
    
      
        Sunset at Catoctin Creek

        Catoctin Creek: Book One

        Natalie Keller Reinert

      

      
        [image: image-placeholder]

        Natalie Keller Reinert Books

      

    

  
Copyright



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Copyright © 2020 Natalie Keller Reinert
All rights reserved.
Ebook Edition

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-956575-08-8

Cover Photo: bjorn999/depositphotos
Book & Cover Design: Natalie Keller Reinert






  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Dedication
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          1. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          2. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          3. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          4. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          5. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          7. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          8. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          9. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          10. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          11. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          12. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          13. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          14. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          15. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          16. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          17. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          18. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          19. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          20. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          22. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          23. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          24. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          25. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          26. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          27. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          28. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          29. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          30. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          31. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          32. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          33. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          34. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          35. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          36. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          37. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          38. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          39. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          40. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          41. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          42. Stephen
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          43. Rosemary
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Snowfall at Catoctin Creek: Preview
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Show Barn Blues: Preview
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Sea Horse Ranch: Preview
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Also By Natalie Keller Reinert
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Acknowledgments
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          About the Author
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    


Dedication


To Mrs. Kelbaugh, my history teacher at
Walkersville High School.
I borrowed your name, and I hope someday I can be as cool as you always were.






Chapter one
Rosemary


Everyone said Catoctin Creek was prettiest at sunset.
Maybe it was the way the sun poured through the notch between those two smooth curves in the mellow, tree-covered chain of the Catoctin Mountains, flooding the rolling foothills and farmer’s fields below with a rich light like molten gold.
Or, maybe it was the way the burbling creeks and brooks around the little town of Catoctin Creek caught the last lingering flickers of the sunset’s afterglow on their rippling surfaces, gleaming brightly even as the sky overhead slowly faded from yellow, to blue, to black.
It might even have been the way the white siding on the old buildings lining Main Street turned pink when leisurely clouds drifting across the rural Maryland valley reflected the sunset’s most blushing hues.
Rosemary Brunner thought her hometown’s gorgeous sunsets were due to all of those things, plus one simple fact: Catoctin Creek was the loveliest spot in the world, a perfect slice of heaven on earth, and nowhere else in Maryland, or the Appalachians, or indeed North America, was as perfect a piece of heaven.
