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​​​​​Chapter 1
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Sarah Abrams scrolled through the list of reservations for the coming weekend. As she approved the necessary updates, she glanced through the arched doorway into the lobby of Stonecastle Inn, where she would soon announce the start of the next tour. In her dark suit jacket and fitted skirt, she was the picture of calm efficiency, a woman completely in control of herself and her surroundings. Only the shadow in her brown eyes gave away the nervous uncertainty that hovered beneath her professional exterior.

Sarah felt her long, brown hair to ensure it was still neatly arranged in its customary French twist, then glanced once more at her watch, and the Inn’s large double entrance doors. She sighed quietly in frustration, and turned away.

“When Mr. Delaney arrives, please show him to my office,” Sarah instructed, as she handed the online register back over to Jenna, the employee in charge of the front desk. “Let him know I will join him, once the tour is ended.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jenna answered respectfully, with a look of sympathy in her eyes.

“Thank you, Jenna,” Sarah managed a semblance of a smile. She left the large check-in counter and entry behind, and stepped through the arched doorway, and into the lobby.

Soft, natural light filled the large, open, three-story space, courtesy of the windows that bordered the ceiling along the lobby’s front and back walls. Several guests were gathered near the raised hearth of the four-sided fireplace, warming themselves in the glow of the logs that burned brightly, taking the chill from the early autumn air, and infusing it with the scent of juniper. Others took advantage of the comfortable chairs and couches conveniently arranged on the luxurious area rugs that dotted the wood floor.

Through a second arched doorway, the glass fronts of several boutiques were visible. A staircase rose in one corner, and hallways branched off of the main room through additional doorways. On the right side of the room was a large stained glass window in the image of a woman in Victorian era clothing. Beside it, stood a set of carved wooden double doors, the split oval glass windows of which bore the name Katharine’s in gold letters.

Sarah crossed the room briskly, coming to a stop near the entrance to the boutiques. She turned to face the guests who were scattered about the lobby.

“May I have your attention, please!” she called out. “The tour of Stonecastle Inn is about to begin. All interested parties, please join me, and we’ll get started.”

Sarah maintained a professional smile as she watched the guests gather in front of her expectantly. The part of her mind that wasn’t preoccupied, registered those joining the tour this morning. Three couples, one retired and two younger; two children; and a young professional here on business, judging by the suit he wore. 

“Welcome, everyone, to Stonecastle Inn. My name is Sarah, and I will be your guide today, as we explore the Inn and a small part of its history.”

Sarah began to walk slowly around the large room, talking as she went.

“William Henry Abrams emigrated from England in 1818. Mining brought prosperity to Mr. Abrams, and in 1825 on this location, construction of the mansion he had built for his wife, Elizabeth, was complete.”

The guests followed Sarah, giving her their rapt attention as they looked around in awe at their opulent surroundings. 

It was fortunate, Sarah thought, that she could guide the tour in her sleep, considering how distracted she was today.

“For the next seventy-six years, the mansion was home to the Abrams family. Then in 1901, the original structure was badly damaged as the result of a forest fire.”

Most of the guests looked surprised to hear that.

“Several years later, William Abrams’ grandson, Royal Abrams, made the decision to re-build. What was once a private residence, became the Stonecastle Inn upon its completion, in 1915.”

Sarah came to a stop in front of the stained glass window. Through  the oval split glass in the double doors bearing the name Katharine’s, a large mahogany bar with a marble top could be seen. Wallpaper in a deep wine color with a faint gold pattern filled the walls above the mahogany chair rail. Pressed tin ceiling tiles, covered in gold foil, reflected the soft light of the large chandelier in the entry. Through an arched doorway, a grand piano on a raised platform was visible, as were the elegant tables and chairs arranged around it.

“And here, we have Katharine’s, the finest dining you’ll find on this mountain top, or any other. Dress is casual for lunch, and our tour will complete just in time for the doors to open, so you might want to take advantage of the opportunity. If you prefer a more formal atmosphere, you’ll find it here this evening, after seven o’ clock.”

The guests looked with interest at both the restaurant, and the stained glass depiction of Katharine herself.

“Wasn’t there a murder here, involving Katharine?” asked the retired woman.

Sarah stiffened slightly.

“No,” she replied firmly. “Katharine was not involved in a murder. Katharine Elizabeth Abrams, after whom the restaurant is named, died in 1901 as a tragic result of the fire that destroyed a portion of the mansion.”

“Yeah, but that forest fire, it started here at the mansion,” said the retired man. “It was mighty suspicious circumstances.”

“That’s right, I heard Katharine started the fire herself,” said his wife, nodding in support of her own words as she looked around at the other guests. “They say her ghost sometimes wanders the halls at night, and even visited someone’s room.”

“I heard that too,” her husband quickly chimed in again. “And that fire here recently, and the other strange things going on, the vandalism— they say it’s Katharine, at it again.” 

Sarah felt a headache coming on.

There was deep compassion in the young man’s brown eyes, and he spoke up.

“Do you have this from a reliable source?” he asked the retired couple. “Miss Abrams has a closer association with the history of the Inn and the Inn itself, than anyone else alive, so I’d take her word over something I ‘heard,’ any day.”

Sarah took in the details, as she glanced at him in surprise. Brown hair and eyes; mid-twenties; well-built; attractive; nice smile.

“Thank you,” she automatically answered his smile with one of her own, then brought her attention back to the tour. She led them on to another part of the Inn.

The young man wasn’t terribly surprised to find that Sarah didn’t recognize him. He wondered if she ever would. He was anxious to talk to her, but reminded himself he could wait until the tour ended. So he smiled, and followed along with the rest of the group. 

Sarah thought she was distracted before, but now she was distracted from her distraction. She wondered who this guy was, and how he knew her last name, and her association with the Inn’s history. She never introduced herself as Sarah Abrams to the tours she guided, and surely she didn’t slip and do so today. She watched him surreptitiously as she recited the remainder of the tour without conscious effort. It didn’t seem likely that this could be Mr. Delaney, considering his age... but it would explain how he knew.

