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Chapter One

—a private investigator from Halifax was reported missing this morning by his fiancée. He is thirty-two years old, six feet tall with short dark hair and a beard. Mr. Ashton was last seen at a gas station in Annapolis Royal around four o’clock on Sunday afternoon, July 27th. At the time, he was driving a midnight blue Toyota Corolla with a Nova Scotia license plate number P-D-M-Two-Five-Eight. If you have any information regarding Mr. Ashton’s whereabouts, or have seen a car matching this description, please contact your local RCMP detachment or the Halifax Regional Police at—

At the sight of the red and blue lights flashing around the curb, Becca Shea turned off the radio and slowed down, ready to hit the brakes on a moment’s notice. Flares illuminated the orange cones in the middle of the road and RCMP cruisers were parked on the shoulders of Evangeline Trail, the scenic road connecting Yarmouth to Mount Uniacke.
Officers standing between the cones waved flashlights, halting traffic in both directions. The presence of a roadblock on a quiet Tuesday evening bewildered Becca.
She lowered her window as she stopped by the officer. “Good evening, Officer.”
“Ma’am.” The man in uniform shone his light into her car. “Do you have any puppies with you?”
“Puppies?” For a few seconds, she drew a blank. “You mean dogs?”
“A litter of designer puppies, Pomskies to be exact, were stolen from a breeder in Annapolis Royal and a dark car was seen speeding away from the farm.” Once he seemed satisfied that she didn’t hide any animals in the front, he shone his light through the side window onto the back seat.
When she bought her car in May, Becca had hesitated between the metallic silver and the stormy gray. It appeared the puppy snatcher shared her taste for darker cars, but since she didn’t conceal any incriminating physical evidence—the secret intent of committing a crime in the next fifteen minutes wasn’t grounds for her arrest yet—she didn’t care if anyone searched her car.
She popped her head out the window. “Out of curiosity, Officer, may I ask what Pomskies are?” Now that her latest relationship had followed all her previous ones down the drain, she was considering sharing her apartment with a more loyal companion, but she’d never heard of that particular breed.
The officer clipped his flashlight to his belt. “Pomeranian and Husky mix. The pups are worth between two and five thousand dollars. Each. My kids would love one but not at that price.” In the twilight, a smile softened his rugged expression. “You’re free to go, ma’am. Enjoy your evening.”
The price dashed her hope of owning one too. “I hope you find them, Officer. Good night.”
Five minutes later, Becca drove by CFB Cornwallis, a Canadian military base built on the southern shore of the Annapolis Basin in Nova Scotia. A high fence surrounded the restricted area and an unmanned security booth stood at the gated entrance facing Evangeline Trail.
The base had officially closed three months earlier. Before the Department of National Defense dismantled the facilities, or someone else took over, Becca wanted to visit the Base Commander’s Residence and the Officers’ Mess. Her grandmama’s tales of tombstones and ghosts had never ceased to fascinate her, but to bring them to life in her newspaper article, Becca needed to see them with her own eyes.
Once she cleared the shadow of the chain link fence, she veered right toward the local grocery store adjacent to the base. The neon red sign in its front window said Closed and the lights inside had been turned off.
To avoid being seen from the road, she drove around the store into the parking lot located at the back. At the sight of the dark car parked beside the dumpster, Becca sucked the air between her teeth and hit the brakes. All the employees should have left the premises hours ago. She squinted, her eyes scanning her surroundings.
No one loitered in the vicinity. Still, the presence of an abandoned vehicle unsettled her. She steered into the parking stall next to the one reserved for the delivery truck, killed the engine, and waited.
In the heat of July, the breeze carried the fresh and soothing scent of the sea, drowning her apprehension.
Frogs croaked and crickets chirped as darkness engulfed the parking lot. Becca patted the pocket of her dark windbreaker before exiting into the cloudless night. The heavens shimmered with twinkling stars and a waxing crescent moon shone in the western sky. She wouldn’t need the flashlight tucked inside her pocket, at least not outside.
No sentries guarded the main entrance, but fearing it might be equipped with infrared cameras, motion sensor spotlights, or alarms, Becca headed toward the shore.
