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xiii

A  N O T E  F R O M  T H E  A U T H O R

Dear Reader,
After writing in the romance genre for several years, I wanted 

to follow my dream of writing romantic suspense. In 2001 I began 
writing Without a Trace. It was about a woman with a search dog 
who lived in an old lighthouse on Lake Superior. My agent, Karen 
Solem, kicked that proposal to the curb for a solid year, saying, 
“Not enough layers.” Layers? What did she mean? Thanks to her 
prodding, I learned about layers, and she was finally ready to 
send it out. It languished on several desks, and I received a couple 
of rejections.

In March  2002 I went to the Mount Hermon Writer’s 
Conference and met Ami McConnell Abston for the first time. 
We sat on the floor outside a workshop room, and I pitched the 
idea to her. She’d had it on her desk for months, but she went back 
to the office and bought it a few months later. As I wrote those 
three books, Ami and Erin Healy taught me a lot about charac-
terization and making those layers even more compelling, and 
I’ll be forever grateful!

Without a Trace came out in September 2003. After nearly 
twenty years and a total of ten Rock Harbor books later, here we 
are back in the U.P.! Since it first released, it’s a rare day when 

EdgeofDusk_6P.indd   13EdgeofDusk_6P.indd   13 4/13/22   7:38 AM4/13/22   7:38 AM



xiv

A  N O T E  F R O M  T H E  A U T H O R

I don’t get a request for more Rock Harbor books. I have adult 
novels, novellas, middle- grade books, and a children’s book all 
set up in the frozen north where the Snow King rules.

While Bree isn’t the protagonist in this new series, she and 
the rest of the Rock Harbor gang play huge roles in the Annie 
Pederson series. I have different editors now, Amanda Bostic and 
Julee Schwarzburg, and they are both worth their weight in gold 
as we set out to bring you more Rock Harbor novels! In case you 
want the order of the books set in Rock Harbor, here they are: 
Without a Trace, Beyond a Doubt, Into the Deep, Haven of Swans 
(formerly titled Abomination), Cry in the Night, Silent Night, Rock 
Harbor Search and Rescue, Rock Harbor Lost and Found, The 
Blessings Jar, and Beneath Copper Falls.

I can’t wait to hear what you think about our new adventure 
in Rock Harbor!

Much love,
Colleen

colleen@colleencoble.com

colleencoble.com
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1

P R O L O G U E

“WAS THAT THE WINDIGO?” NINE- YEAR- OLD ANNIE 
Vitanen yanked her little sister’s hand to pull her to a stop in the 
deep shadows of the pines. Chills trickled down her spine, and 
she stared into the darkness. “Did you hear that?”

“It was just the loons,” Sarah said. “Daddy said there’s no 
such thing as the Windigo.”

Annie shuddered. “You’re only five— you don’t know that.” 
While at school she’d heard the story about the fifteen- foot- 
tall monster who ate humans. Annie peered into the shadows, 
searching for sunken red eyes in a stag skull staring back at her. 
The Windigo particularly liked little girls to fill its hungry belly.

Sarah tugged her hand free. “Daddy said it was just an old 
Ojibwa legend. I want to see the loons.”

She took off down the needle- strewn path toward the water. 
Annie’s heart seized in her throat. “Sarah, wait!”

Daddy had always told Annie she was responsible for her 
little sister, and she didn’t want to get in trouble when their par-
ents found out they were out here in the dark. Sarah had begged 
to come out to see the loons, and Annie found it hard to say no 
to her. This was the first time they’d been to their little camp on 
Tremolo Island since the summer started, and it might be a long 
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time before they had time to visit again. Daddy only brought 
them to get away when he had a lull at the marina. Annie loved 
it here, even if there wasn’t any power.

Her legs pumped and her breath whooshed in and out of her 
mouth. She emerged into the moonlight glimmering over Lake 
Superior. Her frantic gaze whipped around, first to make sure the 
Windigo hadn’t followed them, then to find her sister.

Sarah sat on the wooden dock with her legs dangling over 
the waves. Lightning flickered in the distance, and Annie smelled 
rain as it began to sprinkle. Clouds hung low over the water, and 
the darkness got thicker.

“We need to go back, Sarah.” While they could still find their 
way in the storm.

“I want to throw bread to the loons.” Sarah gave her a piece 
of the bread they’d gotten from the kitchen.

Annie jumped when the loon’s eerie yodel sounded. The oo- 
AH- ho sound was like no other waterfowl or bird. Normally she 
loved trying to determine whether the loon was yodeling, wail-
ing, or calling, but right now she wanted to get her sister back into 
bed before they got in big trouble. They both knew better than to 
come down here by themselves. Mommy had warned them about 
the dangers more times than Annie could count.

She touched her sister’s shoulder. “Come on, Sarah.”
Sarah shrugged off her hand. “Just a minute. Look, the loon 

has a baby on its back.”
Annie had to see that. She threw in a couple of bread pieces 

and peered at the loons. “I’ve never seen that.”
“Me neither.”
The loons didn’t eat the bread, but she giggled when a big fish 

gulped down a piece right under their feet.
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When she first heard the splashing, she thought it signaled 
more loons. But wait. Wasn’t that the sound of oars slapping 
the water? A figure in a dark hoodie sat in the canoe. Did the 
Windigo ride in a canoe?