Sarah began the ascent to the tower, the members of the tour following along behind. A long climb later, she reached the sixth and top floor. Breathtaking mountain views, their peaks snowcapped, were framed by the large picture windows that filled the walls from one side of the stair entrance, all the way around the room to the other. It felt as though the ends of the earth could be seen from here.

Sarah waited for the rest of the tour to straggle up the stairs and through the doors. Not everyone had the energy for it, and some became sidetracked by the coffee and dessert shop one floor down. The guy in the suit waited also, smiling again as they made eye contact. Sarah kept her composure and gave him her impersonal but pleasant tour guide smile, but she felt her anxiety mounting. Her rapidly beating heart had nothing to do with the six flights of stairs. 

With a glance at her watch, Sarah brought the tour to a close.

“This concludes our tour. Don’t forget to browse our boutiques, and to enjoy a meal at Katharine’s while you’re here. It was a pleasure showing you around our facilities. Have a wonderful stay, and I hope to see you here again soon.”

The members of the tour who made it to the top, dispersed to look out the windows at the amazing view that surrounded them. All but one. The guy in the suit stepped forward. Before he could speak, Sarah jumped in.

“Mr. Delaney, I presume?” she asked, her voice steady in spite of her nerves, which were at the breaking point.

“Yes, Morgan Delaney,” he smiled, as he held out his hand. She still had no idea who he was, in spite of hearing his name.

As Sarah returned his handshake, she couldn’t help thinking that not only her hand, but also her future, was in his hands. That’s certainly how it felt, anyway. She had to remind herself that wasn’t true. Her feelings didn’t determine what was, and wasn’t. Her future was really in God’s hands, and whatever happened... she needed to trust in that.

“I enjoyed the tour,” Morgan Delaney remarked pleasantly. “I hope you’ll forgive me for not announcing my presence earlier, but I didn’t want to interrupt your usual schedule.”

“Of course,” Sarah replied. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to my office. You can conduct the meeting there.”

“Will you join me for lunch at Katharine’s, instead?”

Sarah wasn’t prepared for that, and several trains of thought and possible responses fought for airtime.

“If... that is what you prefer,” she managed to say, though she wondered why they couldn’t just meet in her office—while it still was her office—or better yet, that he would just say what he had to say, and get it over with. She couldn’t imagine trying to eat right now, even if it was Katharine’s.

“Yes, I would prefer that,” Morgan smiled pleasantly, as he opened the door to the stairs. “After you, Miss Abrams.”

Sarah struggled to maintain her calm, confident demeanor. Difficult in so many ways, the past few months all led up to this moment, and she was about to crack under the strain.

“Did you have a pleasant trip?” Sarah asked, to fill the silence.

“Yes, I did, thank you. I love this area and am very glad to be back again.”

Morgan sympathized, and wanted to put her anxieties to rest, but right here on the stairs wasn’t the best place for it. So he waited, as they made the smallest of small talk and walked the many stairs down to the main floor, across the massive lobby, and through the double doors and in to Katharine’s.

“Good afternoon, Miss Abrams,” said the maître de deferentially. “Will you be dining with us today?”

“Sidney, this is Mr. Delaney,” Sarah announced, and the maître de gave her a look of sympathetic understanding. She smiled slightly in acknowledgement. “The corner dining room is preferable.”

“Of course, Miss Abrams, and it is good to make your acquaintance, Mr. Delaney,” said Sidney, snapping his fingers to call over a passing waiter to whom he gave quiet instructions.

“It’s very good to meet you,” said Morgan. With that same friendliness in his eyes, he shook hands with the surprised maître de. His lack of pretension surprised Sarah, too.

The waiter led Sarah and Morgan to a small semi-private room. Once they were seated, he wasted no time.

“Miss Abrams, I’m not here to take over the Inn. What I hope to do, is convince you to stay on as co-manager. You have knowledge and experience that it would take anyone else years to learn. As a direct descendent of the Abrams family, you also have historical knowledge that is invaluable. You’re one of the Inn’s greatest assets, and I’d hate very much to lose you.”

Morgan paused as a waiter filled their glasses with water.

Sarah sat in stunned silence. This wasn’t at all what she expected to hear. She wanted to stay at the Inn, she was devastated when her parents signed it over to her brother, and he turned around and sold it. Unfair, didn’t even come close to describing that entire series of events. This offer, it was just—too good to be true. But then again she reminded herself, many of the best things in life are.

“I hope you’ll consider it,” Morgan prompted.

“Of course I’ll consider it,” Sarah replied. The shock of how differently this conversation was turning out to be, still rather overwhelmed her.

“Excellent,” Morgan smiled.

“Mr. Delaney...” Sarah hesitated. “You said co-manager. With whom will I share managerial responsibilities, if I stay?”

“If you do, then you and I will work together.”

Sarah studied him for a moment, her forehead furrowing slightly as she considered this.

“That will require working in close proximity, and a great deal of cooperation. How do you plan to resolve differences of opinion?”

“The same way we used to,” Morgan replied. “Do you still not remember me, Sarah?”

The furrows in Sarah’s forehead deepened as she looked back.

Morgan watched her, and waited.

Her eyes suddenly widened, then narrowed.

“Really?” she raised an eyebrow, and he smiled. “Rock, paper, scissors is your conflict resolution tool of choice?”

Morgan laughed, then so did Sarah, as they both left their seats, and threw their arms around each other in a long hug.

“Morgan, I can’t believe it’s really you!” she exclaimed, as she fought against the sudden rush of tears that threatened. “How is this possible? I thought I’d never see you again! How have you been?”

“I’ve been good,” Morgan replied, as he hugged her tightly. He wasn’t fighting tears, but he wasn’t blindsided by their reunion, either.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Sarah scolded. “I can’t believe we went through the whole tour, and you didn’t say a word! About that, anyway.”

“I didn’t want to mess you up. I figured this would be your response, so I waited... It’s a good thing we’ve got a semi-private room, isn’t it,” Morgan smiled.

“Yeah, I guess I see your point,” Sarah laughed, then let him go, and they sat back down at the table.

