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			Beauty. Wealth. Success.
She’s got it all.
And it all should’ve been mine.

			When Eleanor Hardwicke’s beloved father dies, her world is further shattered by a gut-wrenching secret: the man she’s grieving isn’t really her dad. Eleanor was the product of an affair and her biological father is still out there, living blissfully with the family he chose. With her personal life spiraling, a desperate Eleanor seeks him out, leading her to uncover another branch on her family tree—an infuriatingly enviable half sister.

			Perfectly perfect Victoria has everything Eleanor could ever dream of. Loving childhood, luxury home, devoted husband. All of it stolen from Eleanor, who plans to take it back. After all, good sisters are supposed to share. And quiet little Eleanor has been waiting far too long for her turn to play.

		
	
		
			“Ratchets up the tension as one sister stalks another. Jealousy and betrayal go hand in hand as readers try to guess, in this family, who is predator and who is prey.” 

			—Mindy Mejia, internationally acclaimed author of Leave No Trace

			“A thrill-ride through a family mired in secrets, with a satisfyingly villainous ending!” 

			—Roz Nay, internationally bestselling author of Our Little Secret

			“A taut, psychological suspense novel with a finely wrought protagonist, Sister Dear will have us all wondering how well we really know each other.” 

			—Wendy Heard, author of Hunting Annabelle and The Kill Club

			“Stunningly layered and brilliantly written... A slow-burn domestic suspense, with complex, remarkable characters, that hurtles to a shocking, fiery climax you won’t see coming.” 

			—Samantha M. Bailey, author of Woman on the Edge

		
	
		
			SISTER
DEAR

			HANNAH MARY
McKINNON

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			Hannah Mary McKinnon was born in the UK, grew up in Switzerland and now lives in Canada with her husband and three sons. Connect with her on Facebook, 
				@hannahmarymckinnon, Twitter, @hannahmmckinnon, and Instagram, @hannahmarymckinnon.

		
	
		
			To my sister Joely, who always put on funny voices when reading me bedtime stories, and who, thankfully, didn’t inspire this novel.
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			If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton, you may as well make it dance.

			—George Bernard Shaw

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE POLICE DIDN’T BELIEVE ME.

			A jury wouldn’t have, either, if I’d gone on trial, and most definitely not the judge. My attorney had more than a few reservations about my story. Ms. Allerton hadn’t said as much. She didn’t need to. I saw it in her eyes, could tell by the way she shuffled and reshuffled her papers, as if doing so might shake my lies clean off the pages, leaving only the truth behind in her inky, royal blue swirls.

			After our first meeting I’d concluded she must’ve known early on—before she shook my hand with her icy fingers—that I was a liar. Before she’d walked into the room in shiny four-inch heels, she’d no doubt decided she’d heard my excuses, or a variation thereof, from countless clients already. I was yet another person claiming to be innocent. Another criminal who’d remained adamant they’d done nothing wrong, it wasn’t their fault, honest, despite the overwhelming amount of evidence to the contrary, a wall of impending doom surrounding me.

			And still, at the time I’d believed the only reason Ms. Allerton had taken on my case pro bono was because of the amount of publicity it gave her firm. Reducing my sentence—for there would be one—would amplify her legacy as a hotshot lawyer. I’d accepted her help. There was no other option. I needed her knowledge, her expertise, saw her as my final hope. I now know her motivations were something else I’d miscalculated. All hope extinguished. Game over.

			If I’m being fair, the judgments Ms. Allerton and other people had made about me weren’t completely wrong. I had told lies, some, anyway. While that stripped away part of my claim to innocence, it didn’t mean I was entirely guilty. Not of the things everybody said I’d done. Things I’d had no choice but to confess to, despite that being my biggest lie of all.

			But I’ll tell you the truth. The whole truth and nothing but. I’ll start at the beginning and share everything that happened. Every last detail leading up to one fateful night. The night someone died because of me. The night I lost you, too.

			I won’t expect your forgiveness. Our relationship—or lack thereof—will have gone way beyond that point. No. All I can hope for, is that my side of the story will one day help you understand why I did the things I did.

			And why I have to do the things I’ve not yet done.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Fifteen months earlier

			MY HEELS DRAGGED AS my legs took shorter steps than usual, an unmistakable sign my feet weren’t heading in a direction I wanted to go. The hems of my old frayed jeans dragged on the sidewalk, soaking up the gray slush—the final vestige of the snow dusting most of Maine had received earlier that Friday afternoon, dumping the majority of it right on top of Portland.

			The freezing, soggy fabric of my pants had turned into frozen fingers snatching at my ankles, and I cursed myself twice. Once for not believing the weatherman when he said snow would hit mid-October, and again because I’d donned comfy sneakers as a pathetic sign of protest. At almost thirty and an East Coast native, I really should’ve known better.

			While my heart protested, my brain made me quicken my pace toward Monroe Hospice. I tried hard not to imagine what Dad might look like today. If I did, I feared I’d turn around, scuttle home to my little apartment, which had become more of a refuge since his diagnosis. Never mind my pathetic and humble abode’s dire need for odorless carpets, proper windows to keep out the draft and paint that didn’t come off the walls in banana-peel strips. Despite its state, I longed to be at home, close the curtains, pull on two sweaters and hide for the weekend, trying to pretend Dad wasn’t sick. Wasn’t dying. That this wouldn’t be his last Thanksgiving, and he would make it to Christmas.

			Forty-eight hours had passed since I’d visited. Even in such a short amount of time I wasn’t sure what condition I’d find him in—the pallor of his face, how much more sallow his skin had become as it stretched over his jutting cheekbones, translucent as raw phyllo pastry.

			Pancreatic cancer—the inoperable, terminal kind, the doctor had said eight weeks ago, although it felt as if multiple lifetimes had passed since our world had been turned upside down. I’d refused to believe it when Dad told me. Insisted they’d made a mistake, handed him somebody else’s test results by accident. The thought of losing my father, the one person I cared for the most in the entire world, filled me with horror. At the rate of his decline, we’d be lucky if he made it another month.

