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			PROLOGUE

			Oak Grove, Virginia

			November 1964

			Alec’s brown hair was thick with grease, but that had been intentional. The grease on his hands and smudged under his green eyes were the result of his working on the engine and were not intentional, however, unavoidable. He reached in through the open driver’s side window and turned the ignition. The ‘49 Ford F1 roared to life. He wiped his hands on the rag he pulled from his overalls back pocket. The engine sputtered and coughed but did not cut out.

			Melanie, who was dancing with the chickens, stopped prancing to applaud his achievement. “Ya fixed it! Ya fixed it!” she exclaimed, jumping up and down, curls bouncing, looking like a little Shirley Temple.

			Her Mary Janes were scuffed and dusty, her socks uneven. Her knees were dirty. Her school dress’s lace ruffle was tearing away from the bottom hem and dragged on the ground like a train. One puff sleeve hung off her shoulder.

			He laughed, folding one arm behind his back and flourishing the rag, bowing at the waist to the five-year-old. “Thank ya, ma lady,” he replied with a lopsided grin. 

			He knelt on one knee. Melanie ran and jumped into his arms and hugged his neck. He kissed her cheek and smudged it with grease.

			“You been fightin’ again, Melanie?” he asked, giving her tummy a tickle.

			She giggled. Then her countenance adopted a serious expression. She furrowed her brow and screwed her mouth tightly to one side. “That mean ole Sally Rose. She said ya ain’t my brother, Maggie ain’t my sister, and Mama ain’t my mama. So, I popped her a good ‘un. Unfortunately, she popped me back.”

			“Don’t mind nuthin’ Sally Rose says,” Alec told her, setting her off his knee and back on her own two feet as he stood. He took out a cigarette and lit it, doing his best James Dean. He looked the part well enough, just a little more threadbare. 

			Mama was going to be upset about that dress. Melanie’s spunk made him laugh, though. Sally Rose deserved what she got. He figured Melanie would know the truth soon enough. No need to rush it. 

			A cloud passed over, blocking the sun momentarily. He shivered in the autumn chill of the afternoon. A flash of Maggie’s bruised face and swollen lip, her torn petticoat and buttonless blouse crossed his mind like the cloud. No. Melanie never needed to learn that truth. Never. He wished to God he didn’t know. 

			They didn’t have much money, but they managed. He was only seventeen himself, but he’d been working full-time for two years for Deacon Willis at the hardware store in town, he helped his granddaddy with the farm, and he worked part-time with Uncle Elmer at the quarry. He earned a say in how the money got spent. He’d get the girl a new dress tomorrow. He took a deep drag on the cigarette. 

			“Unfortunately, huh?” he laughed, exhaling a cloud of smoke. Melanie sure talked like an adult sometimes, especially when she was full of it. There was nothing “unfortunate” about it. She relished the fighting. He hoped she whooped Sally Rose.

			“Well…” She drew out the word and let the thought hang in the air.

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Alec said, nodding and taking another drag.

			

			The door to the farmhouse swung open. Mama stuck her head out. “Alec, grab one of them chickens for supper. Any one of ‘em except Henrietta. She’s my best layin’ hen,” she called. 

			Melanie moved to hide behind the old blue pickup, but she wasn’t fast enough. Mama saw the torn lace and sleeve. “Melanie Gardner! Get in here this minute!” she yelled, stepping out onto the porch holding the door open. 

			Melanie kicked the dirt in front of her and hung her head, golden locks falling over her blue eyes. She pointed at a fat chicken she’d been dancing around with moments before. “Get that one there, Alec. She’s fat and greedy. I named her Sally Rose,” she said as she shuffled past him and disappeared into the house.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1

			Oak Grove, Virginia

			November 2024

			Bethany Benson pulled into the driveway of the old farmhouse. The wooden sign by the ditch hanging on a crooked post gently swayed in the breeze. The faded black paint on a peeling white background read “Ravens’ Roost Farm.” The sound of the rusted chain groaning as it swung was mournful, somehow. Her heart sank. Was this house even inhabitable? The foundation looked good, but a large limb off the massive oak tree in front of it had fallen, completely collapsing the roof of the front covered porch. The upstairs windows were boarded up, but remnants of their jagged broken panes were still in the sills. The front entrance was completely blocked by the falling porch roof and massive tree limb. She could only imagine the windows were also broken behind the tangle of branches and twisted metal from the tin roof. Bare wood siding covered more of the house than painted. What paint remained was cracked and peeling.