What was more, Rosemary knew with certainty that in all of Catoctin Creek, there was no lovelier spot than her own little farm.
Notch Gap Farm, the Brunner family homestead, had sat in a tree-lined little cup of a hollow in the foothills below Notch Gap for generations. As farms go, it was postcard-perfect: an old brick farmhouse built with German stoicism and love, a two-story bank barn with a faded red upper level and a fieldstone-flanked lower section, a tiny farmyard of split-rail fence surrounding its front doors, and a green front lawn flanked with venerable oaks and maples of wide girth and hand-sized leaves.
The farmhouse’s stacked front porches faced eastward, and when drivers emerged from the little thicket of forest separating the farm from the winding country road, the house was framed perfectly by the mountains behind it. The view was so striking, Rosemary often had to stop her truck and just breathe it all in for a moment, and she had lived here for her every single one of her twenty-seven years.
The front lawn was bordered by the rushing waters of Catoctin Creek, just after the chilly little mountain stream of Notch Gap Run joined it in a noisy confluence within a dark patch of forest between Rosemary’s farm and the neighboring property. Catoctin Creek, emboldened after gobbling up Notch Gap Run, chattered through stone-lined banks right into the center of its namesake town, some two miles away. By the time it reached town, it was wide and almost sedate in certain sections, but Rosemary’s creek was a wild, rushing, ice-cold cataract.
The creek was never silent; day and night, the waters burbled away through their business, cutting vigorously into the clay banks and providing a bubbly little lullaby which was better than any white noise machine. Rosemary loved cool nights when she could sleep with her window open, and summer days with the living room windows pulled high, the creek talking endlessly, a ready friend in her lonelier moments.
This was the farm of her ancestors. Rosemary Brunner’s great-great-grandfather had walked back to Notch Gap Farm after Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, still wearing rags of tattered blue, to find Rosemary’s great-great-grandmother waiting on the front porch. A great-great-great-someone (Rosemary had lost track of how many greats back he was) had first built a cabin here shortly after the end of the Revolutionary War. All those great wars over the years had left notches in her family tree—and that of everyone in Catoctin Creek, because this was not a place people left, nor a place very many people moved to—yet the overwhelming feeling here was of peace, gentleness, and a love for the simple pattern of changing seasons.
Rosemary wasn’t thinking about peace just now, though, nor of gentleness, nor of the simple pattern of the changing seasons. She was thinking rebelliously of the dying January light and longing for summer, for long evenings which let her dawdle over her chores and play with her animals. She was pushing all of her emotion into being angry about the short days of late winter, because if she stopped to think about the dark, lonely night awaiting her on the other side of evening chores, she’d have to brush away tears from her cheeks while she was watering the horses.
And it was simply too cold for that kind of nonsense tonight.
The old feed store thermometer on the lower barn’s sliding door read thirty-one degrees. Rosemary slapped her hand underneath it as she passed, feeling the old wood shudder beneath her palm. The lower barn was the basement level of the farm’s traditional bank barn, which had been built against the hillside so that the huge upper level, made for storing hay, grain, and farming implements, opened onto the graveled farm lane above. Down here, facing the burbling creek and the farmyard, the lower barn was built with flinty Maryland fieldstone and filled with four pairs of wooden box stalls facing each other over two narrow aisles. Just eight stalls—not many, but enough for the horses of Notch Gap Farm Sanctuary, and Rosemary’s chosen life work.
 Smoke, the barn cat, came curling around her legs, his rough purr rumbling against the leg of her heavy work jeans. Rosemary flicked on the lights, and the old light bulbs in their protective metal cages cast a yellowish glow over the stables. Donors in the past had offered to update the stable, to put in low-cost fluorescent lamps which would throw more even lighting and fewer shadows, troublesome pits of darkness which made stalls hard to clean in winter, but Rosemary always resisted. She had always known the barn in this sepia light. Her father had milked cows under this gentle light, and she had braided her childhood pony’s mane under it, waiting out the mud and ice of a Maryland winter, dreaming of summer rides beneath green trees.
Now, eight horses looked at her expectantly from under the warm bulbs.
“Hello, friends,” Rosemary called, smiling as they greeted her with a raucous chorus of whinnies, neighs, and snorts. “Is everyone ready for their dinners?”