			I’d barely slept since the diagnosis, the only advantage being I’d stayed ahead of schedule with the website designs for my clients, even though I caught myself staring into space far too often. Working so much couldn’t prevent my mind from traveling the path marked Life after Dad. It was bleak down there. Empty and cold. Lonely. A place filled with despair, anger and hate. Somewhere nobody should be forced to go, yet a destination almost everyone ended up at some point, and in my case, before I’d done something—anything—to make him proud.

			I hoisted my bag over my shoulder, wishing for the umpteenth time I’d emptied it before setting off, and had left my notepad-cum-sketchbook and camera at home. The latter was an older, large digital Nikon. It had belonged to my neighbor’s deceased husband and had therefore been free—a big part of the appeal—but it now made the straps of my bag dig into my skin.

			“You’re an idiot,” I said and shifted the weight. Even if Dad let me take his picture, I’d be incapable of focusing the lens on him without bursting into tears.

			I took another few steps, caught sight of my reflection in the store window and quickly looked away, stuffed my hands deeper into the pockets of my jacket, which already bunched more snuggly around my middle than it had when I’d bought it at the thrift store a few weeks ago. We’d never been on good terms, mirrors and I—it was why I preferred holding the pencil or being on the other side of the camera—and I had more reasons to avoid them now. Unhappiness did peculiar things to people. For me, it translated into lank, greasy hair, a total lack of makeup, and a pattern of shoveling as much comfort food—translation: any food—down my throat as fast as I possibly could.

			I’d never lost anyone before, nobody close anyway, no one I’d sobbed into my pillow for, or bargained over with a higher power. It petrified me. Seeing my dad—a strong and burly truck driver with a marshmallow heart—be reduced to no more than a shell within a matter of weeks was already frightening enough, but I suspected the worst was yet to come.

			I shuddered, pulled the hood of my jacket over my head to stop the bitter winds from assaulting my ears and remembered our conversation about the “technical arrangements” for his funeral, more specifically, what he didn’t want.

			“Get them to play ‘Another One Bites the Dust’ by Queen,” he’d said.

			“Dad, there’s no way I—”

			“Kidding. ‘Knocking on Heaven’s Door’ will do fine. But not Bob Dylan’s version, it’s too soft. I want Guns N’ Roses, and make sure it’s the one with Slash’s awesome guitar riff.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Deadly serious.”

			“You’re not funny.”

			“’Course I am. Anyway, we’ll make the whole thing cheap and cheerful—”

			“Cheerful? You expect your funeral to be cheerful?”

			“Yes, Eleanor,” he said, his smile disappearing. “It’s to be a celebration. I don’t want you to be sad. Promise me you won’t be sad.”

			Keeping my word was about as probable as healing his cancer with my bare hands, but I’d given it to him anyway, understood it was something he needed to feel better, to at least try to rid himself of the guilt of leaving the people who loved him behind.

			I shook my head and looked up at the swirling skies, so lost in thought I’d already arrived at Monroe Hospice, a stone-clad, two-story building tucked away on a dead-end road. Despite my stalling tactics, the walk from my apartment on Sherman Street hadn’t taken much more than an hour, and not for the first time I wondered why they’d built Monroe in an area called Pleasantdale. When I’d shared this with Dad during my last visit, he’d laughed.

			“At least it’s close to the cemetery. Transport will be cheap,” he’d said and I’d burst into tears, which had led to him apologizing for his crass attempt at gallows humor, blaming the dark, English sense of wit he’d inherited from his mother.

			Taking a deep breath to prepare myself, I pushed open the doors. Although they’d tried hard to make the place homey and comfortable—cheery, abstract, multicolored artwork adorning the walls, a sitting area filled with high-backed sofas so soft you could lose yourself within—the distinct odor of a hospital environment had mixed with the invisible but constant death and sorrow, all of which now clung to the place, tearing my heart in two.

			I gave Brenda, the petite receptionist, a small wave, pretending I didn’t hear when she asked how I was doing because I wouldn’t have known how to respond. The elevator took me to my dad’s floor, where I gave Nurse Jelani a nod as she greeted me with a well-honed, compassionate expression. How she, or anyone else, worked in this place day in, day out—surrounded by illness and grief, knowing patients would rather go home so they could die in the relative comfort of their own surroundings—was an awesome mystery to me, filled with superheroes in scrubs. In comparison, my website job was a walk in a beautifully serene park. The annoyance I felt when I gave even my most demanding customer the sun and the moon, only to have them ask for the entire solar system, seemed petty and meaningless in contrast.

			When I got closer to Dad’s room and heard voices, specifically my mother’s, I paused. Her unmistakable tone—considerably more nasal and irritating than usual—still had the power to send jolts down my spine, never mind my moving out as soon as I’d finished high school, determined never to depend on her again.

			I hadn’t expected her to be at the hospice. The fact she’d visited Dad a few days earlier had already been a surprise, considering she’d ordered him to pack his stuff and leave almost twenty years ago, and had hardly spoken to him since. He’d only mentioned she’d visited because I’d told him I’d spotted her coming out of Monroe, and had ducked behind a fir tree to avoid her. It had been at least six months since I’d had any contact with her, almost a year since we’d been in the same room for my sister Amy’s lavish twenty-seventh birthday party. Even that amount of time and distance hadn’t been enough to treat the festering wounds, or get rid of her voice, which constantly berated me in my head.

			I’d always questioned, but never understood, why she despised me. I’d asked Dad, too, but he hadn’t given me a proper answer, only said she was a complicated woman. As much as I pretended I didn’t care, part of me still wanted to know. She was caring and loving toward Amy, but had only constant resentment for Dad and me—yet here she was, at his bedside. Maybe there was still hope she’d give treating him like an actual human being another go. After all, she must’ve loved him once.

			I leaned against the door, tried to hear their conversation and hoped she was on the verge of leaving, in which case I’d slip into the bathroom or find a supply cupboard to sneak into.

			“I still don’t understand, Bruce,” she said to Dad without a hint of warmth. Her glacial tone would freeze hell over when she left this world. No way would she go anywhere but south when she did.

			“I’ve already told you, it’s done,” my father said. “I’m not changing my mind.” Although determined, his voice sounded throaty, no doubt in equal parts from his illness and the effort of standing up to my mother. I wondered how long she’d been there, if she’d helped him drink some water, bent the straw at the proper angle so he could make the least amount of effort.