The canoe bumped the dock, and a voice said, “Two to choose 
from. It doesn’t get much better than that.”

The voice was so cheerful, Annie wasn’t afraid. Before she 
could try to identify who it was, a hard hand grabbed her and 
dragged her into the canoe. “I think the younger one would be 
better.”

The sudden, sharp pain in Annie’s neck made her cry out, 
and she slapped her hand against her skin. Something wet and 
sticky clung to her fingers. In the next instant, she was in the icy 
water. The shock of the lake’s grip made her head go under.

She came up thrashing in panic and spitting water. Her legs 
wouldn’t kick very well, and she felt dizzy and disoriented. She 
tried to scream for Daddy, but her mouth wouldn’t work. Her 
neck hurt something awful, and she’d never felt so afraid.

She’d been right— it was the Windigo, and he meant to eat 
her sister.

“Sarah!” Annie’s voice sounded weak in her ears, and the 
storm was here with bigger waves churning around her. “Run!”

Her sister shrieked out her name, and Annie tried to move 
toward the sound, but a wave picked her up and tossed her against 
a piling supporting the dock. Her vision went dark, and she sank 
into the cold arms of the lake.

The next thing she knew, she was on her back, staring up into 
the rain pouring into her face. Her dad’s hand was on the awful 
pain in her neck, and her mother was screaming for Sarah.

She never saw her sister again.
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O N E

T W E N T Y-  F OU R Y E A R S L AT E R

LAW ENFORCEMENT RANGER ANNIE PEDERSON RUBBED 
her eyes after staring at the computer screen for the past two 
hours. She’d closed the lid on an investigation into a hit- and- run 
in the Kitchigami Wilderness Preserve, and she’d spent the past 
few hours finishing paperwork. It had been a grueling case, and 
she was glad it was over.

“I’ll be right back,” she told her eight- year- old daughter, Kylie, 
sitting on the floor of her office playing Pokémon Go on her iPad.

Kylie’s blonde head, so like Annie’s own, bobbed, too intent 
to respond verbally.

Kade Matthews looked up when Annie entered his office. 
Over the past few years he’d moved up and become head ranger. 
Kade’s six- feet- tall stocky frame and solid muscles exuded com-
petence, and his blue eyes conveyed caring. Annie thanked the 
Lord every day for such a good boss. He was understanding when 
she needed time off with Kylie, and he let her know he valued her 
work and expertise. “Ready for a few days off?”

“Really? With all this work on your shoulders?”
He nodded. “I can handle it. I know this is a busy time for you.”
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“I do have a lot of work to do out at the marina.”
Since her parents and husband died two years ago, she’d been 

tasked with running the Tremolo Marina and Cabin Resort. She 
managed with seasonal help and lots of her free time, but sum-
mer was always grueling. It was only June 3, and the season was 
off to a good start.

He cleared his throat, and his eyes softened. “I’m glad you 
stopped in. I didn’t want to send this report without talking to 
you first.”

“What report?” Her tongue felt thick in her mouth because 
she knew the likely topic.

“A child’s remains were found down around St. Ignace.”
It didn’t matter that it was so far. That route could have easily 

been chosen by the kidnapper. It was a common way to travel 
from lower Michigan to the U.P. “How old?”

“Five or six, according to the forensic anthropologist. I 
assume you want your DNA sent over for comparison?”

“Yes, of course.”
They’d been through this scenario two other times since she’d 

begun searching for answers, and each time she’d teetered between 
hope and despair. While she wanted closure on what had happened 
to her sister, she wasn’t sure she was ready to let go of hope. Though 
logically she knew her sister had to be dead. People didn’t take chil-
dren except for nefarious purposes. Annie didn’t know how she’d 
react when word finally came that Sarah had been found.

Relief? Depression? Maybe a combination of the two. Maybe 
even a tailspin that would unhinge her. All these years later, and 
she still couldn’t think about that night without breaking into a 
cold sweat. Avoidance had been her modus operandi. Not many 
even knew about the incident. Kade did, of course. And Bree. Jon 
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too. Probably some of the townspeople remembered and talked 
about it, too, but it had been long ago. Twenty- four years ago.

Nearly a quarter of a century and yet just yesterday. “How 
long before results are back on DNA?”

“Probably just a few days. With children they try to move 
quickly. I’ll get it sent over. You doing okay?”

She gave a vigorous nod. “Sure, I’m fine. I’ll file this report 
and get these pictures sent to you.”

“Bree told me to ask if you wanted a puppy, one of Samson’s. 
There’s a male that looks just like him.”

She smiled just thinking of her daughter’s delight. “Kylie has 
been begging for a puppy since we lost Belle. How much are they 
going for?”