On her right, the fence capped with three rows of barbed wire towered over her, inspiring the same feeling of reverence and awe that it did when she was a child. Twenty years later, the gap in the fence behind a blackberry bush—through which her grandmama sneaked her in to see her grandpapa at work—remained one of her most vivid memories of her summer visits to her paternal grandparents.
The vegetation along the fence ran wild, but to her delight, she stumbled on a blackberry bush blooming with pretty white flowers. From the left side pocket of her cargo pants, she pulled out a pair of leather gloves. Her heart beating faster with every ragged breath she took, she slipped them on and then parted the thorny branches.
A gasp escaped her lips.
This is wicked.
The gap no one had bothered mending invited her to step onto the military base and indulge her curiosity.
~ * ~
Standing alone on the front porch of the Base Commander’s Residence, a Colonial mansion dating back to the nineteenth century, Becca calmed her jittery nerves by rubbing her hands together.
Nobody lives here anymore and I’m not planning on stealing anything, so I’m not really breaking in or trespassing. The feeble distinction failed to convince her, but she hadn’t driven an hour from Kentville to return empty-handed.
Her grandpapa had taught her and her two brothers how to pick a lock, but unlike her younger siblings, Becca had mastered his lessons.
As she examined the ordinary door knob, she removed her gloves and tucked them back into her pocket. A tinge of disappointment reined in the smile tugging on her lips. It didn’t feature a dead bolt. She’d anticipated a greater challenge to her illicit skills.
From another one of her pockets, she retrieved two bobby pins. She pulled apart one bobby pin, pried the rounded tip from the straight side with her teeth, and then fashioned the wavy side into a handle. Before shaping her second pin into a lever, she dropped down on one knee in front of the door and inserted her makeshift pick into the key hole to curl up the stripped end. The slight pressure on the knob cracked the door open, spooking her.
That was too easy. Not only was the door unlocked, but the last person to exit, or enter, hadn’t closed it properly. Eve is supposed to haunt the Officers’ Mess, not the Base Commander’s Residence. If she’d believed in ghosts, Becca wouldn’t have ruled out the possibility that the female ghost had opted for a change of venue since her grandparents were posted in Cornwallis.
Her heart beating frantically, Becca turned on her flashlight and stepped inside. When the door didn’t close on its own behind her, she relaxed a notch. Once she shut it herself, and ensured it would remain so, she ventured into the belly of the house. If her grandmama’s memory was to be trusted, the door leading to the basement was located at the end of a corridor, past a reading room containing an impressive collection of science fiction novels.
Except for the rods above the windows, the light fixtures hanging from the ceilings, the nails in the walls, and the dust bunnies on the scratched hardwood floors, the rooms were empty, making it difficult to determine the purpose they’d each served.
A staircase led upstairs, but Becca walked past it. She sought a way down, not up. At the end of yet another short corridor, she faced one more closed door. Anticipating another broom closet, she absent-mindedly pulled the door open to peek inside, and froze. Dusty wooden steps marred with footprints led down into a dark basement.
With each cautious step she took, the stairs creaked, and her heart skipped a beat. The ominous sound resonated in the musky air assaulting her nose. She cleared the staircase and stood on uneven hard-packed earth.
At the eerie sight illuminated by her flashlight, her shaky breath caught in her throat.
Grayish tombstones protruded from the ground, reminding Becca of giant mushrooms glistening in the morning dew.
As she stared in awe, she edged amid the tombs. Something stroked her face, jolting her. She swatted the air in front of her eyes, entangling her fingers in a cord. Stunned, she pulled on it, then heard a click. When no light flooded the basement, she pointed her flashlight at the ceiling. The cord was attached to an empty socket. Relieved she didn’t encounter a strange phenomenon, or the ghost, she scrutinized each tombstone, then took pictures of the inscriptions carved on either side of them.
Although the stones spanned generations and differed in designs and dimensions, one family name repeated itself in a variety of fonts. Manchester.
The fathers would have passed down the house to their sons, and the members of their families would have been buried in the basement after they died. The first tombstone was erected in 1847 when Joseph Alfred Manchester died at the age of fifty-two, leaving behind a wife and many children, and the latest dated back to 1939, when Gladys Manchester Morrison died at the age of nineteen, leaving behind a loving husband and a newborn son.