			She looked up at the structure in pure horror. “Oh, God,” she sobbed. What was she going to do? She looked into the rearview mirror at the two sleeping children in the backseat. This had been her last hope. She had exactly $12.86 left to her name. She couldn’t even afford a hotel room.

			Melanie Horton, a cousin of Greg’s mother, had left the property to Greg when she had unexpectedly passed away 2 years ago from a massive stroke. She had been widowed at 25 and never remarried. She had no children of her own and had taken a liking to Greg. She had only been 63 when she passed away, and Bethany had only met her once, at Greg’s sister’s wedding five years ago, but her memory of her had been of a kind, plump woman who was boisterous and good-natured. She had laughed easily and loudly. Was she laughing at Bethany now? No. She couldn’t have known the state of the place when she had bequeathed it to Greg.

			“Oh, God, what do I do?” she asked the air, laying her head on the steering wheel.

			She must have cried herself to sleep because the knock on the car window startled her awake. “Bethy?” the man asked. He was tall, at least 6’3”, and handsome, with wavy dark brown hair, cut short, but not too short, emerald-green eyes, a straight Greek nose, and a rakish smile. There was something about him that made her heart flutter. He was good-looking, but it was more than that. She just didn’t know what.

			“Bethany. Bethany Benson. That’s me,” she responded, lowering the window. 

			“You’re early. We weren’t expectin’ you until the evening. It’s barely dawn.” He sounded dejected.

			“Oh. I drove all night,” she responded. “Sorry. Who are you?” She might as well have slapped him by the expression on his face, though she had no idea how she had offended him. Still, the look on his face, the hurt in his eyes, it broke her heart a little.

			“Um…Joe Gardner. Melanie was my 2nd cousin…twice removed…somethin’ like that. And your husband would be maybe…three or four times removed,” he said, laughing cordially, recovering from whatever had upset him. “I rent the farmland from you. Mr. Morgan just told me yesterday evening you were coming. I planned to get that tree out of your way, at least before you got here. But I guess that plan’s moot,” he explained, winking.

			“Is the house even inhabitable?” she inquired, afraid of the answer.

			“Oh, sure. It’s a fixer-upper, to be sure, but the foundation and roof…at least on the house itself…are good. I boarded up all the broken windows, and it’s clean and dry inside. That branch just fell last week in a big storm. Took out your porch roof, I’m afraid, but the house is good.”

			“Is there any way inside?” Bethany asked.

			“There’s the side door. But there aren’t any steps, and it’s 5 feet up. I’m happy to give you a boost,” he chuckled.

			“Huh?” Bethany asked, horrified at the prospect of the handsome man helping her into the house like that.

			He laughed. “I’m just jokin’ with you. I have a ramp I use to load my tractor onto the trailer. I can move it to the door for you.”

			“Oh,” she giggled. “Thank you. That would be a big help. As would getting rid of that tree limb. I’ll pay you, but I have to wait until Mr. Morgan gets me the check. I’ve got like twelve bucks on me now.”

			“Nah. You don’t need to worry about that, Bethy…Bethany. I was goin’ to get rid of it anyway. I’ll even chop it up for firewood for you if you like. You’re goin’ to need it. The wood stove works fine, but your furnace is shot.” When he called her “Bethy,” it felt like a warm ocean breeze on her face, something she’d only ever experienced once in her life, but still natural, easy. It was strange.

			“Really?” she asked, crestfallen again. “How’s the plumbing?” 

			“Old, but in workin’ order,” he answered honestly. “I wouldn’t drink the water, but it’s good for bathin’ and flushin’. The well was replaced with an artesian well in the early eighties. It can smell a little like eggs, and you get some black sand every once in a while.”