“So how about you, Sarah? How have you been?”

“Well... let’s just say I’m good now, and leave it at that,” she answered. The sympathy in Morgan’s eyes told her he understood.

The waiter returned to take their order, so several minutes were spent considering the lunch options printed on the menus in front of them. Once their selections were made, their conversation resumed.

“It’s been a while, but I know your last name wasn’t Delaney,” Sarah remarked, as she removed a fresh baked roll from the basket on the table, and buttered it. She suddenly realized how hungry she was, now that stress wasn’t zapping her appetite.

“It should have been,” Morgan replied, as he helped himself to a roll. “It’s my father’s name. But, with my parents divorced, and major custody issues...”

“I remember,” Sarah recalled sympathetically.

“So, when I went to live with Dad in high school, I took my last name back. It was great getting to know him, I didn’t have the chance, until then.”

“I hated not getting to say goodbye,” Sarah said regretfully. “I didn’t even know you were leaving, when I went to visit my grandparents. And then when I got back, I found out in youth group that you’d gone.”

“I felt badly about that myself, but I wasn’t in control of what happened at the time,” Morgan replied.

No, his crazy mother was, thought Sarah. But Morgan was too nice to say that, and Sarah was nice enough not to say it out loud. His mother decided raising a teenage boy was just too much trouble, and decided she was done. Sarah remembered overhearing one of the other teen’s parents discussing with the youth pastor how badly she treated Morgan, and their mutual disgust over it.

“I missed you, and hoped I’d see you again at camp, anyway,” Sarah added. “I was so disappointed when you weren’t there. I always wondered what happened to you.”

“I would have gone to camp if I could, but it was too far away from home, after moving in with Dad,” Morgan replied. “So tell me about the church here. Are any of our old friends still in town?”

“Not many,” Sarah considered. “Almost everyone moved away after graduation, never to return, except to visit now and then.”

“Abramstown doesn’t exactly have the industry available to provide a whole lot of jobs, does it,” Morgan remarked.

“No, it doesn’t. Not the type that utilizes a college degree, anyway,” Sarah agreed. What a relief to know she wouldn’t have to relocate to find work, after all!

“These are amazing,” Morgan commented, as he reached for another roll.

“So—explain, how on earth did you manage to buy the Inn?” Sarah suddenly thought to ask.

“Early inheritance, I guess you could call it. Dad’s looking ahead to retirement, so he went through a number of his business assets with the intention of dividing them between me and my half-siblings when we’re old enough to handle the responsibility, which of course I already am. He was considering acquiring Stonecastle Inn at the time, and I recognized the name when I heard it. I have good memories of going to camp at Emmaus, and friends here, and it’s always a place I wanted to live again if I had the opportunity. So... I did some detective work, and decided this was a good investment, and what I wanted to put my time and effort into. So I requested it, in place of one of the other available options.”

“I’m so glad you did,” Sarah said, as she thought how nice it was that his father treated all of his children equally. It still stung what her parents did, and probably always would. “I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life, if I had to leave.”

“Now you don’t have to find out,” Morgan replied. “When I realized you were the manager here, I can’t tell you how glad I was.”

The waiter returned with their salads and more rolls, then left them once more.

“The food here is excellent,” Morgan remarked.

“The finest dining on this mountain or any other,” Sarah declared. “It’s not just a line out of the tour. The staff at Stonecastle Inn are wonderful. You won’t find a better group of people to work with. They’re all dedicated, and emotionally invested in the Inn.”

Relief washed over her again at knowing she wouldn’t have to leave. No one would, and Morgan would be so much easier to work with than her father!

“I look forward to getting to know the staff,” said Morgan, as he and Sarah devoted a few minutes to the salads in front of them. “How is your sister?”

“She’s doing well,” Sarah answered. “She’s married, and they just had their first baby.”

“She was quite a bit younger, right?” Morgan was a little surprised.

“Yes. She is,” Sarah replied briskly.

“She must have gotten married crazy-young then,” Morgan commented.

“I think so,” Sarah wholeheartedly agreed.

Her family, was another matter. As far as they were concerned, Sarah achieved old maid status long before she turned twenty-five. Their attitude toward her was a sore spot. Just because her sister fell in love and married at eighteen, didn’t mean everyone should! Or could. What was she supposed to do, manufacture Mr. Right out of thin air?

“He’s a nice guy though,” Sarah added. “The right guy for her. They just found each other quickly.”

The waiter returned with their main courses, and conversation was briefly interrupted once again.

“So tell me, is there any merit to what was said by the older couple on the tour?” Morgan asked seriously.

Sarah looked slightly annoyed.

“There was a fire in the laundry six months ago, but it was quickly extinguished, and later determined to be the result of a fault in one of the dryer units. There has been no vandalism, I’ve no idea what they were referring to. There is the occasional claim of a ghostly woman in white wandering the halls at night, but there’s nothing new about that.”

“So an imaginary anthill has been turned into a mountain, once again,” Morgan concluded.

“Exactly. The sightings have been made by separate individuals, who, I suspect, get some sort of thrill out of contributing to the perpetuation of an urban legend. Just as they all have been.”

“It would be easy enough to claim to see a ghostly figure,” Morgan remarked. “I recall similar stories circulating throughout the years when I lived here.”

“Yes. You’re right, it doesn’t seem we can go more than a year or two without a claim being made,” Sarah acknowledged.

“Imagine if there really was a woman in white wandering the halls at night,” Morgan smiled. “You look an awful lot like your ancestor’s depiction in the stained glass window. You could pull it off easily.”

Sarah caught the gleam of amusement in his eyes, and raised an eyebrow.

“And why would I do that?” she obliged by asking.

“Research, of course. Purely research, to compare the behavior of people who actually believe they’ve seen a ghost, with those who only pretend they have.”

Sarah couldn’t help laughing.

“I doubt the subjects of this research would respond in a way that would be good for business,” she commented dryly.

“Good point,” Morgan conceded, as he raised his water glass. Sarah raised hers, and they clinked them together for good measure. “Along with the great power of being an adult, comes great responsibility. We mustn’t intentionally send our guests into mass hysteria.”