The lower barn was cool in summer, but downright chilly in winter, and the horses were wearing blankets to ward off the chill. They came in all sizes, which made moments like this, with all eight horses staring at her in eager anticipation, pretty funny: Rochester stood seventeen hands high and his ears brushed the low roof; Mighty-mite was twenty-four inches at the withers and Rosemary had cut down his stall door so that he could see out at all.
“Big horse, little horse and every horse in-between,” she sang to their attentive faces, feeling her heart fill up with love. Rosemary’s horses were her whole life.
They’d been in their stalls for an hour already, eating hay. In winter they spent the short daylight hours in the north pasture, which stretched up the hillside behind the barn and into the young woods which had sprung up over the old dairy pastures. Because some of the horses had been malnourished in the past and now had sensitive digestive systems, Rosemary made sure they ate plenty of hay to cushion their stomachs against the grain they’d eat for dinner. She liked to give them a nice long break to work through their roughage.
They all thought this was torture. It was dark, so it was past time for dinner, and they wanted her to know, pawing and circling and neighing to share their concerns.
Rochester kicked his door with one huge hoof, making a sound like a bass drum.
“Rochester!” Rosemary snapped, and the big horse stepped backwards, his expression almost, but not quite, ashamed. “I can’t have you tearing down my barn, monster. You’re too big to be kicking like that.”
Rochester wasn’t just the biggest horse in her barn, he was the biggest horse she’d ever seen. The lofty black Percheron gelding barely fit under the low rafters of the stable. He used this to his advantage; in midsummer, when Rosemary started buying hay for the winter and filled the echoing upper level of the barn with fragrant first-cutting bales, Rochester would lift his nose up the gaps between the boards and nibble at the blades of hay which found their way through the rafters. He had his own personal buffet as long as there was hay above his head. 
Rochester’s stall was always messiest in the months between January and April, when the hay supply was waning, and Rosemary was always thankful when the longer hours of springtime turn-out arrived, just to get a break from his constant mess. It had taken her almost an hour to clean his stall earlier in the day. She peered in now and sighed. “How can you be so messy when you have a nice hay-pile in the corner? Stop turning in circles looking for roof-hay, goofball.”
He blinked down at her, then whinnied again. Food, please!
Rochester was a full-fledged giant, but the other horses she’d rescued over the past few years ran the full spectrum of available equine sizes. On the larger end was Bongo, a chestnut Belgian cross Rosemary had gotten from the same auction as Rochester; on the smaller end was little Mighty-mite, a black-and-white pinto miniature horse who had come from a foreclosed farm down in the Tuscarora valley, and who now served as Rosemary’s rescue ambassador at community events. In between there were Rosita, Talon, Miracle, Dumplin, and Kiki—all average-sized Standardbreds or Thoroughbreds who had spent time racing, pulling Amish carts, or both, and then fallen on hard times. None of them had to work for a living at Notch Gap Farm—Rosemary promised them that when she pulled them from their miserable former living conditions. They didn’t owe anyone anything, these horses. They’d done more than enough for humans, twice over.
Rosemary thought humans were over-rated, anyway.
“Okay, food is coming. Keep it quiet, boys and girls,” she told the hungry horses lightly. She hurried down the short passage between the stalls and the sliding barn doors to an ancient wooden door set into the wall. She opened it up and stepped down four wooden stairs into the old, stone-walled dairy. 
 The wooden steps groaned beneath her feet, the whisper of mouse feet went pattering away at her approach—“Smoke, you’re slacking, buddy,”—and, where fresh milk had once been stored in cool repose under the hillside, Rosemary lifted small plastic buckets from the deep shelves lining the wall and turned to the steel trash cans where she stored horse feed. The little dairy was her feed room and tack room now, although the damp was hard on leather, meaning her saddles and bridles needed constant attention with soap and oil. Above the feed cans, a bulletin board scattered with old newspaper clippings and photos remained from the dairy’s previous incarnation, a relic of her father’s days. She glanced over them absently as she opened the cans and began scooping out measures of grain.
Catoctin Creek Farmer Takes Top Prize at State Fair
In the photo: Rosemary’s father, smiling and young and as-yet unmarried, black hair slicked back stiffly, standing next to a spotted sow of astonishing proportions.
Notch Gap Farm Spared in Flood “For The Ages”