According to Becca’s grandmama, Eve Manchester died at the beginning of World War II, before the estate was sold to the Department of National Defense. The woman haunting the Officers’ Mess should be buried among her family, but none of the inscriptions came close to matching anything resembling Eve.
After checking twice, Becca squatted in front of Gladys Manchester Morrison’s tomb. “Could your middle name be Eve? Are you my ghost?” The newborn son suggested the young mother died in childbirth, which contradicted the local legend. “Or were you Eve’s sister or cousin?”
Disappointed by the lack of concrete evidence pointing toward Eve’s existence, Becca went to stow her phone in her pants as she stood but missed her pocket. It tumbled onto the floor.
“Jeepers.” She couldn’t afford a new cell phone any more than she could a Pomsky. In her haste to bend down and retrieve it, she aimed her flashlight at the staircase. To her stupefaction, its beam reflected off something concealed underneath the steps.
As Becca approached, the shiny surface took the earthly shape of another tombstone, a small plain stone engraved with a name, two years, and a short inscription.

Evelyn Marie Manchester
22 November 1923 – 4 August 1941
May your soul find forgiveness

“Eve?” Wonderstruck by her discovery, Becca knelt in front of the tomb and snapped a picture before stowing her phone in her pocket. “What are you doing under the stairs?”
The reason for its location, away from the members of her family, dawned on Becca as she reread the inscription. Back then, suicide was a sin and sinners weren’t buried among the faithful worshippers.
Saddened by the tragic death of the teenager, Becca brushed the gothic letters. “Evelyn.” The stone felt hot under her fingertips. “You didn’t deserve such a fate.”
A burst of light flashing out of the corner of her eye startled Becca. She jumped to her feet. Jeepers, what on—
She bumped her shoulder on a wooden beam and swallowed a yelp of pain.
In the farther wall, bluish light filtered through the contour of a rectangular door—a door Becca hadn’t previously noticed.
This is getting creepy, and dangerous, and painful. Still, she advanced toward the door, rubbing her shoulder. “Is someone here?”
Heightened by the eerie silence weighing down on her, the furious pounding inside her chest drowned out the throbbing in her shoulder. If an automated timer controlled that light, it chose a strange time to reveal the existence of that door.
There must be a logical explanation. I just haven’t found it yet.
The wooden door was outfitted with a rusty latch.
Something had to lay behind that door, or else the theatrical effects wouldn’t be so intriguing. Driven by an insatiable curiosity that had served her well in her journalistic career, Becca lifted the latch.
Everyone buried in the basement has been dead a long time. Opening that door shouldn’t kill me.
The leaden door squeaked as she pushed it outward, revealing a tunnel made of translucent walls shimmering with blue light. Mesmerized by its ethereal beauty, Becca advanced toward the sparkling silver orb pulsing farther ahead. As she neared it, the orb shrank into oblivion, baring a door with a tarnished latch and a bronze handle.
Another door? After a brief hesitation, she unlatched the door and pulled.
Upon seeing an austere corridor illuminated by naked light bulbs and framed by open arches, Becca paused on the sill. The wooden arches, which led into rooms, looked familiar. Too familiar. Though she couldn’t remember when or where, she’d once stood in that corridor staring at the coats of arms carved above the arches.
I know I’ve been here a long time ago, but where is here?
Hoping a closer look would trigger her memory, she stepped under the closest arch. The room it guarded was stocked with barrels, ropes coiled in bundles, and other hardware supplies. Aside from resembling her father’s shed, the room held no recollection, but then she gazed at the beams on the ceiling and spotted a huge hook screwed high above her head.
As she pondered its purpose, a blurry image hovered in her mind.
The hook...something attached to the hook whirled in the breeze...the window was open. In the deepest recesses of her memory, the something morphed into a bird. No, not a bird...an eagle. An eagle constructed out of paper mache soaring above a sea of books.
The library. I’m in the library on the base. And this is...was...the children’s room where Grandmama took me for storytime. Except her grandparents had never mentioned secret tunnels connecting the different buildings.
“Mrs. Dalton?”