“No kidding!” Sarah laughed. “If you insisted, I’d have to challenge you to rock, paper, scissors. I don’t think I’d have a chance beating you at arm wrestling, anymore.”

“Surely you know I let you win. That’s how I choose to remember it, anyway,” Morgan informed her, and Sarah laughed some more.

“It’s unbelievable how different today is, compared to how I thought it would be,” she marveled. “When I first saw you, it never even occurred to me that I could be looking at you.”

“What, are you saying I’ve changed in the past ten years?” he smiled.

“Yes, you hardly look like yourself!” Sarah declared. “Your hair used to be blond, you weren’t nearly as tall, and you were very thin.”

“Well, my hair hasn’t been blond since I was a little kid. If it wasn’t for photos, I wouldn’t believe it ever was.”

“I suppose I still think of you as being blond, like you were when we first met in pre-school at church.”

“So you think about me, do you?” Morgan teased.

“Says the man who just bought a multi-million dollar Inn so he could see me every day!” Sarah teased back.

Morgan laughed.

“Okay, you’ve got me. Out of all the friends I ever had, you were the best, and the only one I missed. When I heard the Inn was for sale, I was surprised. I knew how much it meant to you. I looked into it, saw it was a good investment...” Morgan’s voice trailed off for a moment. “I remembered that life wasn’t always easy for you, and saw that hadn’t changed. So I bought it. You get to stay at the Inn and keep your job, we get to work together, I get to live in Abramstown again. It’s a win-win-win.”

Sarah looked back at him in amazement. Despite her teasing, she had no idea she was a factor in his decision to buy the Inn. But, now that she knew... it didn’t surprise her, after all. They’d always been close, partly because they could relate to each other, coming from dysfunctional families as they both did. She was deeply touched, nonetheless.

“Morgan... I don’t know what to say,” she replied softly. 

“Say you’ll accept my offer and stay on,” Morgan prompted.

“I didn’t already?” Sarah frowned. “Well—then, yes! I accept!”

“Great,” Morgan smiled. “And by the way, I’m not the only one who’s changed. You’re a lot shorter than you used to be.”

Sarah laughed.

They finished their meals and declined dessert, then Sarah took Morgan on an exclusive, all inclusive tour of the Inn. He had a lot to learn, and a lot of employees to meet, all of whom were fiercely loyal to Sarah. When they realized Morgan was her old friend, and they would lose neither their jobs, nor their beloved manager, he gained their loyalty as well. 

Sarah and Morgan briefly toured the grounds, thankful for their jackets in the crisp fall breeze that ruffled the red and orange tinged leaves of the oak trees. Morgan looked around in satisfaction as he breathed in the fresh, pine scented air.

As they followed one of the Inn’s many trails, they couldn’t help but overhear the conversation taking place on the other side of the hedge.

“Yes, my friend said someone she knew actually saw the ghost of Katharine, out in the hall,” one woman declared.

“Oh, my!” the second woman responded. “In broad daylight?”

“It was late one night, when she went out for more ice,” the first clarified.

“How thrilling! You know, it wouldn’t surprise me a bit, if she was the one...” the second woman said, as they continued on down the path, and out of hearing.

The annoyance that filled Sarah’s eyes wasn’t lost on Morgan. Mention of Katharine’s ghost, and claims that she started the forest fire that led to her death, still upset her.

“Sarah... remember what we always wanted to do?”

“A lot of things,” she recalled. “Do you have something specific in mind?”

Morgan smiled.

“Well, let me just say I’m not talking about eating as many marshmallows as we can hold. I tried that. It didn’t end well. We need to just strike that one from our list of things-to-do.”

Sarah laughed.

“Remember trying to dig to China?” she asked.

“Yes!” said Morgan. “Too bad underneath the sand in the sandbox there was a liner, impenetrable to our plastic shovels.”

“As determined as we were, I’m sure we would have made it otherwise,” she declared.

“What about our attempt at a treehouse?” Morgan reminded her. “Is it still there?”

“I don’t know,” Sarah said, wondering the same thing, herself. “I haven’t been there in a long time. It wasn’t nearly as much fun after you left.”

“You didn’t open up the club to new members?”

“Really, you think there was another girl alive, who wanted to stay that way, who would dare to enter that unstable looking structure of ours?” Sarah laughed.

“You didn’t have a problem with it,” Morgan smiled.

“I, as you once pointed out, was braver than the other girls, and almost as good as another boy to hang out with,” Sarah said, and smiled at the memory.

Morgan remembered too, and laughed.

“You were not happy with me. At all. As I recall, I narrowly escaped a very rapid descent from the treehouse that day.”

“Oh, I did not push you that hard!” Sarah tried not to laugh. “And my outrage was justifiable. People called me a tom-boy all the time, and I hated it, and thought you were doing the same thing. The truth is, my best friend was a boy. So it was play alone, or play your way.”

“Yeah, I would have done just about anything for you, but playing Barbies...” Morgan shook his head. “A guy’s gotta draw the line. There are worse things than death.”

Sarah laughed.

“Well, building treehouses and having cool exclusive clubs, not that anyone was beating down the door to join—”

“No, that door fell down all by itself,” Morgan recalled. “It nearly got your brother, boy was he mad!”

“I remember, he was!” Sarah laughed. “He was just sure it was on purpose.”

“And why wouldn’t he think so?” Morgan declared. “He gave us plenty of reasons to want to pay him back. Or do away with him entirely. I have repented of those murderous feelings, by the way.”

Sarah laughed so hard there were tears in her eyes, then she groaned.

“And then he got our father involved!”

“Oh yeah, ‘you stay away from that boy, young lady, he’s bad news, almost killed Bill for goodness’ sake. He’ll lead you down the path of...’ which path was I going to lead you down, that particular time? Whatever it was, it wasn’t good,” Morgan smiled as he shook his head.

“I’m glad I ignored that command, and that we stayed friends anyway, for as long as we could. I would have written to you, you know, when you left. But I had no address, and no way to get one.”