In the photo: the twin creeks merged into a vast river and sprawling across the hollow, their waters drowning the farmyard, lapping at the front doors of the barn and licking at the porch steps of the farmhouse, all made more dramatic by the grainy black-and-white print. Her mother stood on the porch, posing with one hand on the railing and one hand planted defiantly on her hip, her knee-length floral dress one Rosemary remembered from long-ago church Sundays. She’d dressed up for the photographer, confident the Brunner farmhouse could withstand any flood.
Catoctin Creek Rescue Takes in First Horse
In the photo: Rosemary, four years younger than tonight, but not noticeably different, with her curly dark hair springing around her shoulders and her pale, thin face wearing the weakest of smiles, lurked half-hidden behind a small dark horse. Her first acquisition for the rescue had been Rosita, a Standardbred mare she’d brought home from a Pennsylvania auction, kicking the trailer walls all the way. Her friend Nikki had insisted on the press coverage, calling the local Union Sun-Register to tell them the little town’s native daughter and recent orphan was turning historic Notch Gap Farm into a rescue for abused horses.
“No one is going to give you money if they don’t know you’re here,” Nikki had told Rosemary, waving away her protests. “And you’re going to need all of their money.”
Some things never changed, Rosemary thought, shaking her head as she replaced the trash can lids. Even though her friend was busy all of the time these days—when her aunt retired, Nikki had taken over the woman’s venerable old Blue Plate Diner up on Main Street, and her life now consisted of chasing around a revolving door of high school girls who waitressed for a few weeks before getting bored and quitting—Nikki still found time to come out to Notch Gap Farm once or twice a week, a wrapped dinner in hand, so she could boss Rosemary around for a little while. 
“Telling me how to live my life is the highlight of your week,” Rosemary had once told her, grinning, in a way shy Rosemary Brunner never grinned at anyone else.
“Yours too,” Nikki had replied with an arch smile. “I’m the only human you ever talk to.”
This was essentially true, but Nikki never wanted to hear the truth from her on this front: the fact that Rosemary didn’t want to talk to people made no sense to extroverted, bossy Nikki. By the time she’d turned twenty-three and decided to devote herself to horses, the last people left who Rosemary had wanted to talk to, with the exception of Nikki and her next-door neighbors, were her parents.
And they were gone.
There were newspaper clippings from that, too, but they weren’t on the bulletin board. Rosemary didn’t even know where they’d gotten to; shoved into a closet somewhere in the house, no doubt. She didn’t need reminders. She knew she was alone in the world.
That was why she had the horses.
“Here you are, Smoke,” she told the gray cat, who had followed her into the feed room and was currently twirling around her legs with some urgency. She gave him a handful of Meow Mix from the bag she kept on a shelf too high for him to reach. Old-timers would tell you the key to a useful barn cat was to keep them just a little hungry, or they wouldn’t be good ratters. Rosemary was too soft-hearted to short Smoke at meals, so Notch Gap Farm probably had more mice than any other farm in Maryland.
Still, he was such a nice, fluffy cat, with a purr like an outboard engine. Rosemary dropped a pat on his head as he dove into his food.
“You’re worthless, you beautiful thing, you.”
She stacked the horses’ feed buckets carefully and went back up into the barn. Listening to the horses dig into their suppers always put Rosemary into a good mood. Despite the darkness outside her little stable, despite the empty house waiting for her just across the dry winter grass, Rosemary sighed with contentment once everyone was eating up.
All in all, lonely winter nights aside, Rosemary was mostly happy. She knew the rest of Catoctin Creek generally thought she was pretty strange, and getting stranger, living up here alone at the ripe old age of twenty-seven, taking in horses like some sort of overgrown crazy cat lady—and maybe they were right, she didn’t know. The fact was, Rosemary had never struck anyone as particularly normal, and her school contemporaries would have described her as a total weirdo, given to pointless blushes and stammering sentences. So how could she make a solid judgement now?
Rosemary could never explain her anxiety around most of the human race, or why she found speaking to strangers unbearable and to acquaintances not much better. She just knew she’d never felt true peace anywhere but at this farm, amongst trees and crops and animals, and although life alone here was often lonely, sometimes painfully so, she could accept this to be her lot in life. Call it shy, call it introversion, call it a crippling fear of conversation: Rosemary didn’t know if her anxiety had a name, but she knew it had a cure, and that cure was staying snug at home, on Notch Gap Farm.
If she had to live here alone forever, so be it.