Scared out of her wits, Becca spun around, clutching her tight fists against her chest to stop her heart from bolting.
A bald man in a beige and brown plaid shirt with its sleeves rolled up and dark brown trousers held by suspenders stood under the archway across the corridor. He stared at her with kind eyes. “Are you alright, Mrs. Dalton?”
Her mouth opened and closed of its own accord as Becca glanced around for the mysterious Mrs. Dalton.
“Does the master foreman know you’re here?” The man, who looked to be in his fifties, gestured for someone to come out of the room behind him. “Theo? Come here, lad.”
A young boy stepped out of the room. His clothes, smaller in size, resembled the older man’s, right down to the rolled sleeves and suspenders. “Yes, sir?”
The man placed a large hand on the boy’s scrawny shoulder. “It’s late, Mrs. Dalton. If it’s okay with you, Theo will walk you home.”
Baffled by how he could mistake her for Mrs. Dalton, Becca turned around to point at the door giving access to the tunnel. “I’m fine. I came from—”
The door had disappeared.


Chapter Two


With his tousled red hair and freckles, Theo appeared to be around the same age as her ex-boyfriend’s obnoxious eight-year-old son, but much more adorable in his outdated attire. Despite dating them for eighteen months, Becca missed neither Sheldon nor his son. The irony she should thank Sheldon’s ex-wife, Victoria, for stopping her from making the worst mistake of her life wasn’t lost on Becca. Becoming a stepmother would have been hell on—
Her shoes clacked stepping down the wooden stairs in front of the library. They squeezed her toes, making her pause. Gazing down, she gasped in disbelief. Jeepers!
“Something wrong, Mrs. Dalton?” The boy waited for her on the last step.
Swirling in the evening breeze, a pale green skirt caressed her legs and baffled her brain. “I...I...” Moments ago, she’d worn cargo pants and running shoes, not laced shoes, a skirt, or a white blouse with tiny yellow and green flowers. It befuddled her mind that she could have somehow changed her outfit without realizing it.
Her reality had shifted so drastically, it could only be a dream—or a concussion. Remembering hurting herself when she leapt to her feet under the staircase, she patted her shoulder, eliciting a painful throbbing.
I didn’t dream that incident. The lumpy bruise felt too real to be a figment of her overactive imagination, but when she touched her head where it grazed the beam, she didn’t feel any scratches, bruises, lumps, or pain. That rules out concussion.
“Mrs. Dalton?” The freckled boy staring at her with gorgeous brown eyes, as rich and warm as melted dark chocolate, pulled her into his strange world. “Are you sad to go home?”
Sad? Beyond mystified, she searched the boy’s expression as she joined him. “Why would I be sad to walk home?”
“Cause...” Lowering his gaze toward the gravel road, he ran a dirty hand into his hair. “I saw you crying by his grave this morning when I fetched Master Foreman.”
“Oh...” Unsure whom she was supposed to mourn, Becca fished for details. “You don’t stop loving someone when he dies, Theo.” Just when he cheats on you with his ex-wife. “I cried because I still love him. He has a name, you know. When you say it out loud, it keeps his memory alive. Could you say his name for me, please?”
“Baby Robbie Dalton.” The name rolled off Theo’s tongue like a prayer. “It’s a pretty name you gave him.”
Tears she couldn’t explain moistened her eye. Becca had anticipated hearing the name of an alleged husband, father, or brother, not a baby boy, let alone hers. “Yes, very pretty.” Before shedding tears that didn’t spring from her heart, she motioned for him to lead the way, only to realize she no longer held on to her flashlight. What’s next? My phone? When her hands traveled down the seams of her skirt without encountering any pockets, a sigh expanded her ribcage. I miss my cargo pants. “Let’s go home, shall we?”
Unsure where they headed, but nonetheless fascinated by her predicament, Becca strolled down the dusty road one step behind Theo. On her right, on the other side of a vegetable garden, a Colonial mansion she recognized stood against the backdrop of a glorious pink and purple sunset.
The color of the house and roof hadn’t changed, but the overflowing flowerbeds around the facade and the antique black car parked in front of the door accentuated Becca’s nostalgic vision of the Base Commander’s Residence.