“Well... I did write to you, for a while.”

“No! You did? Oh, Morgan! I never got your letters!” Sarah looked up at him in dismay.

“Yeah, I figured as much. It’s okay, I didn’t blame you,” he smiled reassuringly.

“Well I feel terrible about it, and furious too,” Sarah said with irritation.

“All’s well that ends well, after all,” Morgan reasoned. “Here we are, friends again. Your father was right about me leading you down a path, though it’s nothing more sinister than a path at the Inn you and I are going to manage together.”

“How beautifully ironic,” said Sarah, thinking with satisfaction that her friend, who her family once looked down on, now owned the family Inn. 

“Remember how we wanted to solve the mystery of the fire, and Katharine’s death?”

“Yes, I do,” Sarah recalled. “I’ve always wished it was possible to find out what really happened. What started the fire, and why she and Saul, her father, didn’t manage to escape. It never made sense, everyone else did.”

“Well, we’re grownups now. We can do whatever we want, within reason. We always looked forward to that, and now here we are. So let’s research. Gather as much information as we can, and see if we can solve this cold case.”

“Really?” Sarah glanced at him in surprise. “Do you think there’s anything left to discover, more than a hundred years later?”

“There might be,” Morgan shrugged. “I saw a news program where this nineteen-year-old girl managed to solve a one-hundred-forty-four year old mystery, and prove a guy innocent of murdering his brother in an attempt to steal his brother’s fiancé. So if she could do that... we’ve got a few years on her, and we won’t be working alone.”

Sarah’s heart sped with excitement at the thought of trying. This could be a lot of fun, playing detective with Morgan, and if they were able to answer the unanswered questions, how great that would be.

“Let’s try,” Sarah agreed. “I can’t even tell you how much I’d like to prove she was innocent of starting that fire.”

“Is it because she’s family, or is it your middle name that causes the stories to bother you so much?” asked Morgan.

“Both, I guess.”

She also related to Katharine in some ways.

“Let’s postpone the remainder of this outdoor tour until either it warms up, or I unpack my parka,” Morgan suggested, as a particularly cold breeze reached them.

“Your parka?” laughed Sarah.

“That’s right. I’ve been in California most of the past ten years. I’m not used to this anymore.”

“So that explains the tan,” Sarah remarked.

“I’m sure it does,” Morgan replied. “I’m a mountain boy at heart though, and it’s good to be home.”

“It’s good to have you home, mountain boy,” Sarah smiled, and Morgan smiled back.

He opened the door to the Inn and held it for Sarah, and they went inside.
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​​​​​Chapter 2
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Sarah was surprised to realize she was humming. She never did that. But then again, she didn’t recall ever having so little to worry about.

She laughed at Star, her cat, who insisted on making it nearly impossible to make the bed without making her up inside it. 

“You can forget that,” Sarah declared.  She chased the cat off the bed, then pulled the blankets and quilt into place. “I don’t think oxygen deprivation would be an improvement.”

As Sarah smoothed her skirt and reached for the matching jacket, there was a knock at the door. She glanced at her watch, and wondered.

She looked through the peephole, then opened it.

“Morgan! I’m surprised to see you,” she said. “Come in, I was just getting ready for work. Have you eaten yet?”

“Good morning, and no,” Morgan smiled. “I thought it would only make sense, from a managerial standpoint, to determine if breakfast at Katharine’s measures up to the same high standards as yesterday’s lunch and dinner.”

“Oh, of course, we’d be terribly negligent not to investigate for ourselves,” Sarah smiled, as she reached for her jacket once more. “That does sound better than cereal.”

“Jail break in progress,” Morgan announced, as he scooped Star up. Sarah turned back around.

“Silly kitty,” she said. She took her from Morgan and set Star on the bed, as he shut the door to foil another escape attempt.

“Nice place you have here,” Morgan remarked, as he glanced around. “Looks just like mine.”

“I wonder why,” Sarah laughed. As she picked up her keys, she nodded at Morgan’s jacket, and reached for the lint roller. “So, do you also have a highly affectionate, curious cat with mostly white fur?”

“Good grief, it didn’t take long for that cat to do some serious damage,” Morgan said in surprise, as he marveled at the amount of fur deposited on his suit.

“Yes, that’s why I keep a supply of these,” Sarah replied, as she used the lint roller to remove the white fur left behind by the cat. “There, no more evidence.”

“Wanna bet?” Morgan raised an eyebrow as he looked down at Star, who was busily rubbing all over his ankles.

Sarah groaned, and handed Morgan the lint roller.

“Just take it with you, obviously it’s a lost cause as long as you’re in the same room.”

“Sorry, cat,” said Morgan, as Sarah set Star on top of the tall scratching post. “I’ll come back sometime when I’m not wearing a suit, then I’ll make your acquaintance.”

Sarah and Morgan left the apartment, and between the two of them, they were able to remove all traces of the cat’s white fur.

“I know why you wear skirts now,” Morgan commented, as Sarah tossed the lint roller back inside, then locked the door.

“That is a good reason, now that you mention it,” Sarah replied. “So obviously you don’t have a cat. How about a dog? I remember you always wanted one.”

“That’s right, I did,” Morgan recalled, as they walked down the hall on the way to Katharine’s. “My stepmother’s allergic though, so I never did get one.”

“Well... as long as the owner of the Inn doesn’t mind, then there’s nothing stopping you now.”

Morgan laughed.

“Yeah, I guess I could. I’ll have to think about that.”

“It sounds like you get along really well with your Dad,” Sarah remarked. “How about your stepmother?”

“I’d say she’s pretty perfect as far as stepmothers go, aside from being allergic to dogs. I didn’t know what to expect when suddenly I was sent to live with them. But she’s really nice. They all are. I was lucky to get a chance to experience a normal family. I’m sure my mother didn’t think she was doing me any favors by sending me to live with them, but she was.”

“I wonder how in the world your mother ever managed to win custody in the first place,” Sarah frowned disapprovingly.

“Because she lied about my Dad, that’s how,” Morgan said matter-of-factly. “She sure didn’t win on her own merits.”