The little terrier had died in her sleep a month ago at age 
sixteen, and they both missed her. Samson was a world- renowned 
search- and- rescue dog, and his pups wouldn’t come cheap. She 
ran through how much she had in savings. Maybe not enough.

“We get two free pups, and Bree told me she would give you one.”
“You don’t want to do that,” she protested. “You’d be giving 

up a lot of money.”
He shrugged. “We have everything we need. Head over there 

in the next few days, and you can take him home with you before 
our kids get too attached and bar the front door.”

She laughed. “Hunter says he’s marrying Kylie, so I think he 
will stick up for her.”

Kade and Bree’s little boy was four and adored Kylie. She was 
good with kids, and she loved spending time with the Matthews 
twins.

“You’re right about that. I’ll let Bree know you want him. He’s 
a cute little pup.”

EdgeofDusk_6P.indd   7EdgeofDusk_6P.indd   7 4/13/22   7:38 AM4/13/22   7:38 AM



C O L L E E N  C O B L E

8

“What are you doing with the other one?”
“Lauri has claimed her.”
Kade’s younger sister was gaining a reputation for search- and- 

rescue herself, and she already had a dog. “What about Zorro?”
“He’s developed diabetes, and Lauri knows he needs to slow 

down some. She wants a new puppy to train so Zorro can help 
work with him.”

“She might want the one that looks like Samson.”
“She wants a female this time.”
She glanced at her watch and rose. “I’ll get out of here. Thanks 

again for the puppy. Kylie will be ecstatic.”
She went back to her office. “Time for your doctor appoint-

ment, Bug.”
Kylie made a face. “I don’t want to go.”
At eight, Kylie knew her own mind better than Annie knew 

hers most days. She was the spitting image of Annie at the same 
age: corn silk– colored hair and big blue eyes set in a heart- shaped 
face. But Annie had never been that sure of herself. Her dad’s 
constant criticism had knocked that out of her.

She steered her daughter out the brick office building to the 
red Volkswagen crew- cab truck in the parking lot, then set out 
for town.

The old truck banged and jolted its way across the potholes 
left by this year’s massive snowfall until Annie reached the paved 
road into town. She couldn’t imagine living anywhere other than 
where the Snow King ruled nine months of the year. There was no 
other place on earth like Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. With the 
Keweenaw Peninsula to the north and Ottawa National Forest 
to the south, there could be no more beautiful spot in the world.

Her devotion to this place had cost her dearly nine years ago, 
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but every time she saw the cold, crystal- clear waters of the north-
ernmost Great Lakes stretching to the horizon, she managed to 
convince herself it was worth it.

Part of the town’s special f lavor came from the setting. 
Surrounded by forests on three sides, it had all the natural beauty 
anyone could want. Old- growth forests, sparkling lakes where 
fish thronged, and the brilliant blue of that Big Sea Water along 
the east side.

They drove through town, down Negaunee to Houghton 
Street to the businesses that comprised Rock Harbor’s downtown. 
The small, quaint village had been built in the 1850s when cop-
per was king, and its Victorian- style buildings had been carefully 
preserved by the residents.

Dr. Ben Eckright’s office was a remodeled Victorian board-
inghouse on the corner of Houghton and Pepin Streets. She 
parked in his side lot and let Kylie out of the back.

She glanced across the street to the law office, and her breath 
caught at the man getting out of the car. It couldn’t be. She stared 
at the sight of a familiar set of shoulders and closed her eyes a 
moment. Opening them didn’t reassure her. It really was him.

Jon Dunstan stood beside a shiny red Jaguar. Luckily, he 
hadn’t seen her yet, and she grabbed Kylie’s hand and ran with 
her for the side door, praying he wouldn’t look this way. She was 
still trembling when the door shut behind her.

/  /  /

Where was he?
Christopher Willis struggled against the bonds binding 

his wrists behind his back. His legs were bound as well, and a 
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bandana or some kind of cloth covered his eyes. Dead leaves 
crunched under him as he sat on the ground, squirming to try to 
get free, and he smelled mud and moss.

The ropes or whatever held his arms fast didn’t budge. To 
tamp down the rising panic, he ran through the events he remem-
bered. He’d put out his campfire in the National Kitchigami 
Wilderness tract before he entered his tent and crawled into his 
sleeping bag. He’d fallen asleep to the roar of Agate Falls, a ter-
raced waterfall in the middle branch of the Ontonagon River in 
the western Upper Peninsula.

A sound had awakened him, and he listened to a soft rustling 
before he unzipped his sleeping bag to investigate. The minute 
he poked his head out of the tent, something crashed down on 
it. The next thing he knew, he’d opened his eyes and was sitting 
on the cold ground.

There was no sound of the falls, so he’d been moved from 
his previous location. Who had knocked him out— and why? No 
one knew where he was either. He’d spent the past month hiking 
from Minnesota and through Wisconsin. Maybe someone would 
see his abandoned campsite and report it. Otherwise, he could 
disappear here and no one would know.

Panic threatened to choke him again, and he fought it back. 
A clear head would be the only thing that might get him out of 
this alive.