Theo chortled. “Mr. Manchester doesn’t look happy.”
The familiar name brought her attention back on her young companion. Theo’s gaze was directed toward the residence. She followed it to the porch where an imposing man wearing spectacles towered over a slender individual in a sailor uniform.
“Do you know who the other man is? The sailor?” Though she pegged the tall man as Manchester, Becca sought confirmation from Theo.
“In uniform, the Brits all look the same.” He shrugged his bony shoulders. “And they all whistle when they see Miss Evelyn.”
The name of her ghost didn’t only rouse Becca’s curiosity, it also spawned the crazy idea she’d literally stepped into her newspaper article on local legends. “They whistle?”
“Yes, ma’am.” A mischievous grin cracked the boy’s cherubic face. “With her golden hair and eyes the color of the ocean, she’s the prettiest girl on the estate...not that you ain’t pretty, you’re very pretty too, but Mama says Mr. Manchester don’t want any sailors canoodling with his daughter. What does canoodling mean, Mrs. Dalton?”
The twisted compliment and innocent inquiry drew a smile on her lips. “It means hugging and kissing, Theo, like your mommy and daddy do.”
“Mama and my daddy never canoodled.” He rolled his eyes. “The only thing my daddy ever kissed before he drowned was his bottle of whiskey and the only person Mama hugs is me.”
In spite of his father’s tragic demise, chuckles bubbled inside Becca’s chest. “You haven’t seen Miss Evelyn kiss one of the sailors, have you?”
Both hands into the pockets of his trousers, Theo grimaced. “No, but Auntie Rose caught her once hiding in the attic with a sailor.” The boy pointed at a large two-and-a-half story building on the left. “In the servants’ quarters. Auntie Rose said they were playing with fire. It’s a good thing they didn’t burn the quarters, or we would have nowhere to sleep.”
With great effort, Becca reined in the burst of laughter jiggling her insides while eyeing the building she’d seen in many photos in her grandmama’s album.
Designed in the Colonial Revival style, with a gabled-roof, an oversized semi-circular entrance porch with attenuated columns featuring both Doric and Ionic capitals, massive double chimneys, and a lunette window, the building Theo referred to as the servants’ quarters looked identical to the Officers’ Mess—the building in which Eve was found dead during the war.
“Theo, do you know which day it is?” Eve died on August 4th, 1941. If Becca’s subconscious mind kept track of the timeline, the boy should provide an answer prior to that date.
His head bobbled up and down. “Mama makes sure I always know which day it is before I go work with Mr. Drake. Today is Tuesday, the twenty ninth day of July.” The pride in his voice was unmistakable as he mentioned the date that had been displayed on her phone a few hours ago, a phone no longer in her possession. “Nineteen forty-one.”
Becca froze in her steps. Some eighty years had vanished into thin air. Not into thin air...in the tunnel. She’d somehow stepped back into the past. In my mind anyway. Then the significance of the day struck her, rattling her. Eve dies in six days.
“Mrs. Dalton? Are you alright?” Immobile at the edge of the gravel road, the boy scrutinized her. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
No, not yet. The ghost was still very much alive and falling in love with the wrong sailor. “No, just...” The gravel road led to the pier where a ship flying a British flag was moored in the Annapolis Basin. “That’s...”
Military vessels, Canadian or foreign, belonged in Halifax Harbour, a large natural harbor on the Atlantic coast of Nova Scotia, not on the picturesque shore of Cornwallis. Though she recalled reading the Manchester family had owned a shipyard and contributed to the war effort by repairing ships, Becca never imagined a military ship docked on the estate in place of a sailboat. “That’s a warship.”
The boy giggled. “She’s almost ready to do battle again. Master Foreman thinks she’ll be seaworthy by next week if—”
A sailor running by bumped into Theo, who fell to the ground.
When the teenager who wore a British uniform didn’t slow down or apologize, Becca called after him. “Hey, sailor! Your mother never taught you to be careful and apologize?”
The sailor ignored her, but then something poked her forearm, capturing more than her attention. Not only did the boy’s dirty broken nails digging in her skin feel real, they didn’t wake her up from her strange dream.