			Bethany sighed heavily. “Thanks for the honesty. Ug. What am I going to do?”

			His brow furrowed. “Well, you’re going to get out of the car and go inside and start a fire first. Then you’re goin’ to clean up a bit and start unloadin’ that U-Haul trailer…because it may not be Biltmore Castle, but Ravens’ Roost ain’t all that bad. It just needs a little work.”

			“A little?” she sobbed.

			“In the scheme of things…yeah. Me and my son’ll help you. It’ll be alright. You’ll see.”

			She forced a smile. “I need your optimism, Mr. Gardner.”

			“Joe. We’re family…by marriage…three or four times removed,” he joked, smiling that rakish grin again. “Let me start a fire in your wood stove. Then I’ll get that ramp for you and get started on that tree limb.”

			Joe sauntered away. He was only about her age, she decided, late twenties, early thirties, certainly not as old as thirty-five. Something about him was familiar, a family resemblance to Greg, she supposed. She found herself watching his butt as he walked around the side of the house. “Oh, God!” she exclaimed, realizing the impure thoughts that suddenly flooded her brain. Greg had been killed in a car accident a year and a half ago. No matter how unhappy her marriage had been, that was nowhere near long enough for her to be lusting after his cousin…three or four times removed. 

			At 29, she felt really old and also incredibly young. It didn’t help that she’d had Ryan when she was still only 17. She shouldn’t have a twelve-year-old son already. But she did. Meghan, her 4-year-old daughter, was too mature as well. It felt like her kids were raising her at this point.

			“Mom?” Ryan said from the backseat.

			“Yeah,” she answered.

			“What the hell?” he asked, looking at the house.

			“Watch your mouth,” she demanded. “It’s going to be fine. The guy who rents the farm is going to get rid of the tree limb.”

			“What’s he goin’ to do about the ghosts?” Ryan quipped.

			She couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “We may be on our own there,” she conceded.

			Within minutes, Joe had come back around the side of the house. He stooped to look in the car window. “Why don’t you pull around to that side, so you don’t have so far to carry your stuff inside,” he suggested. “I started a fire in the wood stove for you. It’ll warm up soon enough…on the first floor, anyway.” He winked again, this time at Ryan.

			─────

			

			Joe rounded the side of the house before he collapsed against the old structure, clasping his chest. He’d held the tears as long as he could. It was bad enough that Bethy didn’t know him, but the proof of his memories lay sleeping in the back seat. How did he not know? Why hadn’t Melanie told him? 

			He took a couple of deep, cleansing breaths and regained his composure. Fine. He’d find a way to stay close. He had to.

			With renewed resolve, he headed back to the barn and pulled the ramp out, dragging it back to the side of the house and the side door.

			Bethany had pulled her car around, as he had suggested, and was leaning against the car door. She turned and smiled as he approached with the ramp. Even if she didn’t know him for some strange reason, she was still her, still Bethy…or Bethany. He still loved her, and his heart raced when she smiled.

			The little girl was awake now. As expected, her eyes were a bright emerald green. He opened the door and put the ramp in place. “Voila!” he said, standing and walking halfway up and bouncing to show it was secured and safe to move on.

			The child’s eyes lit up. She bounded over and reached up, pulling on his pant leg. He squatted to be closer to her level. “Can I go down your slide, Mister?” she asked excitedly.

			He laughed. She was the cutest thing he’d ever seen, and he loved her in an instant. “Sure, but only when an adult is around and not while your mom and brother are using it to get into the house,” he replied with a grin. He picked her up, stood, and carried her to the top of the ramp. He sat her at the doorway, legs pointed outside. “Ready?” he asked. She nodded and hugged her doll. He gave a gentle push, and she slid on her bottom down the incline to the ground below.

			“Wee!” she squealed on her way down.

			Bethany laughed. “Okay, now we have to start unloading the U-Haul, and Mr. Gardner has work to do. Grab your blanket and pillow out of the car, Meghan,” she told the little girl.

			Joe’s heart was pounding so hard. He hoped Bethany couldn’t see it. “Your name is Meghan? That’s a good name,” he said to the girl.