			“Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice veering into banshee territory. “Why?”

			If she wasn’t careful, Nurse Jelani would ask her to leave. I crossed my fingers, but my mother regained some of her composure and brought the volume down a notch. “What, exactly, are you trying to accomplish?”

			“I’m not trying to accomplish anything, Sylvia,” Dad replied. “I’m doing what’s fair. Everything’s split fifty-fifty between the girls. Why are you so upset? It won’t be much, so—”

			“Exactly my point,” my mother said. “You never were much of a provider, were you? You barely have anything now, and Nellie—”

			“Eleanor,” Dad said. “She hates being called Nellie.”

			“Well, there’s Nellie for you.” My mother sniffed, and I imagined her steely eyes drilling into Dad as he dared defy her. “She always was overly sensitive.”

			“Because Amy sang ‘Nellie the Elephant’ on a loop for three years, remember?” Dad said, and I wanted to rush in and hug him. “The pair of you have poked fun at her for years. You know it’s why she’s convinced she’s ugly. She thinks her legs look like highway bridge supports.”

			“If she’s that bothered about her looks, why doesn’t she do something about them? I did, and well before her age. I’ve kept my weight in check ever since, and—”

			“There’s nothing wrong with her, Sylvia,” Dad said, sounding exhausted.

			My mother sighed deeply. I wondered how much self-control she’d burned through trying not to argue with a dying man. Not all of it, apparently, because she clicked her tongue before quietly saying, “Eleanor doesn’t need money—”

			“How would you know? You never speak to her.”

			“The phone works both ways. Besides, you said she’s perfectly content with her freelance job, her little apartment—”

			“With the old windows—”

			“—and don’t forget she’s never had the same ambitions my Amy has.”

			My Amy. How often had I heard those words? My sister, the golden child, the girl wonder, the rising star actor living in LA who’d been blessed multiple times over by the Good Gene Fairy and had fallen into the Unlimited Pool of Talent. Me, the dispensable forethought, the unnecessary prologue to my mother’s childbearing life. I’d always known I was the tubby one. The dowdy one. The disappointment. Now, as the toxic green-eyed monster inside me snarled, I pulled its leash tight. Bitterness, jealousy and resentment had to be some of the most unattractive traits bestowed on mankind, and—in my case at least—the hardest ones to change.

			“I don’t know why you’re insisting on giving Eleanor anything at all.” My mother’s voice had filled with her special blend of acrid determination that brought the fiercest of opponents to their knees, accepting their fate with bowed heads as she readied her proverbial sword.

			Not this time, I decided, not with a sick man, my dad, as her victim, but before I could take a step forward, she spoke again, her next words changing my life forever.

			“You’re forgetting one thing, Bruce,” she said. “Eleanor isn’t your daughter.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			ELEANOR ISN’T YOUR DAUGHTER.

			I felt my face contort itself into a bizarre grimace as my breath caught in my throat. I put a hand against the doorframe to steady myself, tried to stop the hallway from closing in on me. For a few seconds I worked hard to dislodge my mother’s words from my brain. Shook my head to rattle them around my skull long enough for her sentence to make sense. Any sense. The attempt didn’t work and I remained in the hallway with my mouth open, brow furrowed.

			“Of course she’s my girl.” My father’s voice broke the deafening silence, sounding stronger than he had in days. A rush of relief flooded my body. I’d misheard. Misinterpreted what she’d meant. But Dad coughed and continued, his voice strained once more. “I’ve always treated Eleanor as if she were mine. How many times have you said I love her enough for the both of us?”

			My hand flew to my mouth as I tried to stop the cry from escaping between my fingers. It couldn’t be true. Dad was exactly that. My dad. There had to be some mistake, they had to be talking about someone else.

			“You’re missing the point,” my mother snapped. “You can’t—”

			“We should tell her.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“You heard me, Sylvia. She should—”

			I’ll never know what he was about to say next because as I leaned in to hear more clearly, my heavy bag swung off my shoulder. It banged against the door with a loud thud, forcing it open with a croaky creak.

			Dad’s head turned. “Eleanor. You’re here.”

			My mother spun around, following Dad’s cancer-patient-in-the-headlights gaze until her eyes landed squarely on mine. She didn’t waver, but lifted her chin, signaling her acute annoyance at my presence as she observed me in the way a spider might watch a fly trapped in its sticky web.

			“How are you, Freckles?” Dad’s use of the nickname my nose and cheeks earned me one blistering summer two decades ago was an obvious but unsuccessful attempt at masking the tremble in his voice. “I was hoping you’d come. Did you—”

			“Is it true?” I took a step and put a hand on the soft, sky blue armchair—the one I’d spent three nights in during the past week alone—to make sure I didn’t stumble. My bag felt as if the weight of the sketchbook and camera had multiplied tenfold, and it slipped farther down my arm. I let it drop to the floor with a dull clunk, put one foot in front of the other despite my brain screaming at me to turn and run. “You’re not my dad?”

			My mother spoke first. “Look, Nellie—”

			“Eleanor,” I said, teeth clenched. “Didn’t you hear what Dad said about your stupid nickname? Why don’t you ever listen to him?”

			“That’s quite enough, Eleanor,” she said. “There’s no need to make a scene.”

			“A scene?”

			Her shiny red lips pursed as she exhaled through her nose, nostrils flaring. I prepared for another of her pointed rebukes, wrapped myself up in the imaginary armor I’d developed as a child, held up an invisible shield to deflect her attack, vowing I wouldn’t let it hurt me this time. One thing I’d mastered while living with a dragon for years was the ability to recognize when it was about to open wide and incinerate me.

			“There’s no need for you to be so dramatic,” she said evenly, eyes ablaze.

			My hands went to my hips, ordering me to stand my ground, make myself larger to scare off the enemy I knew so well, yet had never come close to understanding.

			“But there’s always drama with you, isn’t there?” she continued. “You thrive on it—”

			I snorted. “How rich. You’re the one who always—”

			“Stop it, both of you. Please.”