Chapter two
Stephen


“This town goes to bed too damn early,” Stephen muttered, squinting into the night over his steering wheel. The street-lights on Main Street were widely scattered and wanly lit, orange globes which seemed to cast the tiny town into a more profound darkness than if he’d been seeing it by starlight alone. He liked the lights, though. Stephen had been living just outside of town for four weeks now, and he was still put off by the deep darkness on the roads between Catoctin Creek and his late father’s house.
He was also put off by the lack of dining options. Stephen had pulled into the Blue Plate Diner’s small parking lot at precisely eight-oh-five p.m., only to find the Closed sign hung lopsidedly on the door. His knock had gotten the attention of the curly-haired young woman who seemed to be both waitress and manager, based on his past visits, and the look she gave him over her cash register was an expression he associated more with Manhattan than Maryland.
A look which said: knock one more time and see what I do to you. 
This was fine. Stephen could respect attitude from a business owner when he tried to get something he wasn’t due. He’d lived in New York City for his entire life; attitude was not a problem for him. Sleepy-eyed villagers, who wouldn’t put a little hustle in their step when he needed a coffee to go or an answer to his questions, they were the issue. The sooner he got out of this mountainous corner of Maryland, the better. These people were slowing him down.
And starving him, apparently. Stephen considered knocking a second time, knowing the only other option for dinner was whatever bounty the shelves of the small gas station at the other end of Main Street could offer him, but he decided to respect the curly-haired woman’s glare out of the reasonable conclusion that hers was the only restaurant game in town, and if he pissed her off too much tonight, he might not be able to get dinner from her tomorrow.
Gas station gourmet, it would be.
So it came to pass that hungry Stephen Beckett turned his father’s old brown sedan back towards his father’s old brick rancher with a large styrofoam cup of Coke to keep him alert in the darkness and a box of Hamburger Helper rattling on the passenger seat.
He was feeling unenthusiastic about both. He would have liked a latte over a soda, or at the very least an Americano, but Catoctin Creek’s gas station offered only a large metal box with the dubious word capochino stenciled in a looping script, and the nearby hot plate of “freshly-brewed coffee” had long since turned to an oil-slicked pool of heartburn fuel.
Stephen could appreciate a farming community would not require a lot of late-night caffeine, but surely a few long-distance truckers or second-shift factory workers must pass through the town in the wee hours from time to time? Or perhaps not—he had not seen anything approaching even the lightest of industry since he’d first departed the suburban outskirts of Frederick, the bustling county seat. He’d seen no tractor-trailers around Catoctin Creek, either, other than the early morning milk tankers.
He had never understood why his father had moved out here, choosing to retire amongst the moo-cows and the baa-sheep and the rocky fields of waving corn, especially when it meant leaving behind New York City, his only son, and every connection he’d ever had. The Becketts were not a vast family by any means, but there were cousins in Woodside and in Woodlawn (was it a coincidence, that the twin Irish enclaves in Queens and the Bronx were named so similarly?) and there were old friends from the force who all got together regularly at bars with names like Tierney’s and Sullivan’s, the sorts of places where you grabbed a beer in a styrofoam to-go cup on your way out.
Not unlike the giant cup of Coke currently sloshing in his cupholder, Stephen reflected.
The point was, there’d been no reason for his father to leave the city. There was plenty waiting for a guy once he retired from the police department, plenty. Friends meeting up at union fundraisers; get-togethers with the cousins who had the backyard and the nice barbecue. Watching ball games on hazy summer afternoons in Coney Island; long, slow evenings swapping stories with old buddies in dark bars.
So when Gilbert Beckett sold the old apartment in Sunnyside and moved to western Maryland to rusticate in an unappealing, unhistoric ranch house, everyone who knew him had been stunned. Stephen, most of all. This was his father. Sure, he didn’t see the guy much, but it was good to know the old man was in the same town as he was, living in the same slightly ratty two-bedroom where he’d always lived, the rectangular brick apartment house with its three narrow living room windows overlooking the honking cars on Queens Boulevard. Stephen didn’t even understand how his father had learned to sleep in the uncanny silence of Catoctin Creek. How did a man born of asphalt and gasoline fumes adjust to damp clay and cow manure?
Stephen certainly hadn’t made the adjustment yet. He’d come here just before Christmas to nurse his sick father, and found himself planning a funeral almost immediately. He’d meant to pack up the house, put it up for sale, and go straight back to the city. Life had proven to have other plans.