A rustle sounded to his left, and he turned his head even 
though he couldn’t see. “Help! I need help.” The male chuckle that 
answered him raised gooseflesh on the back of his neck. “Who 
are you? What do you want?”

The next sound came from the other direction. There was 
more than one person out there hiding in the thick pines. His 
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mouth was almost too dry to speak, but he wet his lips and tried 
again. “Look, I won’t say anything. Just let me go.”

Something cold touched his wrists, and his bonds fell away. A 
knife? He pulled his arms forward and rubbed his wrists a second 
before he ripped the cloth off his eyes. He blinked in the bright 
sunshine and reached down to untie his ankles. Were they really 
turning him loose?

A voice came from his right. “If you can get away, you’re free. 
We’ll give you a head start of fifteen minutes . . . starting now.”

Christopher leaped to his feet and ran forward toward the 
glimmer of water. He was sure there was a man to his left and to his 
right. He’d learned how to track as a kid from his grandpa, so he 
might escape these men. And what kind of game was this anyway?

Maybe a cave would hide him from them, and he spotted 
pine trees ahead. He paused to get his bearings and swept his gaze 
around, searching for a place to hide. If he could wait it out until 
they left, he might have a chance.

There. A small cave beckoned to his left in the side of a rocky 
hillside. Maybe he could pile rocks in the mouth and hunker 
down inside. It was his best hope since he didn’t know where 
he was.

He darted to the cave and backed into it, then began to pile 
rocks in front of the opening as silently as possible. How long 
had it been since his escape? He patted his pockets, but of course 
his captors had taken his phone. Slowing his breathing to a quiet 
whisper, he waited.

It seemed forever since he’d crawled in here, and he could 
see the light through a crack at the top of the cave opening. He’d 
caught a glimpse of water, but it was too expansive to be the 
Ontonagon River. He had to be on the banks of Lake Superior.
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Did he wait here and make them think he’d escaped long 
ago or try to make a break for it? A cramp seized his left leg, and 
he bit back a groan as he massaged it. Everything in him wanted 
to wait out the hunters, but it would feel so good to walk out the 
aches and pains manifesting all over his body.

As quietly as he could, he moved the rocks again until he was 
able to crawl out and stand. He was limping when he sidled along 
the face of the hillside toward the water. The sun oriented him, 
and he tried to think of his topography map. If he was anywhere 
near the Porcupine Mountains, Ontonagon would be to his right, 
but his captors might have taken him farther afield, maybe even 
up to the Keweenaw.

He turned to his left and walked along the water. If only he 
had a boat. When the gun’s echo came, he ducked but it was too 
late. As he plunged into the waves, his last thought was of his 
parents, who would never know what happened to him.
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T W O

A VISIT TO ROCK HARBOR HAD ALWAYS SEEMED LIKE 
stepping back in time. This little town on the banks of Lake 
Superior hadn’t changed a bit in the almost nine years Jon Dunstan 
had been gone. The same Victorian buildings turned their gaily 
painted faces to the narrow streets, and the scent of pannukakkua 
and pulla wafted from the Suomi Café. He’d have to stop for break-
fast after his appointment.

He couldn’t help but steal a glance up and down Houghton 
Street on the off chance he might spot Annie, but early June was 
a busy time as she got the marina and resort up to full capacity 
during her time off from the National Park Service. He wasn’t 
even sure he wanted to see her. Her rejection was still painful, 
and he didn’t want to reopen the wound.

His plan was to get in and out of town as quickly as possible.
Attorney Ursula Sawyer greeted Jon at the door of her office. 

“Sorry about your dad, Jon.”
He shook her hand and took a seat in the tufted leather chair 

she indicated in front of her desk. “Thank you. He’s improving 
some, but his speech is still a little off, and he needs help to bathe.”

His dad’s stroke had occurred a month ago. Watching the 
man he’d admired all his life needing help with the simplest tasks 
broke his heart. He’d been a well- known and powerful attorney, 
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and even after retirement, Dad had kept his finger on the pulse 
of the law world.

Ursula slid some papers across the gleaming surface of her 
walnut desk. “I received the power of attorney papers you sent, 
and I’ve drawn up the documents so you can sell the lake house. 
I will warn you that real estate up here is a little depressed, so it 
might take some time. There is some maintenance that needs to 
be done on the place too. No one has been to the cottage in years, 
and the roof is in bad shape.”

“I see. I haven’t been there yet.”
This news wasn’t what he wanted to hear. His patient sched-

ule in Chicago was packed, and he’d told his partners he’d only 
be gone a couple of days. He could shift the load to the new doc-
tor, but it wasn’t ideal.

He signed the paperwork and slid it back to her.
“Any recommendations on a contractor?”
“We have several good ones.” She jotted down several names 

and phone numbers.
He pocketed the list she gave him. “Thanks, I’ll get some 

estimates. I suppose I’d better get out there and take a look.”
“Did you bring your dad with you?”
He nodded. “He wanted to come, but even though I wasn’t 

sure he was up to the trip, he talked me into it. I left him at the 
bed- and- breakfast.” Jon rose. “Thanks for your help. The Suomi 
Café is calling my name.”