			The pain in Dad’s voice tore my gaze from my mother’s face and made me look at his instead. He must have pushed himself up before realizing it was too much effort, and slumped down again. His pillow had slipped, too, so he now lay lopsided, resembling a skinny rag doll, left on the bed in an abandoned heap.

			I lunged, slipped my hands under his arms, tried to ignore how the only thing I could feel was skin and bone, not the bulky biceps he used to bear-hug me with. Once he was upright again, the pillow set firmly behind him, I offered him a drink of water but he waved his skeletal hands.

			“No,” he said. “Thanks, but not now.”

			I lowered my voice to a whisper, pretended my mother wasn’t there. “Dad...you have to tell me the truth. Are you... Are you my dad?”

			He stared at me. One second. Two. Three. I wanted him to smile and say, Yes, of course I am, silly. Needed him to tell me this was all a terrible mistake. The silence grew, stretching out between us. After another long moment, he slowly shook his head and I swallowed hard, felt my legs tremble.

			“But...but...then, who is?”

			“He—”

			“Bruce.” The word was a sharp warning from my mother. “We agreed. It’s in the past.”

			“But it’s my past,” I said, doing my best to ignore her death stares, a thousand tiny needles piercing my skin. “And it’s my present. Can’t you see? Why didn’t anyone tell me? Why didn’t either of you think I should know?”

			“I’m sorry, Eleanor,” Dad said gently before turning to my mother. “Sylvia, isn’t it time we told her the truth? She—”

			“No.” My mother looked me up and down. “You know what you’re implying, don’t you, Eleanor? You’re saying your father hasn’t been enough for you.”

			“No, I never—”

			“Hasn’t he always treated you well?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Hasn’t he always done everything for you?”

			“Of course he has.” I raised my voice again as I stared back at her. “I never said—”

			“Then why does it matter, Nellie?” my mother snapped. “This is exactly why I insisted we never tell you. I knew you wouldn’t be mature about it. I said you’d overreact and—”

			“No.” I shook my head, held up my hands, palms facing her. “No. I won’t let you turn this around and blame me. Not today.” I looked at Dad, who lay in his bed with a pained expression on his face. He seemed so small, so sick and defeated, and yet all I could think of was I needed to leave, that I had to get out of there. Now. “I’ll come back tomorrow, Dad, okay? We can talk then, and—”

			“You don’t have to go,” he said.

			I looked at him, and then at my mother, trying to come to grips with the fact they’d lied for my entire life, both of them complicit. That my mother had withheld the truth didn’t surprise me, but my father’s betrayal, that he had—yet again—been unable to stand up to her, made me want to scream. My heart thumped, blood whooshing in my ears as I understood he was never going to tell me unless she agreed. If I hadn’t overheard their conversation, he’d have taken this secret to his early grave. I couldn’t believe what he’d almost done. Couldn’t accept he was going to die. It was unfair. All of it was so unfair. The cancer. The fact it was taking him instead of her. The lies. Everything.

			Decades of hatred and suppressed anger I felt for my mother—coupled with the last two months of grief, despair and sleepless nights—all billowed and surged inside me. The feelings strained against the shackles I’d tried to tame them with, snapping their chains one by one with their pointed teeth. When the last one broke, red-hot fury shot from my belly and raced up to my mouth, where it transformed itself into twisted words of disgust, spewing forth like lava.

			“How could you do this?” I said to Dad. “That she—” I pointed at my mother but kept my eyes firmly on him “—would treat me like utter shit is nothing new. But you? I trusted you. You were supposed to be on my side. You lied to me.”

			“I’m sorry, Eleanor, I—”

			“I don’t care you’re sorry,” I shouted, hating—detesting—myself all the more, but unable to make myself stop, to regain control.

			“Freckles, please.” He held out his hand but I stepped back, shook my head.

			“Who’s my real father?” I said, and watched Dad wince at the word real. Still, both he and my mother stayed silent, making me back away toward the door, because, I realized, I was terrified they might answer. My next words came out a trembling whisper. “I can’t deal with this. I need to get my head straight. I’ll come back tomorrow.”

			Dad pushed himself up with his elbows and opened his mouth to reply, but the only thing coming from his lips was a string of deep, chesty coughs, like sounds of gunfire bouncing off the walls. His chest rose and fell at an alarming pace as his face turned more ashen. Before I got to him, a machine went off, beeping loudly, adding to the noise and confusion. Dad opened his eyes wider, transforming them into sunken black holes.

			“Dad!” I shouted as two people rushed into the room. “Dad!”

			“You need to step outside,” Nurse Jelani said, shooing me and my mother in no uncertain terms into the corridor while continuing to talk to her colleague in medical terms I didn’t recognize, let alone understand.

			“But I have to—”

			“Let us take care of him, Eleanor. I’ll come and find you when he’s settled, okay? It’ll be all right.” She gave me a final push and pulled the door shut.

			If we’d been anything resembling a normal family, my mother and I would’ve hugged each other, offered support, whispered words of reassurance and comfort. Instead we stood ten feet apart, eyes locked on each other, waiting for the other to attack. We were about as far away from normal as you could get.

			She adjusted the perfect creases in the sleeves of her deep red silk blouse and looked at me, her eyes lethal daggers. “This is your fault. Yours and yours alone.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“Your father, because that’s exactly who he is and don’t you forget it, is sick.”

			“I know, I—”

			“You pushed him. You upset him.”

			“I didn’t mean to.” Tears pricked the backs of my eyes and I swiped at them with my hand. How many times had this woman, my mother, made me cry? A thousand? Ten thousand?

			“Go home,” she said. “Leave.”

			“I want to see Dad and—”

			“Why?” she snapped. “So you can upset him again? No, Nellie, you’ve done quite enough for one evening, don’t you think?”

			I wanted to answer back. Willed myself to put her in her place once and for all. As I looked at her fury-filled face, my determination dissolved like honey in hot tea. My mother had always come out on top as far as the two of us were concerned. She’d always won. I was weak, pathetic, unworthy of the love and attention she bestowed on Amy, unworthy of being loved by anybody else, too. I wasn’t deserving. Wasn’t good enough. Had never been good enough.