			“Yes, Meghan Alice Benson. Thank you for letting me go down your slide.”

			“Anytime, Meghan Alice Benson. I’m Joe…Joseph Alexander Gardner. Nice to meet you.” He smiled at the child. She grinned back at him. It was a good moment.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			Other than a little dust, Joe was right about the house being clean and dry inside. The furniture, though old, had been covered and was in fair condition. The kitchen appliances dated back to the seventies but were in working order. The floors, at least on the first floor, were worn and needed refinishing, but they were level and firm. Bethany was pleasantly surprised to find that the front window, hidden under the collapsed porch roof and the massive tree limb, wasn’t broken. And while the furnace was indeed inoperable, the wood stove was effective at warming the dining room and kitchen. The foyer, where the stairs and bathroom were located, was a little chilly, and the downstairs bedroom and formal living room, where the side door was, were definitely cold.

			Still, as she and the kids worked to clean the house, sweep the floors, wipe the surfaces, remove the covers from the furniture, and then unload their meager belongings out of the U-Haul, they didn’t really feel the cold.

			Having finished cleaning downstairs, Bethany tenuously headed up the stairs. There was a bathroom and three bedrooms, and despite the broken windows that Joe had boarded up, she realized he was right about the condition of the house, as even the second floor appeared sound. The kids each chose a bedroom, and she took the largest. 

			She started cleaning the upstairs bathroom. The clawfoot tub was amazing. She was looking forward to a good soak in it tonight. The pedestal sink was large and cleaned up easily. The pipes groaned, but the water ran clear and hot. Her mood improved steadily, and she even started to feel hopeful. 

			The feeling was buoyed by the sound of the chainsaw running as Joe worked to remove the tree limb. Something about Joe’s presence was comforting and familiar, even though he was a complete stranger. Bethany felt things she hadn’t in a very long time around him, but beyond the initial attraction, he was a bastion of optimism. Plus, he was hard-working, and he seemed to know what he was doing. She wouldn’t mind his hanging around more.

			The day warmed up quickly, and as she cleaned her bedroom window, the only intact window on the second floor, Bethany saw Joe remove his shirt to continue working in the sleeveless undershirt through which his well-developed torso muscles rippled. She noted the cuff tattoo around his upper bicep. She bit her lip. She fantasized about showing him her tattoo and then blushed at the thought. It was in a very private area, and that wasn’t normally how she thought. She wondered what had gotten into her today. This lustful spying was out of character.

			Once he had finished cutting the limb, he proceeded to pull large sections of it off the porch, clearing the way to the front door, one branch at a time. As she watched dreamily, the tee shirt came off as well. 

			The strong attraction was odd, though. She had never met someone and immediately wanted to throw herself into his arms before. She imagined his saying “Bethy” softly against her neck as she ran her hands down his bare back. She could practically feel the brush of stubble on her skin. His scent was a mixture of fresh-cut grass and sandalwood, and she could almost smell it enveloping her as she imagined his soft lips moving ever so slowly down her neck to her clavicle.

			“Mommy,” Meghan called from her bedroom across the hall, breaking the spell. Bethany blinked back to reality and ran to help her child.

			By early afternoon, Bethany and the kids were ready to start unpacking boxes. She started in the kitchen. They didn’t have any food, but they had a well-organized kitchen with all the proper cooking gear and tableware, most of which she had bought at thrift stores and hidden in the trunk of the old junker car she’d got at an auction in preparation for her escape. She filled the ice trays and put them into the empty freezer. She sighed and pulled her cell phone out of her back jeans pocket. 1:32. Her stomach grumbled. The kids had to be hungry, too. She’d given them the last of the fruit and crackers for breakfast. She needed to get something for them to eat. 

			“Kids!” she called. “I’m going to go get us something for lunch! I’ll be right back. Ryan is in charge until I get back.”

			“Ugggg!” Meghan groaned. “Why is he always in charge?”

			“Because he’s 8 years older than you,” Bethany called back in response to the complaint.