Ursula smiled. “I had pannukakkua myself this morning.”
He couldn’t have that dish any longer, but there would be 

plenty of great food at the café. He stepped out onto the sidewalk 
and squinted in the bright sunshine. The red Volkswagen truck 
across the street drew his attention. Annie had driven one like it. 
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That 1969 crew- cab red- and- white pickup was the only one he’d 
ever seen like it. Could she still own it?

He walked down the street to the little hillside that housed 
the Suomi Café. The delicious aromas took him back to every 
summer during his teenage years. He and his dad had breakfast 
here nearly every morning. Scanning the clientele in the small 
café yielded a familiar mop of curly red hair. Bree Nicholls was 
walking toward the checkout register with her search dog at her 
heels. Samson was a German shepherd / chow mix with a curly 
tail that wagged when he saw Jon.

Bree’s green eyes widened when she saw him, and she smiled 
up at him when she reached his side. Though five three, she was 
a powerhouse in the search- and- rescue world. “My, my . . . Jon 
Dunstan in the flesh. I haven’t seen you in forever. Are you here 
for the summer with your dad?”

“Bree Nicholls, I didn’t expect to see you right off.” He rubbed 
Samson’s head.

She smiled. “It’s Bree Matthews now.”
“You married Kade?” He vaguely recalled hearing her first 

husband had died in a plane crash.
“Sure did. We have a lot to catch up on. How’s your dad?”
“He had a stroke, and I came to sell the cottage. He’s staying 

at Martha’s place out by your lighthouse.”
“I’m sorry to hear about his stroke, but it will be good to see 

him. You too.” She snapped her fingers, and Samson came to heel. 
Her smile widened. “I have three kids now. Davy has his hands 
full with his younger twin siblings. Life has changed a bit since 
you were here last.”

“The town looks the same.”
“It never changes.” She moved toward the door. “I’d love to stay 
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and catch up, but we were just called out on a search for a missing 
man. Another hiker found his wrecked campsite last night, so I 
have to get to the sheriff ’s office.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”
“No, it doesn’t.”
As she exited, he caught the headline on the town’s morning 

newspaper lying on the counter. Man Missing in the U.P. Authorities 
Suspect Foul Play.

An ominous headline.
This area had always drawn him. Even now, he could smell 

the fresh water and the hint of fish. He could feel a cane pole 
in his hands and the cold clasp of Superior’s waves. He hadn’t 
expected such a strong reaction to being back here.

This place had nearly snared him once, and it still might pull 
him into its web if he wasn’t careful. The sooner he could arrange 
for repairs on the cottage, the better.

/  /  /

Pictures of Dr. Eckright’s boating adventures on Superior deco-
rated the waiting room, but Annie’s gaze kept wandering to the 
window overlooking Houghton Street. When Jon exited the attor-
ney’s office, she had drunk in the sight of him. His square jaw was 
flexed, and he was biting his bottom lip the way he always did 
when he was distressed. His brown hair was shorter than when 
she’d seen him last, and even from across the street, she could see 
his clothing and shoes were expensive.

He wasn’t the same guy running around in cutoffs and 
swim trunks with a fishing pole over his shoulder. At twenty- 
two he’d been a beach bum with hair curling over his ears and 

EdgeofDusk_6P.indd   16EdgeofDusk_6P.indd   16 4/13/22   7:38 AM4/13/22   7:38 AM



E D G E  O F  D U S K

17

a penchant for taking any challenge, though she knew he was 
no slouch in the career department. He’d finished high school 
at sixteen and had gone straight into college, then med school 
with a steadfast goal to become an orthopedic surgeon. He’d 
completed college in three years, then med school in three years 
as well. He was heading to his residency at the end of that long- 
ago summer.

Now at thirty- four he looked every bit the professional doc-
tor. Did he still love cherry Popsicles and Snickers ice cream bars? 
Did he still eat his hamburger with a smear of peanut butter and 
swill down iced tea by the gallon?

The nurse appeared and beckoned for Annie and Kylie to 
follow her to an exam room down the narrow hall to what used to 
be a bedroom when the place housed copper miners. The uneven 
floorboards made it feel like she was walking on an old ship. The 
nurse took Kylie’s weight and height and checked her vitals before 
she disappeared through the door.

Dr. Ben Eckright entered after another couple of minutes. 
Annie didn’t think she’d ever seen him without a smile on his 
florid face. His red hair was mostly gone except for tufts above his 
ears that still had a ginger hue. He always wore hiking boots and 
denim. She couldn’t imagine him dressed to the nines like Jon.

He winked at Annie’s little girl and produced a Werther’s 
butterscotch that he slipped into her palm. “Kylie, my girl, I know 
this is why you came.”

Kylie’s face brightened. “It’s not the only reason.” She stared at 
it a moment but didn’t unwrap it. That was the doctor’s unwritten 
rule. No candy eating until she was outside.

Dr. Ben opened Kylie’s chart and perused it. His expression 
went somber. “Hmm.”
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Worry gnawed at Annie. “I know she’s lost weight. I swear 
I’m feeding her.”