			And so, clutching to Nurse Jelani’s reassuring words about Dad going to be all right, I fled. Down the corridor, where I flung the stairwell door open, making the handle bounce off the wall before I flew down the steps as fast as my feet would allow. When I stumbled past Brenda at reception and out of the hospice’s main entrance, I grabbed hold of the steel trash can with shaking arms and bent over, trying not to throw up.

			As I gulped in the cool, misty air, and with it the faint smell of garbage and stale cigarette butts, I vowed I’d call Dad when I got home. Surely he’d be settled by then, and, with any luck, my mother would have left, too. The trip back would give me a bit of time to figure out how to apologize to the man who’d always taken care of me, who’d been the best father a girl could wish for. I owed him that, and so much more.

			If I hurried, I decided, taking quicker steps, I’d soon be making amends.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			I DIDN’T GET MUCH FARTHER before remembering I’d left my bag in Dad’s room. For a few seconds I debated whether to go back and get it, but decided to make my way home without. The keys to my apartment were in my jacket pocket, and as it was six thirty on a Friday, I could get by without my phone and wallet for the night. It was the weekend. Most of my clients wouldn’t expect answers before Monday, and my social life had been on hiatus for years. Besides, I could check email and social media on my laptop when I got home. I had some emergency cash in a coffee jar at the apartment, something Dad always insisted I do.

			Still, I hesitated, right up until a rare taxi drove past. I flagged it down and hopped in, grateful for the shelter and warmth it provided, my cheeks already numb from the wind.

			“Good evening, miss,” the driver said as he smiled at me in the rearview mirror, the gap between his front teeth half a finger wide. “Where to?”

			“Sherman Street, please,” I said, and, deciding to be up-front and honest about my situation, added, “I don’t have any money—”

			“I’m sorry, miss.” His smile faded as he put the car back in Park. “No money, no ride. I’m afraid you have to get out of—”

			“But I have some at home. I’ll run up and get it—”

			“No.” He shook his head. “I really can’t. I’ve been taken for those rides more than once.”

			“But—”

			“Look, you seem nice, and so did they. Since then I don’t make any exceptions.”

			Despite pleading with him again, it became clear he wouldn’t give in. I fumbled for the handle before stepping out of the car and watching him drive away, my heart sinking straight to my sneakers. These were my two options: walk home or go back to the hospice to get my bag, but I couldn’t face Dad, not after I’d upset him so badly, and I certainly couldn’t face my mother.

			I’d call Nurse Jelani from my neighbor’s apartment as soon as I got back to make sure Dad had settled. He needed his rest and I’d return first thing in the morning. Decision made, I set off, heading for Casco Bay Bridge.

			The light had long faded, spindly shadow-fingers elongating as they’d inched their way across the streets. I slowed my pace, winded from the effort of walking so fast. No point wondering when I’d become so out of shape. I’d never particularly been in shape, unless pear-shaped counted. Photographic evidence readily demonstrated the soft, pudgy kid I’d been during my elementary years. The ugly duckling fairy tale I’d desperately wished for had never come, and I’d morphed into an equally pasty-looking adolescent in high school. Every year I’d remained the odd one out, unpopular, a misfit, a nerd with teeth too big for my face and puppy fat I’d never got rid of. The other girls had thick, shiny locks, about as diametrically opposed to my curly blond mop as you could get, and their gravity-defying breasts and backsides could’ve given a freshly picked peach an inferiority complex.

			I pushed away the memories of being made fun of, called names or ignored, tried to leave them behind, although they still followed me down the road, snapping at my heels. As much as I insisted it was years ago, that I should get over myself and none of it mattered anymore, the scars were still there, ready to be picked—or quashed with yet another bagel or muffin my mother would have tut-tutted over and told me not to eat.

			I focused on the walk home, longing for my crappy little apartment. I’d lived there for a few years now and wouldn’t be upgrading anytime soon, not since I’d started the website business six months prior. Going out on my own had never been a burning desire—my mother was right about my lack of ambition, if little else—but when a former boss’s hands had wandered once too many, I’d semipolitely told him to stop, or I’d report him to HR. The next day I was laid off, told my IT support role had been cut because of “efficiencies,” ironically by the woman who turned out to be my boss’s girlfriend.

			In a way it was a relief. I’d been unhappy there for a while but too scared to do anything about it. I’d never been the type to make decisions unless I got some kind of shove.

			My business had increased, and I’d acquired a couple of regular maintenance contracts. Quite the contrast from the third month in, when I’d had none and couldn’t make rent. Seeing no alternative, I’d asked Dad for help, which he’d been happy to provide, my promises of paying him back falling on deaf ears.

			“Consider it a gift, Freckles, okay?” he’d said. “End of story.”

			The thought of my father took my breath away. Although I wanted to cling to it forever, I attempted to rid my mind of the image before it sliced my heart straight through. Instead, I allowed myself to think about Dad not being my real father—no, not real, biological—and debated whether it mattered. Did it make me less upset he was dying? Stop me from caring?

			I shook my head. He was my dad, the one person I’d always looked up to, who’d always tried to be there for me. He’d read to me every single night he’d been home, taught me how to fish, how to ride a bike when I’d been terrified I’d fall. He was the one who’d encouraged me to take computer sciences, applauded when I told him about my new business venture. And amid all that, he’d taken the brunt of my mother’s fury whenever he possibly could so I didn’t have to.

			No way could I let him think I hated him for hiding the truth. His intentions had no doubt been to protect me, as he always had, but what about him? When had he found out he wasn’t my father? Had he always known, or discovered it later? Had it had something to do with their divorce?

			Walking faster still, I hoped Dad would be awake when I got home. I wanted to talk to him now so I could tell him I loved him no matter what, and when he was ready and strong enough, maybe he’d give me some answers.

			About fifty yards from my building’s front door, the winds picked up, carrying with them the smell of sea salt, and stripping leaves that still desperately clung to the trees. I buried my chin in my scarf and dug my hands deeper into my pockets. The sky was completely black now, hardly anyone left on the streets save for someone a short distance behind me, the clunk-clunk sound of their boots on the sidewalk echoing in my ears. Had they been there long? I hadn’t noticed because of the deafening noise of my thoughts.