			She made her way to the side door and down the ramp. She looked at her car, with the U-Haul trailer still attached. “Oh, crap,” she mumbled.

			She went over and tried to unlatch the trailer, not noticing Joe coming around the corner of the house.

			“Don’t do that!” he exclaimed suddenly. “You have to put down the prop first. Or it’ll tip.”

			“What?” Bethany said, startled. “Oh. How? I need to go get us some lunch.”

			He held out his keys and pointed to his old F250. “Take my truck instead,” he offered. “I’ll get the trailer unhitched for you while you’re gone.”

			She breathed in relief. “God, what would I do without you? I think you must be heaven-sent, Joe.”

			He smiled, and her heart did a little flip-flop. “Nah. Just bein’ neighborly. You’d have figured it out.” He took out his wallet and handed her two twenties. “My son gets out of school at 1 today and will be here to help soon. Go ahead and get a couple of chicken boxes and sides…and enough sodas for the five of us…at the Stop In. Go left out the driveway. Straight to the end. Left again on Route 205 all the way to the light. The Stop In is the Shell through the light on the left.”

			“You don’t have to pay,” she said, feeling embarrassed.

			He smiled again. “Don’t be silly. You said you were waiting for Mr. Morgan to deliver a check, and you have like $12. Pay me back when you get your money if it’s that important to you.” God, he really was heaven-sent. She didn’t know people could be this nice. They certainly weren’t this friendly in Connecticut. And if they were, they had an ulterior motive. Did Joe have an ulterior motive? Greg always seemed to. For the first time since meeting him, she felt wary. Then he smiled. His eyes were genuinely kind. And he had been working so hard all morning without asking for anything in return. 

			She remembered suddenly his saying he and his son would help, and not wanting the conversation to end, she broached the subject of the child. “How old is your son?” she asked, realizing for the first time that he was probably married. Of course, he was. How could a great guy like this not be?

			“He’s 12,” Joe said, running his fingers through his hair. “I was 20 when he was born. Young and stupid. But at least he’s something good to come out of my stupidity.” He smiled again. 

			“I look forward to meeting him. I’ll be right back, then,” Bethany said, taking his keys and the cash. “Thanks. Should I get a soda for your wife as well?” she asked over her shoulder as she walked toward his truck, hoping to slide in the query about his relationship status subtly.

			“I’m not married,” he answered, grinning, as he started to work on the trailer hitch. “Jess’s mom died when he was born, and we were never married, anyway.”

			She stopped in her tracks. “Oh. I’m sorry. I…”

			He laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It’s been 12 years.”

			She nodded and continued to the truck.

			She found the Stop In easily enough. The fried chicken smelled wonderful. She ordered two 8-piece boxes, a family-size potato wedges, and a family-size coleslaw. She decided to get three two-liter Cokes instead of individual bottles. She still had some cash left, so she also got some baloney, bread, mustard, and a gallon of milk. She was sure Joe wouldn’t mind, and at least she could give the kids sandwiches for dinner this way.

			She loaded the items onto the counter, and the cashier quickly rang her up. “$43.28,” the cashier said. She was in her late 20s or early 30s with short brown hair, about twenty earrings, and as many tattoos showing on her arms, 2 angel wings just below her clavicles being the most prominent. “Why you drivin’ Joe’s truck?”

			“Hmmm? Oh. He lent it to me because my car has a U-Haul trailer attached at the moment,” Bethany answered with a smile. “You know Joe?”

			“Everybody knows everybody,” the woman laughed. “For example…you must be Bethany Benson. Hi. I’m Jillian Fox. I’m your neighbor…sort of. I live in the house across the street from the veterinarian on your street…about a quarter a mile from you. My great-grandparents owned the farm next to yours.”

			“Oh. Wow! Nice to meet you, Jillian.”

			Jillian looked tough, but she seemed nice. Again, so unlike New Englanders. “Joe gettin’ that tree off your porch?” she asked, good-naturedly. 

			“Yeah. That was quite the surprise,” Bethany chuckled.

			“I bet,” the woman responded.