Sarah looked up at him as they walked.

“You don’t sound angry, or bitter anymore,” she commented.

“In every difficulty we have the choice to grow better, or to grow bitter,” Morgan replied. “Dad forced me to see a counselor, when I came to live with them. You can imagine how much I didn’t appreciate that! I didn’t realize I needed help processing everything, but I did. As much as I disagreed with my mother on—everything, actually—I came to realize that under stress, we default to the example we’ve seen growing up. I didn’t want to live life reacting, especially that way. I want to choose how I face problems and frustration. Counseling helped me to do that, and to replace the negative ways of thinking that would have made me completely miserable, otherwise. It helped me to forgive her, too.”

Sarah thought about that as Morgan opened the door to Katharine’s and held it for her, and they were shown to a table.

“But you were never anything like your mother,” she finally said.

Morgan looked up from the menu he was reading, and his eyebrows knit. It took him a second to realize why she said that.

“I don’t think I was either,” he replied. “No one did. But as an adult, facing adult problems and responsibilities, we have a tendency to mirror the example we saw modeled by the adults in our lives. That may not make sense, but think about it; How many abused kids grow up to do the very thing they vowed they never would? You’ve got to choose how you’re going to act, instead of reacting, and that isn’t going to happen in the moment when you’re facing a real problem or a real frustration. That’ll result in going into default mode. You have to plan and practice how you’ll act, instead, so that becomes your response when difficulties and frustrations come.”

“That’s not something I’ve ever heard before,” Sarah finally commented, after one waiter took their order, and another left a carafe of coffee at their table.

“It was new to me, too,” Morgan said, as he lifted the carafe. “Care for some?”

“Yes, please,” Sarah answered, and he filled both their mugs. As he added cream and sugar, she thought about what he said. She decided to give thought later to the behaviors she didn’t want to repeat in her own life, and think about what she’d replace them with. Assuming Mr. Right ever did show up, she didn’t want to make the same mistakes with her future family, that she experienced while growing up.

“So what did you do after college?” Sarah asked, as she added cream and sugar to her coffee.

“I graduated with a degree in business, and worked with my Dad. I learned a lot from him.”

“What about your personal life? How did you spend your time outside of work?”

“I had my family, and friends I hung out with, mostly from church. I dated some, but no one I’d want to spend the rest of my life with. There are a lot of Miss Wrongs, out there. I still haven’t met Miss Right, and can’t say I’m searching very hard to find her. I feel pretty disillusioned. How about you?”

“I made some friends in college, but not close enough to stay in touch with after. I spent summers and holidays working here at the Inn, and was appointed manager after I graduated. I never found Mr. Right, so I got a cat instead.”

Morgan laughed, then so did Sarah. Apparently what she said was funnier than she realized. Laughter is infectious, so the more Morgan laughed, the more Sarah did, and it was on its way to becoming a vicious cycle.

“I—do not know why that’s so funny,” Morgan managed to say. “But—it is.”

“I don’t either, I was only laughing because you were!” said Sarah, which almost set Morgan off again.

The waiter delivered their plates of food, distracting them momentarily.

After he left, Morgan lifted his mug.

“A toast, to Mr. and Miss Right,” he said, and Sarah clinked mugs with him.

“Wherever they are,” she finished.

“Probably together,” Morgan declared. “How dare they!”

Sarah laughed so hard at that, she thought she’d be sick.

“You know,” she gasped. “If we can’t keep it down, the owner may ask us to leave!”

That didn’t help.

Finally Morgan signaled a waiter.

“In the spirit of not driving off all of our customers, will you please box this up for us?”

The waiter smiled, and scooping up their plates, carried them to the kitchen. Moments later, he returned with a bag containing Sarah’s and Morgan’s breakfasts. Morgan thanked the waiter, and he and Sarah beat a hasty retreat to her office.

“I haven’t laughed that hard in years,” Morgan said.  He set the bag on Sarah’s desk and took out the breakfast containers, as Sarah closed the door.

“I haven’t either,” Sarah admitted. She settled in one of the comfortable office chairs with her meal, and Morgan in the other.

“This is very good,” he said, indicating breakfast. “But, I think we need more research. We owe it to our guests to compare how the food measures up on a day to day basis.”

“So you’re planning to eat all your meals at Katharine’s, is that what you’re saying?” Sarah smiled. “Out of concern for our guests, of course.”

“Of course,” Morgan replied. “It’s better than trying to fix meals in the tiny kitchenette in my room.”

“You don’t have to settle for that, you know. There are suites with real kitchens,” Sarah pointed out.

“Not another word!” Morgan declared. “For the sake of our guests, I’ll forget you said that.”

Sarah laughed.

“Fine. But seriously, I’m surprised you didn’t choose one of the executive suites. Do you not realize how much more comfortable that would be, long-term?”

“For that matter, why are you in a regular room?” Morgan questioned. “You’ve been working here... how long? At least a couple of years.”

Sarah gave him a look.

“Why do you think?”

“Right,” Morgan said. “Well... you aren’t under their dominion anymore. Room and board at the Inn, just got a whole lot better. Move, if you want.”

“Really?” Sarah asked uncertainly.

“Yes, really. Maybe I will, too.”

“Morgan Delaney, you are a dream to work with. Not that we’ve done any work, yet. We need to, though.”

“Alright,” Morgan replied, and tossed his empty food container in the trash. “Let’s get down to business.”

The rest of the morning was spent reorganizing the office and ordering furniture to accommodate a second occupant, then Sarah gave Morgan a tour of the filing system.

“To learn how everything operates at the Inn, you really need to just follow me around,” Sarah considered. “You’ll pick it up faster on the job, than if I try to explain.”

“Then after you,” agreed Morgan.

They ordered from Katharine’s for lunch so they could continue working, but by dinner time, Morgan called for a break.

“Do you usually work non-stop like this?” he asked Sarah.

“I suppose I do,” she admitted.

“Well... you don’t have anything to prove to me, so... we’re done for the day. Let’s have dinner at Katharine’s, and take the rest of the night off.”