The doctor leaned toward her daughter. “How have you been 
feeling, Kylie?”

Kylie stared down at her sneakers. “Fine.”
“Have you been tired?”
Kylie shrugged, then glanced at Annie before she gave a 

slight nod.
“I think we should run some tests,” Dr. Ben said. “Just a little 

blood work at first. Maybe a stool test. I’ll get you the orders.”
Annie’s gut clenched. A blood test meant needles, and Kylie 

had never had blood drawn before. “You’re sure it’s necessary?” 
Annie’s own history included way too many tests and needles 
after the knife wound when she was a child.

“She’s in the bottom percentile in weight and height. I’d like 
to rule out a few things. You’re tall yourself. What about her 
father?”

“Six two.”
“Then I would be a very poor doctor not to investigate fur-

ther. Kylie’s a big girl, aren’t you, Kylie? She can handle a tiny 
little needle.”

Kylie’s lower lip quivered, but she tipped up her chin and 
nodded. “My best friend at school has to stick herself every day 
to test her blood sugar. She said it only stings a little.”

“She’s very brave, and I know you are too. We can draw the 
blood right here, and you can take the stool test home with you. 
Easy peasy. And for being so brave, you get another butterscotch.” 
He slipped another wrapped candy into her hand. “Let me get 
Bonnie.”

Annie held Kylie’s hand in a tight grip while his phlebotomist, 
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Bonnie, drew several vials of blood. Kylie only inhaled and held 
her mother’s gaze when the needle poked through the skin. It was 
over in a minute or two.

Bonnie pressed a cotton ball to the spot and covered the punc-
ture with a dolphin Band- Aid. “You were so brave.” She glanced 
at Annie. “We should have the results in a couple of days. Dr. Ben 
will call you.”

“Thanks.” Annie couldn’t wait to get out of this place and 
away from the smell of antiseptic. It reminded her too much of 
her own trauma.

She escaped into the sunshine scented with pine and open 
water. Her gaze went immediately across the street, and she tensed 
at the sight of the red sports car. He must still be in town.

Kylie stopped before they reached the truck. “Mommy, can we 
go to the Suomi? I can smell the pulla. We could just take it home.”

Annie glanced down the street toward the hillside where the 
Suomi squatted. “Okay, it’s a deal. You earned a treat. But we just 
have to pop in and grab some things to take home. I’ve got some 
new campers checking in shortly, and I need to be around.”

And maybe she could fatten up Kylie with some Finnish 
bread and fruit preserves. The thimbleberry preserves from the 
Jampot were made by monks up at the abbey, and Kylie loved it.

Annie left her truck in the lot, and they walked over to the 
Suomi. She planned to move fast. In and out at the Suomi. With 
any luck she’d get back to the marina without running into him. 
Unless he was here for a while, but she’d take one step at a time.
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T H R E E

BREE MATTHEWS STOOD OUTSIDE THE SUOMI CAFÉ. 
Annie stopped and smiled. “No kids today?”

Bree had three kids: Davy, almost twelve, and twins Hannah 
and Hunter, who were four.

Bree hugged Annie. “Not for long. The twins are with Naomi, 
and I have to pick them up in a bit.” She glanced down at Kylie, then 
lowered her voice. “You’ll never guess who I just saw in the café.”

Annie’s smile slipped and she pinned it back in place. “Jon 
Dunstan is inside?”

Bree’s green eyes widened. “You know he’s in town?”
“I caught a glimpse of him when I got to town.” Did her voice 

quiver as much as her insides? No one could know how his pres-
ence had rocked her.

Annie handed Kylie ten dollars. “Run inside and get some 
pulla, Bug. I’ll wait here for you.” Jon had never seen Kylie, so her 
presence wouldn’t tip him off to Annie being outside. Desperate 
to change the subject, she avoided Bree’s sympathetic gaze and 
fiddled with the strap on her purse.

While she grappled with something to say, a shadow fell on 
her face and she turned to see a woman standing with her hands 
together. About Annie’s height of five feet six, she appeared to be 
around thirty. Her red hair gleamed in the sunshine.
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“You’re Annie Pederson, aren’t you? You own Tremolo Marina 
and Cabin Resort?”

“That’s right. Have we met?”
The woman shook her head. “I’m Taylor Moore, and I won-

dered if you had any job openings? I can cook and clean. I’m 
good with kids. I’ll do anything. I’ve been working at the nursing 
home for the past month, but it’s hard to lose a resident, especially 
after taking care of my mom while she was dying. I’d love to do 
something different.”

Annie studied the woman’s hopeful expression. “The head 
nurse out there is a friend of mine.” Her bookings for the month 
were double last year’s, and she’d been worrying how she was 
going to keep up with work being so busy.

Annie slid her gaze over to Bree, who had the same interest 
on her face that Annie was feeling. “I could use some help. How 
about you come out to the resort and we can talk?”

Taylor bit her lip. “I- I don’t have a car. I’ve been renting a room 
here in town. I guess that might be a problem getting to work out 
of town.”