			“Whatever, it’s gotta be better than what I left behind,” Bethany said, inexplicably overwhelmed by emotion. The house in Connecticut had been large and well-maintained, but the horrors she had endured inside made the broken windows and peeling paint of Ravens’ Roost seem a mere nuisance. Her eyes briefly teared up.

			Jillian bagged up Bethany’s purchases. She smiled and handed her the bags. “You’re goin’ to be fine, Honey. I don’t know what hard times you’ve been through, but this is a good place, even for weirdos like me. A pretty girl like you…you’ll thrive.”

			“You’re not a weirdo,” Bethany laughed. “I think we’re going to be great friends.”

			“Yeah. Me too. Isn’t that funny? I’ve never had such a prim and proper friend before. You might be a good influence on me,” Jillian laughed.

			Bethany blushed. “Oh, I’m not as prim and proper as you might think. I’m the black sheep in my family.”

			“Screw them, Honey,” the woman laughed. “Here. Here’s my contact info. Call me anytime. I’ll show you what a black sheep really is.”

			Bethany laughed and put the information into her phone before leaving.

			Back at Ravens’ Roost, she parked. Joe had unhitched the trailer and secured it. The tree limb was mostly removed. He’d even removed the dilapidated roof, having pulled it free of the house with his tractor. He’d started a debris pile behind the house, back by the old barn. She wondered briefly where he was but was so happy to be able to use the front door she decided to go inside first and then find him.

			Just inside the door, she suddenly felt cold and shivered, but as she moved inside, the cold dissipated, replaced by a homey warmth. “One of the ghosts,” she joked to the empty room.

			A laugh sounded, seemingly responding to her quip, but then she realized it came from the dining room to her left. It was a boy sitting at the table with Ryan and Meghan. He was probably around Ryan’s age, of mixed race, with shoulder-length brown curly hair, a tawny complexion, and striking emerald-green eyes.

			“Jess?” she asked, entering the room.

			“Yes, Ma’am,” the boy responded, standing politely. “Actually, it’s Jessup, but my daddy calls me Jess.”

			“Do you prefer Jess or Jessup?” she asked, smiling, placing the bags on the table.

			“Jessup,” he said, looking down.

			“Alright. It’s nice to meet you, Jessup,” she said cordially, holding out her hand for him to shake. He beamed. His green eyes lit up like Christmas. “I’m Bethany. You’ve already met Ryan and Meghan.”

			“Yes, Ma’am…Bethany. It’s nice to meet you, too.”

			“I’ve got us some lunch. Ryan, Meghan, go wash up and set the table. There are 5 of us. Where’s your dad, Jessup?”

			“He’s out in the barn. You want me to go get him?”

			

			“No. You go wash up. I’ll get him,” she said, winking.

			“Bethany…Ma’am?” Jessup said, stopping her. “Daddy ain’t goin’ to say anything, but our landlady is kickin’ us out of our trailer. She sold it. We gotta be out by the end of the week…and it’s already Wednesday. Do you think…could we stay here until Daddy finds us a new house?”

			“Jess!” Joe’s voice boomed from the doorway. The boy looked down. “I’m so sorry. He shouldn’t have done that!” Joe said, clearly embarrassed.

			“No. It’s okay. Why have you spent all day helping me when you have so much going on in your own life?”

			“It’s not that bad,” Joe retorted. “I can get us a room at the hotel in Colonial Beach. And then I’ll find a place. You needed the help. Besides, I had to do some maintenance on my combine out in the barn. Please, pay it no mind.”

			Bethany looked back and forth between the two of them, Jessup and his dad. “Absolutely not!” she insisted. “I will pay it as much mind as I like. There is that empty bedroom. I need help. You’re right. You need a place to stay. You help me, and I’ll give you a place to stay. Deal?” She stuck her hand out to Joe.

			He looked at his son, who grinned. He closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “Deal,” he said, shaking her hand.

			“I don’t have to return that U-Haul trailer until Friday. Why don’t you use it to move your stuff over? Whatever doesn’t fit in the house can be stored out in the barn until you find a place. We’re nearly unpacked here. Need our boxes?” she offered. Imagine kicking someone out over Thanksgiving. What a bitch that landlady must be. “The kids and I will help you pack up, too. We’re old hats at it now.”

