!"

Serena propped her hands on the
counter and stooped forward to crane around Simon. The commotion up
front sounded like the rowdy cries of adults in verbal
combat.

"That they are." She declared with a
smirk.

"We have to do something!"

Simon’s whine made Coop cringe. He
turned his attention to the thirteen-inch color TV mounted in the
corner.

"Simon," Serena began patiently, "you
told me that you had aspirations of running a bistro in New York,
right?"

With a sigh, Simon seemed to read
where she was going. He pursed his lips. "Yes."

"Well you’re going to have to face
much graver situations than this."

She continued with sincerity. "I need
you, Simon. You know I haven’t been myself, I—I sometimes feel like
I’m losing my mind, and I depend on you so much, and you have been
there for me. For that I will always be grateful," she smiled. "I
know I have put a lot of burden on you, but it’s only because I
trust your judgment—and someday I’m going to be the first patron in
that bistro of yours, and I’m going to order the most expensive
dish on the menu."

Simon cleared his throat. "Dammit,
Rena. How am I supposed to manage a comeback to that?"

Without waiting for her response, he
tightened the knot of his necktie and tugged at the cuffs of his
crisp white shirt. "Don’t worry, I can handle them."

Coop’s back was still to
Serena, though his snort and brief utterance "sap," triggered a weary smile from
her lips.

That was how Brett found
her.



Used to the reproachful stares by now,
Brett didn’t care. The only set of eyes he was intent on lost their
smile when they landed on him.

"Bar’s closed." Coop
challenged.

"Cooper!" Serena
admonished.

There was no doubt in Brett’s mind
that Serena was unsettled by his presence. She avoided looking at
him.

"You be polite, Coop," she admonished.
"Remember that everyone is allowed into O’Flanagan’s for some food
and spirits."

On the last word, Brett caught her
hasten a glance towards the ceiling. She wrapped her arms about her
and reached for the thermostat, snapping back when Coop bellowed,
"Woman, it’s already about eighty degrees in here!"

Brett noticed a tremor quake through
Serena’s limbs.

"Actually," he argued, "it’s getting
real cold out. You probably should turn that up."

With a mute nod of gratitude, Serena
upped the thermostat.

She hoisted a glass under a nozzle and
said to Coop, "To cool you down. It’s on me."

"Well in that case, little Rena…"
Clearly mollified, Coop grinned, "−you can turn up the heat any
time."



Reluctant to move away from
Coop’s congenial smile, Serena flicked a nervous glance in Brett’s
direction. Aware of his eyes on her, her heart drummed faster under
the perusal. When Brett straddled a bar stool and put his elbow on
the counter her nerves wrought havoc on her hands. She tried to
keep herself busy, but there was no way to keep from staring. Brett
Murphy seemed larger than life. God, she wondered if his strong
arms could warm the chill that stole through her body.
Where the hell did that thought come
from?

"A Sam Adams, please."

Serena immersed her trembling hands
into the vat of chopped ice and withdrew a dark bottle.
Uncooperative fingers fumbled with the twist cap as she extended
the drink to him.



"Thanks."

Brett watched Serena’s unnerved
gestures and wondered what tale she had recalled this afternoon.
She hadn’t been the same since then. He was curious enough to want
to stay and confront her after closing.

"And thanks for the trip today." He
saluted with the bottle.

Beside him, Coop’s black cap spun
about. Brett found himself stared down by a pair of jaundiced
eyes.

"You went out on the
Morgan?" Coop gaped.
"With him?"

Serena dodged the question by waiting
on another customer. Her absence allowed Coop to sneer at Brett.
"What are you up to, Murphy? What do you want from her?"

Brett set his beer down and stared at
the wooden Cuckoo clock, willing it to move faster.

"You know," he said. "I’m
getting tired of everyone asking me what I’m doing here, and
accusing me of having less than savory intentions for their
little Rena. You
know why I’m here. I want answers. I believe she has some." His
eyebrow hefted. "As a matter of fact, your resentment makes me even
more convinced than ever."

Coop was silent for a minute. "Maybe
you’ll find those answers you’re looking for," he ducked his head.
"But I don’t think you’re going to like ‘em."