The headlights of his father’s car lit up a deer along the side of the road. The whitetail seemed as big as a moose and he cursed, slamming his foot down on the brake pedal. The box of Hamburger Helper went sailing onto the floor, the dry pasta within rattling like pebbles, and Stephen thought wistfully of past pleasures, of ordering in Thai food and settling down to watch HBO in his flannel pajamas.
Instead, he had another ten minutes of driving on dark country roads surrounded by killer deer which leapt from the forest like four-legged agents of mayhem, hoping against hope for the house’s finicky furnace to have remained operational while he was out all day pursuing financial security and a ticket back to his Manhattan existence.
Amazing how a perfectly good life could go so wrong, so quickly, he thought grimly.
Well, he only needed this land deal to go through and he’d be set to go back to New York. Once he had the zoning adjustments pushed through and the artist’s renderings drawn up, suburbanites looking for more room would pay Stephen richly for the privilege of living in Catoctin Creek. Sure, it was a long drive from D.C.’s sprawl, but once they saw that pretty mountain view from their future backyards, they’d be able to justify the extra time in their cars. All Stephen had to do was buy the property, push the county zoning boards to do his bidding, and get the ball rolling on clearing and construction.
Then he could go home and get his life figured out.
The thought was all that got him through the long, quiet days here.
Stephen had spent this day down in Frederick trying to iron out details with the bank. He was ready to make a final offer on the piece of land he’d been eyeballing for the past few weeks. The fields were overgrown and the outbuildings were beginning to crumble, but the property boasted an incredible view of the twin mountains the locals called Notch Gap, a lovely fieldstone farmhouse, and a broad, stream-fed pond. Really just a widening of the creek, he’d been told—apparently Maryland had no natural lakes, which was a bizarre stat if he’d ever heard one—but it was still pretty. It would make a lovely entryway for a subdivision. He could imagine a rock-faced bridge arching gently over the pond, the rumble of Land Rover tires on its old-fashioned paving stones as residents drove home each night, eyes dazzled by the sensational sunsets they got up here.
He had spent several similar days in Frederick and was growing used to the little city; it was a pretty enough place, if a little choked with traffic from the D.C. commuters. There were decent restaurants and the people he dealt with were generally soft-spoken and kind, which had been a nice change of pace from New York when he was forced to work through funeral arrangements, hospital bills, and estate matters. There was a green park in the middle of town with a stately bandshell, an impressive carillon tower, and a lake filled with geese. There was a brick-walled college, and streets lined with stately Federal-era houses. Stephen went into well-appointed offices brassy with antiques, and spoke with courteous professionals. Maryland felt northern but had dabbled with being southern, and it showed in the way everyone moved a bit more slowly, and spoke a bit more gently, than their cohorts in the northeast.
Catoctin Creek, on the other hand, was not like Frederick. It wasn’t like anything Stephen had ever experienced. Barely two roads, hardly any businesses to speak of, with only the Blue Plate for dining out and a grocery store which was five short aisles and one bored cashier reading paperbacks. He didn’t even really live in Catoctin Creek, but fifteen minutes outside of the village by way of lonely, winding roads. Catoctin Creek was simply the closest town to his father’s house, and the ZIP Code where his mail was directed.
Stephen couldn’t quite believe he was living out here, at the top of a steep driveway which was still pitch-black with the fresh asphalt his father had laid down in the fall. The emptiness of his acre of green lawn and his three bedrooms of brown-carpeted house still spooked him. He’d been uneasy enough visiting his father here over the past few years, but the past month had been a true trial, and not just because no one, doctors included, had expected Gilbert Beckett to get sick so suddenly, go into the hospital so suddenly, die so suddenly. And when it happened . . . well, Stephen wasn’t callous enough to say out loud that his father’s death couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time . . . but he wasn’t strong enough not to think it.
Suddenly, there wasn’t just one deer in his headlights, there were four of them, wandering across the road on their spindly legs, unconcerned by the passage of time. Stephen slammed his foot down again, said a few blue words, braced for impact, closed his eyes, hoped for the best. When he opened them a few seconds later, the car was stopped and the deer were watching him, their big eyes startled, as if no one could have expected a car to appear on this stretch of road.
Stephen supposed they were probably right. He sat for a minute watching the deer, who finally decided he was harmless and shuffled off through the brush along the roadside. A worrisome thought occurred to him: he’d been driving for a while . . . shouldn’t he be home by now? Stephen picked up his phone and tapped the map app, but the little wheel began to spin and he had a feeling it was just going to keep on spinning. He’d stopped deep in a little valley, a glen between two steep-sided foothills.