			“It’s not much. We rented furnished,” he said sheepishly. “Just some clothes and personal items…and Duke.”

			“Duke?” she asked.

			“Our dog,” he answered. “Is that okay?”

			“Of course. I love dogs,” she assured him. It was a lie. She was terrified of dogs, but she was determined to help him. He’d been so kind to her, and he had done a ton of work for her already without even asking for anything in return. And she couldn’t shake that feeling of familiarity. She shivered again as a draft blew through her. Then she warmed up again and smiled.

			“Let’s get washed up and eat already,” she laughed.

			He smiled and nodded.

			─────

			Ryan sat there with his mouth wide open. They’d just gone from a family of three to a family of five, and he seemed to be more aware of the implications than his mother or the man she’d just agreed to let move in. The boy who had suggested cohabitation had scored a mom and was grinning mischievously. Meghan had been asking for a new daddy, being young enough that she didn’t remember their father. She was clapping and giggling. Ryan shook his head in disbelief. 

			“It’s alright,” a voice seemed to whisper in his ear. 

			He looked around, but nobody was there. It was just in his head. But he wasn’t sure he agreed with the voice. How was this alright? This guy was a complete stranger. And the kid seemed nice, but how weird was it to ask somebody if you could live with them five seconds after you met them? How weird was it to say yes? Had his mother said yes because of the weird way she’d been looking at that guy all day? That wasn’t okay! None of this was okay! This weird ass haunted house was not okay. Leaving Connecticut like thieves in the night was not okay. All these damned trees and no houses within half a mile were not okay. 

			“It really is alright,” the voice whispered again.

			“Are you insane?” he bellowed at his mother. “You don’t even know these people!”

			His mother’s eyes clouded in anger. She turned and scowled at him. “Mind your manners, young man. You don’t know how much work Joe has done for us and how much work this house needs, and I have no idea how to do it. We can help each other. And that’s what people should do!” Was she under some kind of spell? So, this guy had been nice to her. So what? Dad had never been nice to her, that was true, but that didn’t mean she should let the first guy who smiled and was polite move in with her!

			“Oh, so you plan on replacing Dad with some hillbilly from the sticks, and I got no say in the matter! I see,” he yelled.

			“Woah!” Bethany yelled back at him, her hands on her hips. “First of all, I’m the mother. You don’t talk to me like that. Second, nobody is replacing your father.”

			“Really, because you’ve sure been throwing yourself at him like a whore all day!” he screamed. She smacked him across the face. And he deserved it. But he ran from the room and up the stairs, slamming his door behind him. He flung himself face down on the bed. 

			“That’s your mama, boy. What’s wrong with ya?” the voice said. It was clearly a young man’s voice, and it was no longer a whisper. “Joe ain’t that kind, either.”

			Ryan jumped up. The room was empty. What the hell?

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 3

			Joe emptied his refrigerator and put it into one of the boxes Bethany had given to him. He double-bagged the turkey in two trash bags before placing it inside the box. He had plenty of food, having bought groceries just a few days ago before Mrs. Mason had delivered the eviction notice. It was an illegal eviction, he knew, but he didn’t want to stay anywhere he wasn’t welcome. He didn’t like owing people or intruding on them.

			He wasn’t sure how this was going to work. Bethany’s son was understandably upset. But he knew it really was the best option. Bethy clearly needed his help. He farmed her land anyway. He had a crop of winter wheat planted in her fields, and it would be convenient to be on the property. His equipment was all in her barn, too. It was why he’d rented this trailer out behind Ravens’ Roost to begin with. And it would be nice to be close to her. She’d been through hell. He knew that even if she hadn’t said it. The blank way she’d looked at him when he knocked on her window…

			He told himself that it was a pragmatic solution to his dilemma. And then an image of Bethany Benson filled his brain: big blue eyes, long brown hair, jeans that hugged her hips like liquid, fastened just below her navel that peaked out from under that crop sweater, the stud
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