As Serena returned, she flicked her
gaze from Brett to Coop and back again.

"Are you playing nice, Coop?" she
asked.

Coop swiveled in his seat so that his
attention was rooted to the hockey game on the overhead television.
He slid his empty glass towards Serena and declared, "Just sitting
here watching TV and minding my own business."

She looked to Brett for confirmation,
but he just shrugged.

Alone. Brett wanted to talk to Serena alone.

Studying her, he watched her tremulous
effort to maintain a cordial smile. She nodded graciously to
departing customers and executed timely jokes to the ones who
remained. Yet, beneath, he sensed fatigue and despair slowly
breaking her down. Gradually, the crowd thinned, and Brett waited
out Coop whose head dipped forward. Several times the man emitted a
hearty snore before the sound jarred him awake.

"Coop," Serena called, "come on, it’s
time to go home. Martha’ll be worried."

"I ain’t going home and leaving you
here alone with him." His neck lolled in Brett’s direction as Brett
caught the heavy stench of beer.

"Both of you are leaving. It’s
closing time." Exhaustion added just the right dose of irritation
to Serena’s voice to prompt the old man out of his seat. Ambling
towards the door, Coop hesitated to see if Brett followed. The
motion caused him to sway and reach for the wall.

"Is he driving?" Brett
murmured.

"No," Serena scowled. "You really do
have a low opinion of me if you think I’d let him do this and
drive. Coop lives down the hill, and if he doesn’t get home by
eleven, Martha will be up here pulling him by his ear."

Before Brett could act contrite,
Coop’s voice rang unnaturally loud in the empty tavern. "Come on,
Murphy. I’m not letting you stay here with her."

Slanting a final look at Serena,
trying to interpret her gaze, Brett reluctantly rose and pursued
Cooper into the night.



With the absence of customers, the
silence engulfed Serena. Reaching for the remote beside the
register, she aimed it at the TV, reducing the blond reporter to a
horizontal line before she was obliterated. With three twists of
her wrist, Serena flicked the switches to swathe O’Flanagans in
darkness.

Apprehension settled in with the
shadows. Reluctant to make the trek upstairs, she eyed the door to
O’Flanagans deck.

Wasn’t it a better option
than the terror waiting in her loft?

Assaulted by the bone-chilling wind,
she embraced the cold−its effect a reminder that she was still
alive. She crossed the rutted planks and rested her elbows on the
balustrade, listening to the waves below. Luminous under a full
moon, the black cliffs still held their secrets with a tenacity
that she could never resolve.

"Serena?"

She spun around, afraid that the ghost
had chosen to assail her here in the wake of the moon.



Chilled in his old suede jacket, Brett
could only imagine how cold Serena was in her insubstantial fleece.
Her shiver was apparent, but as he approached, he had the uneasy
feeling that he was the culprit.

"What do you want, Brett?"

Brett moved into the ring of
moonlight. He nearly succumbed to the need to touch her. To warm
her.

Frustrated by the affect she had on
him, he again sought balance in accusation.

"What are you doing out here? Are you
looking for his body again?" He plunged on despite the impact of
his words.

"It’s quite the show," he said,
"everyone seeing you out here every night, the grieving widow
searching the cliffs for her husband who hasn’t returned from
sea."

Dammit, he wanted Serena to fight. He
wanted her to defend herself so that he could sanction his
emotions. It was crazy, but he wanted her to just come right out
and say, "It’s okay, Brett. It’s okay for you to feel this
attraction, because I feel it too."

But no. When his mouth opened, it was
to pose a desperate question.

"Why did you do it,
Serena?"



Serena hugged her arms and tucked her
chin against her collarbone to ward off the wind. She closed her
eyes. If only she could be immune to Brett’s accusatory tone. If
only his judgment wasn’t so important to her.

It was cold out. And he was near.
Irrationally, she wanted to lean into him and soak up his warmth.
Instead, she cleared her throat.

"I have nothing to defend. But if you
want to condemn me, if it sets you at peace so that you can go home
with a villain in your mind," she breathed, "so be it."

"Dammit, Serena. What happened? How
did you grow to hate him so much? Why did you do it?"
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