Sarah considered that as she shut down the computer, and Morgan put away files. Free-time was a new concept. She had no idea what to use in place of work, to fill the time. 

“What are your plans for the rest of the evening?” she asked.

“I’m helping you move your very hairy cat and your other things, to a different part of the Inn. After I change out of my suit, that is.”

“Morgan—you don’t have to do that,” Sarah exclaimed.

“It would be easier than trying to get all the fur off again,” Morgan reasoned, then he grew serious. “Things are different now, Sarah. I know how things were, I know what you’re used to. But I appreciate you, as the asset you are to the Inn, and as a friend. So I’m going to brave possible asphyxiation by cat hair, and help you move to where you’ll be a lot more comfortable.”

“Thank you, Morgan,” Sarah said, as she blinked away a few tears, and hugged him.

“You’re welcome,” he replied. “Now let’s go eat. You’ve been a regular slave driver all day, and I’m both exhausted, and starving.”

Locking the door behind them, they adjourned to Katharine’s.

“Ah, good evening Miss Abrams, and Mr. Delaney!” said Sidney, the maître de.

“Good evening, Sidney,” Sarah answered his smile with one of her own.

“Great to see you again,” Morgan smiled back as he and the maître de shook hands.

“Do you have a table preference this evening?” Sidney asked, as he snapped his fingers to call over one of the passing waiters.

“Have reservations been made for the corner dining room tonight?” Morgan asked.

“No sir, Mr. Delaney.”

“Excellent,” Morgan approved.

The waiter led them to the corner dining room, where they sat and perused the menus.

“Let’s brainstorm about Katharine and the fire, and where to start our research,” Morgan said, as he studied the dinner options.

“Alright,” Sarah replied, and set her menu aside. “We can try old newspaper articles, I guess. I don’t know if the fire department would have any information about a fire that long ago or not, but they might have some suggestions of where to look.”

“How about records that Katharine’s family might have compiled or kept? I don’t know what there might be that would help... you wouldn’t happen to have any old trunks stored away in an attic, would you, from that time period, with all the answers conveniently locked inside?”

“Well, now that you mention it... why didn’t I think of that before! I should have just looked there in the first place,” Sarah said teasingly.

Morgan smiled back, as the waiter returned to take their orders. No sooner did he leave, than another brought their drinks, and yet another their salads. 

“They’re coming rapid-fire this evening,” Morgan commented. “Back to our conversation, can you think of any family possession, anything in storage that might date back to that time period? How about here at the Inn? Was anything saved from the structure that remained?”

Sarah’s eyebrows knit in thought as she absentmindedly stirred her peach iced tea with her straw.

“I can think of a couple of places we could look. We might possibly find something. Otherwise, I’ll need to talk to my mother or father...”

“And I know how you dread asking them, for anything. Don’t worry. I’ll talk to them, if that’s necessary.”

Sarah looked rather shocked.

“I’ll talk to them,” Morgan said  patiently. “I will, Morgan Delaney. Not Morgan Wilson.”

“Oh, right!” she understood.

“Dad and I met with your father and brother while negotiating the sale of the Inn, Sarah. They didn’t recognize me, any more than you did.”

“Well... other than your smile, and your eyes when you laugh, you look nothing like you did when you left here.”

“Thank you,” Morgan smiled. “What guy wants to look the same at twenty-five, as he did at fifteen?”

A waiter brought refills, which they didn’t need, and more rolls, which they did.

“I must look the same,” Sarah remarked.

Morgan looked up from the roll he was buttering and considered that.

“Not entirely. Your hair’s different. You’ve shrunk significantly, as I previously pointed out. You look more grown-up, curvier. But if I saw you walking down the street, I think I would’ve recognized you. The strained look in your eyes, and the way you were wound up tighter than a spring would’ve given you away, if nothing else did.”

“It feels good to unwind,” Sarah admitted. “You were always good for that.”

“We were good for each other,” Morgan replied seriously.

A waiter returned and informed them their orders would be arriving shortly. 

“But getting back to the subject of old records, and contacting your parents,” said Morgan. “This is the Inn’s centennial, after all. We might want to use any information that we find, in a display of some kind. That’s a perfectly reasonable reason to call and inquire.”

“Okay then, let’s search here first, and reserve that as plan B,”  Sarah proposed.

“Do you have anything planned for the Inn’s centennial?” Morgan wondered.

“No,” Sarah answered. “I was in the planning process, but then... my father informed me that he signed the Inn over to Bill. He bore the family name, he was the first born son, so... even though he cared nothing for the Inn, suddenly it was his. He immediately turned around and put it on the market.”

“That made you just sick, I’m sure,” Morgan said sympathetically.

“It did. I’ve always loved the Inn. It’s the reason I chose my degree. My father knew that, he knew I planned to stay here and manage it. I still can’t believe what he did. I don’t know why, though. I look at the past, and wonder why I didn’t expect this.”

“I can’t imagine you treating anyone that way, Sarah,” Morgan said. “The way they treat you with disregard... that isn’t normal, or I sure hope it isn’t, anyway. It’s not reasonable or rational. So you expected better than that.”

“Well... thanks to you, I’ve got better than that. You’re an answer to prayer, Morgan. You really are.”

“Thank you, Sarah,” Morgan smiled. “That’s probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. So, now, tell me about this centennial party you wanted to plan. It’s not too late, we’ve still got some time.”

“I was thinking a buffet and dancing, with white lights strung on all of the plants outdoors. That’s as far as I got, before being sidetracked.”

“It’s a start,” Morgan said optimistically. “We’ll build on that.”

“I intended to celebrate with various events all year long to play up the centennial,” Sarah remarked. “We’ll have to be satisfied with one major event towards the end, instead.”

“Let’s get started on this tomorrow. We’ll want promotional materials printed and an announcement added to our website. Advertise first, since we’re short on time.”

“I’ve still got the bid materials from the commercial art company I planned to hire. I liked what they came up with, so we’ll go with that, and save some time there.”

“That sounds great. Let’s decide roughly when this celebration will take place.” 