Well. He knew the driveway turn was definitely somewhere nearby, simply judging by how long he’d been driving out of town, but he couldn’t remember which little unmarked gravel lane belonged to his father. Belonged to him, now. If he could find it in the dark, he could keep it another night.
He tapped his phone a few more times. Nothing.
Apparently the mountains and forests weren’t about to let modern technology tell him how to get home. What was he supposed to do now, consult the stars? Stephen looked up through the moonroof of his father’s old Toyota. The Milky Way twinkled faintly through the tinted glass, and gave away no secrets.
“I’m lost in the woods with a box of Hamburger Helper,” Stephen said aloud. “How long can I last on dried noodles?”
Eventually he got up the nerve to start driving again, but now it was more clear than ever: he was lost. These desolate country roads all looked alike, their curves dipping into hollows and running briefly along the shores of stoney creeks, cold water shining in his car’s headlights. Sometimes there was a guardrail when water appeared, but occasionally the creek seemed to run right alongside the pavement, the cracked surface slowly succumbing to the rushing water. Stephen began to suspect this was the only way to tell if he’d left the actual road for some old farmer’s right-of-way. He wondered how trigger-happy the locals were out here in the Catoctin Mountains. The place seemed pretty civilized, all plaid shirts and blue hair in the diner, old Volvos alongside the battered trucks in the gravel parking lots, but what did he, Stephen, actually know about life in western Maryland? Nothing.
Finally Stephen turned up a gravel lane which he thought seemed vaguely familiar. The driveway twisted a little like his father’s, cut through trees a little like his father’s, even went uphill a little like his father’s, but instead of opening onto a broad bald hilltop where his father’s ugly little house sat like a toad with a prince’s view over the valley, the driveway dipped again and took him over a wide, rushing stream. The wooden bridge rattled alarmingly beneath his car’s tires. Stephen held his breath until he was on the other side.
Ahead of him, Stephen saw a farmhouse. The white paint of a front porch glowed gently in the starlight, and a second-floor window formed a yellow rectangle of light. A middle-aged Ford truck was parked in front of an old garage nearby, and he could just see the hulking shadow of one of those big two-story barns built into the hillside beyond.
Stephen sighed and pulled his car up behind the truck. Turn around and fight another battle against the labyrinthine country roads, or ask for help? His decision was quickly made for him. He saw a shadow move to the window and move the curtains aside for the briefest of seconds. There was a moment’s pause after the curtain closed again, then a new light flipped on, lighting a window at the center of the house. The hall light, he figured, watching the tableau unfold before him. Next came the downstairs hall light, and finally the porch light.
At last, once the icy yard was illuminated, the front door opened and a figure swathed in a heavy coat stepped onto the porch.
Stephen surveyed the figure. No gun, he decided. Unless it was a little one hidden in that coat—but he liked his chances better without a shotgun hoisted in the air. He opened the car door and slowly got out.
“Hello?” the person on the porch called. It was a woman’s voice, Stephen noted, feeling even better about his chances of escaping unscathed by bullets. “Do I know you?”
“I’m Gilbert Beckett’s son,” Stephen called back, hoping the name meant something to her and he hadn’t accidentally driven to the next town, or into Pennsylvania. “You knew him? Everyone knows everyone out here. Anyway, I’m Stephen.”
“Oh,” the woman said, sounding confused. “Why are you here?”
“I got lost,” he admitted, walking towards the porch. “I’m not used to these twisty roads, and it’s really dark out tonight. Am I anywhere close to my dad’s house?”
The woman laughed. She had a pretty laugh, light-hearted and musical. The moment Stephen heard it, he wanted to make her laugh again, just to savor that sound one more time. “I was going to ask this pack of deer,” he went on, trying for a lame joke, “but they all just stared at me like I was the crazy one for being lost in their woods.”
She did laugh again, and he felt a warmth rise up beneath his ribs, a happiness which transcended the evening’s wanderings and the joyless box of Hamburger Helper awaiting him. As he neared the porch steps he could see her face, oval-shaped and creamy in the porch light, and he immediately wanted to see the rest of her.
“You’re actually really close,” the woman told him. “But it’s cold out here. Come on in and I’ll draw you a little map.”
Stephen couldn’t believe his luck. Not shot, a woman with a pretty laugh, and she lived this close to his father’s house? Maybe things were turning around. Maybe the rest of his time here in Catoctin Creek would be enjoyable, after all.