“Maybe not. I can provide lodging.”
The door to the café banged, and Kylie ran out with a bag 

of pulla. The breeze wafted the warm, yeasty scent Annie’s way.
She couldn’t go inside and face Jon, so she turned back to Taylor 

with a bright smile. “Let’s get some coffee. Talk to you later, Bree.”
Annie led the way along Houghton Street past flower- lined 

tree lawns. The town already teemed with tourists focused on 
exploring the Porcupine Mountains, Lake Superior, and the 
Keweenaw Peninsula. The bell on the door jingled as she pushed 
open the door to Metro Espresso and inhaled the scents of 
espresso and pastries.
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An old Victorian storefront with high tin ceilings painted 
blush housed the coffee shop. Debris was easy to sweep up from 
the wooden floor, and the bright windows added to the airy feel. 
Several tables were taken by people Annie didn’t recognize— 
probably tourists. She directed Kylie to save them a table while 
she and Taylor ordered.

“What would you like?” Annie asked.
Taylor’s gaze swept the glass display of Finnish pastries and 

other delicacies. “A mocha sounds good.”
The woman seemed hungry, and Annie gestured to a donut- 

like pastry. “Have you ever had breakfast meat pie? It’s filled 
with minced meat and rice.” Without waiting for a response, she 
ordered two of them for Taylor. “I’ll have a caramel latte and a 
mocha.” Annie paid for the order, then joined Taylor and Kylie 
at a round iron table in the corner.

Kylie had already broken off a piece of pulla, and the thim-
bleberry jam inside the bread was all over her face.

Annie settled in the chair and laced her hands together. “So, 
tell me about your work history.”

Taylor handed over a résumé. “My mother was ill for a lot of 
years, and I took care of her until she died six months ago. Since 
then, I’ve worked odd jobs like waitressing and cleaning hotel 
rooms. The folks at the nursing home like me, and I have good 
references you can call.”

Annie looked over Taylor’s work history. “How’d you hear 
about Tremolo Marina?”

“One of the other aides at the nursing home found me crying 
in the bathroom after I found a resident gone. She knew I’d been 
struggling with grief and mentioned you might need help with 
the summer season starting.”
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Annie didn’t reply as their coffee and pastries arrived. What 
should she do? Her parents had always taught her to help those 
less fortunate. Lately, she hadn’t felt all that fortunate as she’d 
struggled to make ends meet, but at least she and Kylie had a 
roof over their heads and food to eat. They might not have the 
newest electronics and a mansion, but they were doing okay. 
They’d be fine if she could turn things around at the marina 
and actually make a profit instead of it being a drain on her 
regular salary.

“I can offer you room and board plus a small salary.” Annie 
named a modest weekly stipend. “I could use some help with gen-
eral chores around the place. Cleaning boats and cabins, cooking, 
and yard maintenance. It’s hard work and long days though. I’ll 
need to check your references first. I might need some help with 
Kylie on occasion. Maybe taking her fishing or swimming when 
I’m tied up.”

“Of course.” Eyes shining, Taylor looked up from the last bite 
of her second meat pie. She gulped down her mouthful of food 
as she gave a vigorous nod. “Kylie and I will get along just fine, 
right, Kylie?”

Kylie licked jam from her fingers and nodded. “I like her, 
Mommy.”

“I’m a hard worker. You won’t be sorry.”
It would be a help to have another pair of hands. Annie’s 

gaze went to her daughter, who looked pale in the morning sun 
streaming through the window. The worry she’d shoved aside 
earlier came surging back, and she prayed the tests found nothing 
seriously wrong with her baby girl.

/  /  /
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The overgrown lane back to the cottage was Jon’s first clue of just 
how bad he was going to find the property. Overgrown thimble-
berry and blackberry shrubs clawed at the sides of his car, and he 
tried not to imagine the havoc they were wreaking on the glossy 
red paint. Maybe he should have parked on the road and walked 
to the property.

His dad clutched the armrest for dear life but said nothing as 
the vehicle broke free from the restraining vegetation into a wide 
expanse of tangled, knee- high grass surrounding the cottage. The 
gray and weathered boards of the structure showed the power of 
Superior’s gales, and when Jon cut the engine and stepped out of 
the car, he heard the waves rolling to shore. Moss grew on the roof 
and creepers were beginning to overtake one side of the house. 
Nature hadn’t waited long to begin to take back what was hers.

He helped his dad out of the car, and they walked toward 
the house.

“Rough shape,” his dad mumbled.
Jon exhaled and bit his lip. “Yeah, it is. Wait here.”
The porch still seemed sturdy, and Jon mounted the steps 

to the front door to insert the key. When he stepped inside, he 
winced. The odor of mold and damp struck him in the face. 
A storm had broken a window, and the wooden floorboards 
beneath the shattered glass had warped. Could that be repaired, 
or would he have to replace the whole floor?