“Christmas holidays must be taken into consideration,” Sarah noted. “That’s a very busy time of year for the Inn. We go all out when it comes to decorating, as you may remember.”

“There’s Thanksgiving to consider too,” said Morgan, as the waiter delivered their orders.

“We could combine the celebration with New Year’s Eve,” Sarah mused.

“As long as we decorate the outside of the Inn in white lights this year, that part will already be taken care of,” Morgan said. “New Year’s Eve sounds like the perfect time, considering how little we have left. Rather than fill up the fall and early winter with another event, let’s do as you suggested, and combine.”

Sarah and Morgan focused their attention on the plates of food in front of them.

“Another excellent creation by Katharine’s Chef,” Morgan said approvingly. “You’ve done an excellent job in selecting employees.”

“They’re a wonderful group,” Sarah agreed. She thought for a moment. “Really... they all deserve an increase in pay.”

“Then let’s make that happen. The Inn pulls in enough profit, we can certainly afford to. In order to deserve their continued loyalty, we can’t afford not to. We’ll start work on that tomorrow, also.”

Sarah smiled. How different life was going to be for everyone at the Inn, from now on.

“In addition to that,” Morgan added, “let’s look through whatever you’ve got that might provide us with information about the fire that burned down the original structure, and resulted in Katharine’s death.”

“Do you really think it’s possible to find out what happened this many years later?” Sarah wondered.

“I think we’ll never know unless we try,” Morgan replied. “I know you’ve always had a feeling of connection with  her. If she didn’t set that fire, and we can prove it, that doesn’t mean there won’t be any more sightings reported. But wouldn’t it be nice to put to rest the other stories that just evolve and become bigger year after year? Last I heard, she tried to take everyone else with her, when she burned down the Inn.”

Sarah looked irritated.

“It annoys me to no end the way people make up stories like that!”

“I know. So you in, or am I doing this by myself?”

Sarah laughed.

“I’m in. Of course I’m in.”

“Good,” Morgan smiled. “I have no idea what we’ll find, but I have a feeling before we’re done... you’ll get to know your namesake in a way you never have before.”

~*~
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KATHARINE ELIZABETH Abrams swiftly confined her long, dark hair in a braid, then wound it around her head, and pinned it tightly.

She heard footsteps outside her bedroom door and froze, her pounding heart the only movement in the room.

The footsteps passed.

With a huge sigh of relief, Katharine quickly shed her gown and placed it out of sight. It wouldn’t do to have anyone find it, and wonder. She managed to untie her corset, and gladly rid herself of it. What a relief to be able to stand up straight! Why it was called a health corset, she couldn’t imagine. It was only one discomfort exchanged for another. She relegated it to the same hiding place as her gown, then donned an old pair of her brother’s trousers, and a shirt. Slipping on a jacket and hiding her hair underneath a cap, she looked cautiously out her window. There was no one in sight, so she silently swung first one leg, then the other, over the sill. Using trim and trellis for hand and footholds, she reached solid ground, and freedom.

Katharine ran for the forest, her heart pounding as if the hounds of hell were after her. She stopped briefly once she reached the shelter of the trees, and looked back.

All was still, and no one the wiser. She breathed a sigh of relief, then smiled in grim satisfaction as she watched a buggy approach the house.

“So much for your attempt at courting today, Mr. Baylor,” Katharine said softly. She might be twenty-five, but that didn’t make her desperate. Not that desperate, anyway.

She turned and disappeared further into the forest, putting distance between herself and her problems.

Several minutes later she reached her oak tree, and with practiced skill, climbed high into its branches. She came to rest on a wide limb, with the trunk at her back. She let out a deep breath, and for a moment, she relaxed.

But only for a moment. All too soon, the elation at having won this round was replaced by depression, and a feeling of futility.

She was Juliet, without a Romeo. That, she could live with, especially taking into account how their romance ended. She sighed. If only Paris was missing from her story, too.

Katharine closed her eyes and prayed again for a way out. She couldn’t bear the thought of a future in which she was bound to Mr. Jefferson Baylor. She’d—rather die, than that! She felt a flash of rage at how powerless she was to direct the course of her life. Tears threatened, and she angrily wiped them away.

She prayed again, pleading for an answer, a divine way out. She knew of no way she could help herself, not when her father was so determined that she should accept Mr. Baylor’s attentions. Her father cared more about obtaining support as he pursued a political career, than he did his own daughter, she thought bitterly.

Katharine reached in the pocket of the coat she wore and retrieved a book. She’d read until dark. That would give Jefferson Baylor plenty of time to grow impatient and leave.

Then Katharine would return to the house, and face the consequences of her rebellion.

She sighed, a weary look in her eyes as she stared into the distance at a future she would give anything to escape. She took a deep breath and opened the book, the only escape she’d find here.
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​​​​​Chapter 3
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“There, you fuzzy little hairball,” said Morgan, as he deposited Star’s scratching post in Sarah’s sitting room. “What do you think of your new digs, cat?”

Star rubbed against Morgan’s ankles, now jean rather than suit clad, and he picked her up and scratched under her chin.

“She really doesn’t like being held,” Sarah said with concern. She hoped Star wouldn’t take offense and leave track marks behind, when she decided she wanted down.

“Really?” asked Morgan, as he glanced at the cat he now held cradled like a baby in one arm.

Sarah frowned a little.

“How strange. I’ve never seen her totally relaxed like that,” she said, and wondered if she should check for a pulse. She moved forward for a closer look.

“Unless dead cats purr, she’s fine,” Morgan shrugged. “Or alive, anyway.”

“Well I wouldn’t believe it, if I didn’t see it,” Sarah said in amazement. “Consider yourself very special. She’s never let anyone hold her like that.”

“I’m sure she’s a real joy to take to the vet.”

“That’s one way to put it!” Sarah laughed shortly, then tentatively reached for her cat. “I wonder if she’ll finally let me hold her.”

Morgan shrugged, and handed over the limp cat. Star came to life, and for Sarah’s own safety, she quickly set the cat down. Star returned to Morgan, and resumed rubbing all over his ankles.

“I feel like I
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