			I glanced over my shoulder, saw a tall man dressed in black walking behind me, and who, judging by the length of his strides, seemed in as much of a hurry as I was.

			I slowed to let him pass, but instead of him walking by me, a heavy hand gripped my shoulder. At first I hoped he had an inappropriate way of asking for the time or directions, but when I spun around, his hoodie covered the top half of his head, and the shadows obscured the rest of his face. Other than the tip of a badly shaven chin, and the ghostly white skin beneath, I couldn’t make out any of his features. Something shiny in his right hand caught my eye. I looked down and gasped at the knife glinting in the moonlight.

			“Your money.” He sounded raspy, and his breath smelled of stale booze. “Now.”

			“I—I don’t have any. Please. I forgot my bag—”

			“Pretty but stupid, eh?” He grabbed my shoulder again, his thumb digging underneath my collarbone. His knife was so close it grazed my stomach, catching on my jacket. “Give me your fucking money. Now, bitch.”

			“I—I’m sorry,” I stammered, feeling small, pathetic. “Honestly, I left it—”

			I didn’t see the punch coming. Only knew it had happened when his fist connected with my cheek. A crunch—from his hand, my face or both—vibrated in my ears as searing pain shot across my jaw. I stumbled sideways. He came at me again, pushed me to the ground where I lay on my back as he pressed the cold blade against my neck.

			“Move and I’ll cut you.”

			I didn’t budge, but he grabbed my hair anyway and slammed the back of my head against the concrete. Bright white stars exploded in front of my eyes and I heard myself let out an incoherent groan. I felt him patting down my chest, my pockets, cursing and swearing. His breath, coupled with the pain in my head, made me want to retch. When his fingers went inside my pants pockets, I attempted to swipe at his hand, but he swatted me away and punched my head again as he fired off another string of expletives about not finding my money.

			My eyes rolled into the back of my head. As I gave in to the pain, wondering if I would die right there, in the middle of the street, I heard a yell in the distance.

			“Hey!”

			Because of the pounding in my ears I couldn’t tell how far away the voice was, or if the shout had been directed at us. Noise sounded strange, muffled, as if I’d been dropped into a swimming pool and was sinking to the bottom, left to drown.

			“Hey!”

			Definitely male. Deep and gruff. Closer this time, wasn’t it? The sound of what I thought were footsteps approached, fast and heavy, followed by another yell.

			“Get away from her!”

			When the man with the knife took off in the opposite direction, I rolled onto my side, chest heaving, mouth gulping for air as I curled up into a shivering ball.

			Moments later someone crouched beside me. Someone smelling of sandalwood and laundry detergent. It was a familiar, comforting scent, but one I couldn’t place. I tried to push words from between my lips but nothing came out, and when my vision blurred again, making the human shape above me fuzzy, I closed my eyes, searching for relief.

			“Eleanor? Eleanor! It’s you. Jesus! Talk to me.”

			I wanted to answer, but couldn’t speak or open my eyes.

			“Shit...shit... Hello? Yes, I need an ambulance.”

			Through the brain fog, I grasped he’d called 911, and my woolly mind made quantum leaps to connect the dots. The voice belonged to Lewis Farrier, my upstairs neighbor. He was here to help. It meant I was safe. Tears snaked down the side of my face, pooling in my ear.

			“It’s going to be okay,” he said as the weight of something soft and warm—his jacket?—spread over my chest and I felt him stroking my hair. “You’re going to be all right, I promise. I promise, Eleanor, it’s going to be okay.”

			I wanted to look at him, to thank him, but the more I tried to focus, the darker everything around me became. The last of the light and all the remaining sounds merged into one, before fading to nothing, taking my words, my thoughts and every other part of me with it.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			THE FAINT BEEPING SOUND became louder, cutting through the murkiness that had taken hold of my brain, making fragments of memories fit together like jigsaw puzzle pieces. I’d been attacked. A man had hurt me. The smell of his rancid breath lingered in my nostrils and I felt the sharp tip of a blade pressing against my skin. Was I safe? Was he still here?

			My heart pounded as I forced my eyes open, squinting and wincing at the pain when the light hit my face full on. I pushed myself up, tried to take in the unfamiliar surroundings. I wasn’t dead, at least I didn’t think so, but this wasn’t my bedroom with its teal-painted walls and the blossom branch decal I’d painstakingly stuck above my bed one rainy afternoon. The windows in this room had blinds, not the turquoise satin curtains with the blackout backing I’d found at Target and silently thanked the gods of retail for because they’d been seventy-five percent off in the sale.

			No, this wasn’t home, but when I tried to move my head again to figure out where I was, another sharp pain shot from the middle of my head right down my spine.

			I lifted my hand to identify the source of the pressure on my finger. It took a while to focus, recognize the object as one of those things to measure—what was it again?—yes, that was it, oxygen levels in the blood. Why was it such an effort to think?

			My gaze followed the cable to a machine standing on wheels to the left of the bed, its display jam-packed with colorful numbers I couldn’t decipher, but which gave me a clue. A hospital. I was in a hospital. But who had brought me in, and how long had I been there?

			As I tried to remember, my next thoughts went to Dad. He was sick. He needed me. I had to make sure he was okay. As I searched for a phone, trying not to move my head or my eyes too much, a nurse walked in. She was thin as six o’clock, with chicken-feathered, eggplant-colored hair, and when she saw I was awake she tilted her head to one side, her face breaking into a comforting smile.

			“Welcome back, Eleanor,” she said. “I’m Miranda, and I’ll be your nurse today. Do you know where you are?”

			“Hospital.” My voice croaked and broke over the single word.

			“Yes, very good. You’re in ICU for close monitoring, okay? You had a bit of a rough time, didn’t you? How are you feeling, dear?”

			I tried clearing my throat but winced again. “I...I hurt... My head feels really bad.”

			“You took quite the blow to the back—”

			“There was a man. He grabbed me and—” I stopped as tears filled my eyes, increasing the pressure in my skull, making me bite my lip as anger and frustration built within me. I’d never been attacked before. Had always thought I’d scream and kick, scratch and bite. When it came down to it, my fear and the element of surprise had been on his side because every single one of my muscles had frozen, and I’d done nothing to defend myself. Nothing at all. I gulped in some air, said, “Uh, I think my neighbor...Lewis. He helped me.”