He went back outside to help his dad up the steps and into 
the house. His father wandered around the space while Jon took 
out his phone and made notes of what needed immediate atten-
tion: window replacement, roof, exterior painting, floor repair, 
kitchen and bathroom remodels, as well as inside paint and stag-
ing in order to prepare it for selling.
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A huge job. Too big to leave totally in the hands of a contrac-
tor. He would need to either make frequent trips back to check 
the progress or stay here until the job was finished.

Would it be so bad to take some time off? He hadn’t had 
a real vacation in years, and this place brought back so many 
memories. Annie, her blonde hair flying in the wind and her blue 
eyes alight with mischief and fun. Right off the shore here, they’d 
swung out from the limb of a big tree to drop into the freezing 
water before cuddling on the shore to warm up. He’d learned to 
surf out on those cold waves, and sometimes he and Dad had 
come up here for cross- country skiing.

Best not to think of Annie. Those memories led to the final 
breakup, a painful moment that still made his chest ache.

He scanned the paper with the contractor names Ursula had 
given him. The second name held a vague familiarity. Hadn’t 
they gone to summer camp together? Sean lived in the area, while 
Jon was a frequent visitor. He punched in the number and a male 
voice answered on the first ring.

“Sean Johnson.”
“Hi, Sean, this is Jon Dunstan.”
“Dunstan! The troll returns. You still surfing, man? The 

waves are rockin’ out there today.” Yoopers called anyone who 
lived below the Mackinac Bridge a troll, but Jon had been in the 
U.P. often enough, he usually bristled at the term.

Jon smiled at the enthusiasm in Sean’s voice. He’d been a 
good guy back in the day, though they hadn’t run in the same 
circles much. “It’s been way too long since I did much of anything 
except work. I hear you followed in your uncle’s footsteps and are 
a contractor now?”

“You heard right. You planning to fix up the old place, eh?”
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“I am. Could you come by and see what you think?”
“I can stop by right now. I was on my way out to Tremolo to 

go surfing, and I’m nearly to your drive.”
“The drive is overgrown. If you value the paint on your truck, 

you might park on the road and walk back. I’ll take care of that 
drive first thing.”

“My old truck will laugh at the bushes. Be there shortly.”
While he was waiting, Jon checked on his dad and found him 

asleep in a wooden rocker on the back porch. Hopefully it would 
hold him. The lake was usually visible from back here, but veg-
etation had blocked the view. He’d have to tend to that when he 
cleaned up the drive.

He went back inside and glanced out the fly- speckled windows 
at the sound of an engine. A battered blue pickup was squeezing 
through the lane opening. He pocketed his phone and went out to 
meet Sean.

Sean unfolded from the pickup. At six feet four, he towered 
over Jon’s six- foot- one height, and his bulky muscles strained the 
arms of his tee. He still wore his curly dark hair short, and his 
hazel eyes took in the condition of the cottage.

Jon shook his hand, noticing the calluses. “Hard worker.”
He grinned. “More like a hard player. I’ve gotten into moun-

tain climbing. Have a remote cabin up near Freda with killer 
climbing.”

“You go alone? That doesn’t sound safe.”
Sean shrugged. “What can I say? I’m good at it, eh? And I 

like to be alone sometimes. No one goes up there, not even my 
uncle. He’s in a nursing home with dementia.” He examined the 
place and whistled.

“Looks bad, doesn’t it?”
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“It’s gnarly, man. Superior likes to claim her own. Need a new 
roof for sure. And paint.”

“Water damage inside too. Let me show you.” He led Sean 
inside.

The contractor grunted when he saw the water damage. 
“Common oak boards. I’ve got some in my storage barn so I 
should be able to repair the floor instead of replacing the whole 
thing.”

He trailed after Jon through the kitchen, bathroom, and 
three bedrooms. “Last updated in the fifties.”

“I want to sell the place, so the kitchen and bath need to be 
modernized, right?” After being around the Yooper, Jon nearly 
added eh to the end of his question.

“It would be easier to sell if you did. Properties aren’t going 
very fast, but this one has a primo location on the water. So, it 
would be worth the effort.” Sean put away his notepad. “I’ll work 
up some numbers for you.”

“How long will it take?”
“I have a good crew, so about a month.”
“What about the windows?”
Sean stepped over to look at the living room window. “Most 

people will use this place as a summer camp, not a year- round 
place, but the frames are rotting, eh? You could put in single 
pane, though, if you want. Cheaper, especially when you don’t 
have AC and will have them open most of the time.”

Made sense to Jon. “Okay, let’s do that. I can handle painting 
the walls and the exterior.”

And just like that, he realized he’d been searching for an 
excuse to stay. To unwind here in this place that had meant so 
much to him growing up.
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Sean arched a brow. “You’re gonna become a Yooper, eh? 
Think you can handle it, city boy?”

Jon grinned at the word that meant a troll who moved to 
the U.P. “What, you looking to scare me off because I’ll ride the 
waves better than you?”

“You challenging me, eh? You’re on.” Sean stuck his pencil 
behind his ear and turned for the door.

Jon walked him out. It felt good to sense he might still fit in 
here, that this place might welcome him back like a prodigal son. 
He might fall back into the rhythms and customs he’d grown 
up with.
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