“Don’t bother, Mrs. Dalton.” Theo brushed the dust from his pants. “He’s probably drunk or late for his curfew. We should hurry before we encounter another one. Mama doesn’t trust any of them.”
Heeding to his advice, Becca urged him to move along. The boy veered onto a dirt path without paying any attention to the horses grazing in the field on his right, then headed toward a rustic country cottage by the shore. A plain annex with two windows covered with screens had been added to its western facade, reminding her of a summer kitchen.
The front door of the cottage opened. A fleshy woman stepped on the porch, and upon looking in their direction, she rushed toward them, her ample bosom bouncing with every step.
“Mama!” The boy hugged her waist draped with a plaid apron. “Mrs. Dalton came to the depot and Mr. Drake asked me to walk her home.”
“Good boy.” The woman patted her son’s head. “Go eat two cookies from the jar on the table while I take care of Mrs. Dalton, then we’ll go home.”
The boy scampered away, leaving her with a woman whose name Becca didn’t know in front of a cottage that she wished she owned in real life. “Theo’s a fine boy.”
“He is, isn’t he? His father would be so proud of him if he hadn’t drowned in a bottle.” A bittersweet smile illuminated the woman’s brown eyes, a shade lighter than Theo’s. “Let’s go in. I’ll pour you a nice cup of tea before I leave. It will help you sleep.”
Becca didn’t want to sleep. A volley of questions bombarded her mind, demanding answers, but she didn’t know where to start, so she followed Theo’s mother inside a large common area that appeared to serve as a kitchen, dining room, and living room. Standing on six legs against the side wall, and framed by two open windows, a cast iron woodstove radiated scorching heat in the warm air.
A stovetop kettle sat on the left back eye, whistling. “Thank you, but I would hate to impose. If you want to go home to put Theo to bed, I can make tea.”
“I don’t wanna go to bed,” Theo argued while chewing on his cookies.
“We do not speak with food in our mouth, do we?” When his mother frowned at him, the boy shook his head. “Good.” The woman draped a loving arm around Becca’s shoulders and coaxed her to sit at the table. “Your husband is meeting with the commander of the British ship. As soon as he returns, Theo and I will leave.”
Husband? At this moment in time, Becca didn’t want a husband. To think she’d considered tying the knot with Sheldon, her sleazy ex, sent cold shivers down her spine.
“I’m back, Mama Josie.” A tall and athletic man with curly brown hair, a five o’clock shadow, a scar running from the left corner of his lip down the ridge of his cleft chin, and an inquisitive expression stood in an inner doorway opposite the stove. “I’ll cater to my wife’s needs.”
My needs? Her weird dream entered racy territory. While Becca might accept a date from the tall stranger, she wasn’t ready to let him satisfy any of her needs. Not yet.
“Very well.” A smile tugging at her lips, Mama Josie gestured for Theo to join her. “Come, son. It’s time to leave them alone.”
The boy waved at her alleged husband. “Bye, Master Foreman.”
“Bye, Theo. Good night, Mama Josie.” The farewell shed some light on her alleged husband’s occupation. Once the door closed, he leaned against the doorway. “I’ll have tea with you, darling, but you shouldn’t wait for me to go to bed. That British ship is a logistic nightmare and Manchester wants her gone yesterday. I’m afraid I’ll be working in the office until the wee hours of the night.”
Aside from the darling, which Becca didn’t reciprocate, the rest of his plan suited her. “I’m not thirsty, but I’m tired.” And bemused. “I think I’ll go wash up and go to bed.” Hoping to expedite his departure, she picked up the kettle from the stove. It stopped whistling when she placed it on the dish towel folded on the counter by the sink. “Water is boiling if you want tea.”
His arms crossed over a gray and blue plaid shirt tucked into faded jeans, he gazed at her through two narrow slits as an awkward silence fell upon the room. Afraid to say or do something that might betray her real identity, Becca remained still, waiting for her husband to blink first.
After what felt like an eternity, he bowed his head. “I’ll come in later if I want a cup. You go to bed, darling. I’ll be at my desk should you need me. Good night.”
Without giving her a hug or a good night kiss, he retreated in the annex, which she surmised served as his office. His peculiar husbandly behavior, though puzzling, also suited her. The only thing that she felt like cuddling at this moment was a cute puppy.