			“Lewis Farrier?” Nurse Miranda smiled again. “He should be here soon.”

			“What time is it?” I said, trying to lift the covers. “I have to call my dad.”

			“Nine thirty.”

			Nurse Miranda rearranged the sheets and blankets on top of me, tucking me in as if I were a child. I sank back onto the pillow as she handed me a glass of water. Dad would be asleep now, which meant I could call him in the morning, except when I looked at the light coming in from the window, it didn’t add up.

			“But it’s bright outside.”

			Nurse Miranda nodded, taking the glass from me. “It’s Saturday morning, dear.”

			My heart sped up again as I struggled against the blankets, kicking them away, scrambling to get them off me. “No, it can’t be. I have to leave. I’ve got to see my—”

			“You can’t go anywhere.” She crossed her arms, looking down at me with the sternest of expressions, sending a clear message she wouldn’t put up with any of my nonsense. “You took a severe blow to the head and you were unconscious for a while, drifted in and out all night. We’ll wait for the doctor—”

			“I’m fine. I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to ignore the fact my head pounded so hard, I thought I’d pass out. Nurse Miranda’s face, the walls—the entire room—began to spin, making my stomach churn. Not quite defeated, I slumped onto my side, refusing to give up. I needed to get out of there. “You don’t understand. My dad’s sick. I have to see him. Please let me—”

			“Eleanor?” Lewis’s deep, gravelly voice made me stop fighting and turn around. He stood in the doorway, his blond hair looked damp, as if he’d not long ago stepped out of the shower. As he moved closer, he brought the unmistakable scent of sandalwood with him, the one I’d smelled last night as he’d held me, whispered everything would be okay. The familiarity of his aftershave, the instant security it provided, made me choke on my tears.

			“Mr. Farrier.” Nurse Miranda’s face lit up, looking like a kid who’d been presented with an ice-cream sundae for breakfast. “Good to see you again. Maybe you can help me talk some sense into this young lady. She’s trying to leave.”

			“Oh, no, no. You can’t.” Lewis only needed two strides to get to the bed, where he reached out and patted my hand, making my skin tingle. “You have to stay here so they can make sure you’re okay. There’s no way you can leave.”

			Nurse Miranda looked down at me with a told-you-so expression, and as Lewis removed his hand from mine, a scarlet blush shot straight up my arm, all the way to my face, where it set my cheeks on fire.

			As neighbors went, Lewis and I didn’t know each other well, had crossed paths in the apartment building a few times since he’d moved in last August. The first instance was when I’d gone to the mailboxes, hoping to find a check from one of my clients, the funeral home called Worthy & Moore. They hadn’t paid the final installment for their website for over two weeks, despite three calls from me and multiple assurances from them they were satisfied with my work.

			“Ours is but the most important of businesses,” Mr. Moore, an impossibly tall man with a glass eye, had said in a grave voice as we signed the contract a few weeks prior. “After all, it’s the last purchase you’ll ever make.”

			Obviously, paying their suppliers on time wasn’t important to Mr. Moore, because when I got to my creaky old mailbox, it was still empty. “Crap,” I said. “Crap, crap, crap.”

			“Anything I can help with?”

			The voice made me jump. I hadn’t noticed anyone come down the stairs behind me, or the man who now stood three mailboxes away. He looked about my age, and I tried hard not to stare at his smooth olive skin, big green eyes and blond hair reaching his wide shoulders. Not nearly as hard as I fought against letting my gaze linger on how his T-shirt grazed his flat middle and strained against his toned arms.

			A familiar voice crept into my head, whispering I should’ve changed out of my panda-print pajamas before lunchtime. At least attempted to put on makeup. Done more with my hair than shove it on top of my head, where I’d secured it with an old, faded, blue velour scrunchie that probably had its heyday in the ’80s. Chasing the words in my head away and chastising myself for caring one iota what he—or any man—might think, I’d muttered, “No, thanks, I’m fine,” and scurried back upstairs.

			The next time we’d met hadn’t been less embarrassing; in fact, it had been worse. I’d decided to do laundry in the basement, a place I ventured only in desperate times. It was creepy, dark and dingy, and the hallway should’ve been nominated as “most probable place for a Portland murder.” That hadn’t happened so far—the nomination or the murder—not as far as I knew anyway, but I tried to spend as little time down there as possible. As I rushed around the corner to the laundry room, I collided with the person coming in the opposite direction, sending his bottle of detergent, my basket and all the clothes in it crashing to the floor.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said, realizing who I’d rammed into. The mystery mailbox man.

			“Totally my fault.” He took a step back and looked at me. “Hey, it’s you.”

			I frowned, unsure what he’d meant with his comment. To avoid further humiliation, I kept my face down while bending over to pick up my clothes.

			“I wondered where you’d got to,” he said. When I looked at him with a puzzled stare, he quickly added, “I mean because I haven’t seen you around. I’m Lewis, by the way. Lewis Farrier. We met at the mailboxes. I think I live in the apartment above you.”

			I nodded, my lips glued shut by an invisible force.

			He leaned in, stage-whispered, “This is the bit where you tell me your name.”

			“Oh, uh, Eleanor Hardwicke,” I said, grateful for the landlord’s penny-pinching approach to lighting the communal areas, and hoping the low-wattage bulb above us would do a good enough job at hiding yet another ridiculous expression that had no doubt taken over my face.

			“Pleased to officially meet you.” Lewis held out a hand, and as I extended mine, I looked down at the pair of polka-dot underwear still clenched between my fingers. Unwashed polka-dot underwear. I wished for a meteor to fall on my head or a sinkhole to open up beneath my feet, but no such luck. Instead I pulled my hand and the offending object away as I mumbled something about being late for an appointment and made another run for it.

			Mrs. Winchester—my oldest neighbor, who’d lived in the building forever and knew everybody’s business—was only too happy to inform me the next morning that the “rugged man living upstairs” was a personal trainer. She’d secretly named him Luscious Lewis and insisted he should be on the cover of Men’s Health.