The short hallway leading into the belly of the house featured four doors. All closed. Behind the closest door stood a dresser and a double bed covered with a blue and teal quilt. The second door hid a bathroom with a pedestal sink, a toilet, a claw foot tub, and a pantry with towels. Having found the two rooms meeting her immediate needs, she didn’t bother checking behind the other two.
A pretty off-white cotton nightgown embroidered along the collar and the hem with silver threads hung from a hook behind the bathroom door. Assuming it belonged to her, Becca slipped it on after quickly washing with a facecloth. The soft fabric caressing her skin smelled of lavender, her second favorite fragrance after lilac. If she owned such a beautiful nightgown in real life, she would reconsider sleeping naked.
Time to go to bed...and wake up from that strange dream.
~ * ~
Alone in the office adjacent to his house, the master foreman Asher Dalton locked a thick ledger in the first drawer of his desk.
The major repairs were completed. Once the minor problems were fixed and the ship was restocked, which shouldn’t take more than another week, she would leave port and William Manchester would stop berating him.
Like I’m to blame for his youngest daughter’s poor taste in men.
Sooner rather than later, Evelyn would realize her British sailor didn’t intend to sever his ties with England or return to Canada after the war. Once she learned the truth, despair would set in and trying to save her honor would be the least of her father’s problems.
Leaning back in the solid birch chair lacking cushioning, Ash sighed. I didn’t sign up for this nonsense.
He longed to sleep in a nice comfy bed, not in his office chair, but he couldn’t bring himself to join his wife. Though Ash understood grief and pain, he found himself incapable of sharing hers. Unlike her, he didn’t hold their stillborn son, never bonded with him. Behind the house, a wooden cross overshadowing a heap of earth at the end of the vegetable garden was the only visible indication he’d almost become a father.
Rebecca spent her mornings kneeling over his tomb crying and her evenings wandering aimlessly on the estate. Any decent husband would seek a way to help his wife, but the excruciating pain reflected in her eyes scared him. Afraid to say the wrong thing, Ash said nothing and stayed away, but in the wee hours of the night, guilt reared its ugly head, sending his head and his heart spinning out of control.
Tonight, like the previous one, sleep eluded him.
Their awkward evening encounter in the house after he dismissed Mama Josie replayed in his mind. Something in his wife’s demeanor had changed. The submissive woman who’d left home after supper had not only become guarded, almost suspicious, but she hadn’t cast away her eyes in his presence. The intensity with which Rebecca had scrutinized him struck a discordant chord.
The grieving pain in her stormy gray eyes had been consumed by a peculiar fire burning in their midst.
Unsure what triggered the change, but hoping it signaled an improvement of sorts, he ventured into the house. The floor creaked when he crossed the common area where the stove still radiated heat. He took his boots off by the table then headed toward the bedroom. The door was ajar. He inched it open. Halfway through, it squeaked. His gaze locked on the bed, he paused, cringing. She stirred in bed but didn’t seem to wake up.
The shutters were open, basking the room in the starlight. A warm summer breeze carrying the scent of the sea wafted in through the mesh screen, a screen with a hole the size of his thumb. One day he might fix it.
Wearing socks with holes under both heels, he neared the bed.
Short strawberry blonde curls framed her pretty face where the ghost of a smile danced on her lips. Wrapped in the peace and serenity eluding her during daytime, Rebecca stirred feelings he would rather ignore. His wife deserved a better man, a man who could fill the void in her heart, a man who truly loved her.
A silent sigh rocked his chest as he rolled his wedding band around his finger.
Hers lay on the novel resting on the corner of the dresser where she’d piled her clothes without folding them. At one point, she’d stopped wearing her ring, and though he couldn’t pinpoint on which day, Ash suspected it might have occurred shortly after losing the baby.
Curled on her side in the middle of the bed, she hugged the pillow on which his head should be resting, making it clear she wasn’t inclined to share her bed with him. The irony that he might not belong in this room any more than he belonged in her life left a sour taste in his mouth.
Resigned to spend yet another night alone in his office, he eased out of the bedroom.
~ * ~
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