			“You read Men’s Health?” I said.

			“Got a copy in the mail by mistake once. Read it cover to cover. Five times.” She winked and chuckled, then waggled her eyebrows. “Would it surprise you to know he’s single?”

			“How do you know?”

			“I asked him, silly girl. Invited him in for a cup of coffee and a chat. He’s excellent company, you know. Very polite. Anyway, my point is you’re still single, too, aren’t you? And I can’t understand why. You’re clever, independent and attractive—”

			“I’m not—”

			“Maybe I’ll get him to ask you out. Who knows what might happen?”

			I’d coughed and spluttered, told her going out with a neighbor was a terrible idea. Of course the real reason was because I’d identified Lewis as at least a million levels out of my league from the first time I’d set eyes on him. Not that it mattered. I wasn’t looking for any kind of a relationship. I’d been perfectly happy on my own for years.

			I’d avoided Lewis from then on, which wasn’t too difficult. I saw him leave for work early, generally before six when I stood at my window with my first cup of coffee, and didn’t hear him moving about upstairs again until well after ten at night. He kept busy, which made it easy for me to keep out of his way. Except now, as he stood over my hospital bed with a face full of concern, avoiding him had become impossible.

			Nurse Miranda didn’t appear to be in much of a hurry to leave, either. She took my vitals and checked the machines for the third time in five minutes. Her diligence, I presumed, was perhaps a little less about the state of my health and more about getting a longer look at Lewis. Who could blame her? He was one of those people who could’ve been sculpted from a block of granite before stepping off the pedestal, destined to walk among us lesser mortals.

			“I’ll call Dr. Chang.” Nurse Miranda directed the words at me while beaming at Lewis. “She’ll be with you shortly. I’ll leave you two to catch up in the meantime.”

			I wanted to ask her to stay, tell her that, other than watching Lewis come and go on his fluorescent-green mountain bike from my living room window, I didn’t know anything about him. As he stood in front of me, I couldn’t find the courage to ask.

			“I’m sorry,” he whispered after she’d left, his voice urgent. “I’m really, really sorry.”

			Of all the things I’d expected to hear, this wasn’t one of them. “Why?”

			“For not getting to you sooner.” He shook his head, stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he rocked on his heels like a boulder. “I’ve been cursing myself since last night. If I hadn’t left my bike key at the gym, or if I’d left thirty seconds earlier, I’d have been able to stop the guy. Hell, if I’d left a minute earlier, he might not have touched you at all.”

			“It’s not your fault. Don’t forget, if you’d left a minute later, the back of my skull might be stuck to the sidewalk.”

			Lewis smiled, his shoulders dropping. “Are you always this pragmatic?”

			“I’m glad you arrived when you did,” I whispered, forcing the lump in my throat back down. “Thank you for helping me.”

			“Of course. Anyone would have done the same.” He sighed, shook his head. “I wish I’d caught the guy, though. I wanted to go after him, but I couldn’t leave you, you know? It’s probably better for him. I’d have beaten him to a pulp.” He exhaled deeply, looking at me with his big green eyes and I dropped my gaze. “The police asked me for his description, but I didn’t see him properly. Do you remember anything?”

			“Not much. He wore a black hoodie... I think he had white skin, stubble and definitely needed a toothbrush. Not exactly a lot for them to go on, is it?”

			“But you’ll file a report? Which reminds me—” he dug around in his pocket and pulled out a business card “—these are the detective’s contact details, although he said he’d be in touch. Hopefully with what you tell them they’ll be able to catch the guy.”

			“I doubt it. I mean, I’m another statistic, right?” My laugh sounded false, and the pressure in the back of my head made me stop. Without warning, a sob escaped my lips, followed by a steady trickle of tears, which refused to slow even as I squeezed my eyes shut to keep them in.

			“Hey,” I heard Lewis say as he placed his hand over mine again, his touch warm and reassuring. “You’re safe now, Eleanor, I promise.” He waited until I opened my eyes again, and then reached for a chair, pulled it over and sat down. “Have you spoken to your folks?”

			“My parents? No, I—”

			“They didn’t call? The super gave me your emergency contacts. Your dad didn’t answer but I left a message on his voice mail, and on your mom’s, too. I told them where you were. I can check with the nurse if—”

			“No, you don’t need to,” I whispered.

			“I hope I didn’t get the wrong number. Your mom’s name is Sylvia, right?”

			“Yes,” I mumbled. I’d forgotten I’d added her as another contact because there wasn’t anyone else, and I never thought she’d be called. Luckily I’d only been bumped on the head—I’d have to be missing all four limbs before she’d make an appearance. I sat up. “I need to call my dad. I don’t have my phone or my wallet, and he’s—”

			“Here, use mine.” He dug around the back pocket of his jeans, and when he held his cell out to me, it could’ve been a toy nestled in the palm of a giant’s hand. “You didn’t have a bag with you, either. Was it stolen? Can you remember?” When I shook my head, he said, “We should cancel your credit cards and have your locks changed, too, if your keys—”

			“No, there’s no need,” I said as a pleasant warmth spread throughout my chest. He’d said we, as if we were in this together somehow. “I forgot my bag at the hospice.”

			“Hospice?” Lewis’s brow furrowed. “Are you all right?”

			I swallowed hard and exhaled quietly, trying to ensure that when I spoke, my words would be steady enough for Lewis to understand. “It’s my dad. He has pancreatic cancer—”

			“God, I’m so sorry.”

			“—and, uh, he wasn’t doing well when I left last night. I need to find out what’s going on. I have to call. To make sure he’s okay.”

			“Which hospice?”

			“Monroe. It’s in Pleasantdale.”

			He looked it up and passed the phone to me. “Take your time,” he said, standing up. He gave me a quick glance and an encouraging nod as he moved to the door. “I’ll be right outside.”

			I clutched the phone, preparing myself for what I’d say to Dad. First, I’d tell him I loved him, I didn’t care about him not being my biological father, it didn’t matter one bit. Then I’d apologize, say I was so, so sorry I’d left. I’d been selfish, stupid. He’d say, Freckles, it’s fine, nothing to forgive.
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