Chapter three
Rosemary


As soon as she welcomed Stephen inside, Rosemary regretted her words. What was she thinking, inviting a stranger into the house late at night? Well, not late. It was only eight thirty. But still. She was basically asking to be murdered.
That’s definitely Gilbert Beckett’s kid though, she reminded herself. The New York accent gives him away. And Gil was a good guy. His son won’t be the murdering type.
That was the best reassurance she could do for herself on short notice, but she decided it would be enough. Gil Beckett had been a stranger when he’d come to Catoctin Creek, but he hadn’t stayed that way. He’d assimilated to life here, become a part of the community, and everyone had eventually stopped making fun of the way he said his r’s. His Fourth of July parties had entered into Catoctin Creek mythology, filled with food and fireworks and fun, and open to everyone. Hopefully, this apple hadn’t fallen too far from that tree. Although she supposed the parties were probably a thing of the past.
As he came closer, the porch light started to illuminate all sorts of things about the Beckett boy. Chit-chat from the Blue Plate, filtered through Nikki, had merely said he was tall and decent-looking, like Gil must have been when he was a young man. What Nikki hadn’t mentioned was the confidence with which Beckett carried himself, or his broad shoulders, or his chiseled chin. He brushed back dark hair as he looked up at her from the bottom step, and she mentally added to the list: strong forehead, piercing eyes, excellent nose.
Oh damn, Beckett boy, Rosemary thought. She hadn’t bothered with men in years, but if this one was just going to appear on her doorstep . . . 
“So, I’m Rosemary,” she greeted him, offering her hand. “And you’ve been marooned on Notch Gap Farm.”
“Seems like a nice place to be marooned,” Beckett replied pleasantly, taking her hand gently. His skin was soft, reminding her this city boy wasn’t from her neck of the woods. She wondered if he felt her callouses and thought the same thing about her. “Maybe I won’t get saved for a little while yet.” He smiled at her in a conspiratorial sort of way.
She smiled back. Here’s hoping. “Well, come in, it’s freezing out here.” She stood back and let Beckett get past her—or rather, she tried to, but he was broad-chested and the old doorway was narrow. Beckett’s arm brushed against Rosemary’s chest, and despite the sturdy, no-nonsense layers of flannel and wool between her skin and his, she felt his touch ripple through her body like a pulse of electricity.
Take it slow, she warned her body, but her overactive nerves didn’t seem to want to listen. She counted to three, breathing in the cold night air, and then closed the door. She glanced down at his feet and the clean wooden floorboards just before he started tramping mud everywhere. “Would you mind taking off your shoes? The clay from the yard gets everywhere.” 
“Not at all.” Stephen leaned down and started unlacing his leather oxfords.
“I’m sorry about your father,” Rosemary said, deciding some preliminaries must be delivered. “Everyone in Catoctin Creek loved Gilbert.”
“Thanks,” Stephen replied, still bent over his shoes. “I loved him, too. We didn’t see each much in the last ten years, though.” He straightened. Even barefoot, he was still several inches taller than Rosemary. She had to look up to meet his eyes.
She tilted up her chin and met his green-blue gaze head-on. His eyes seemed to hold hers with magnetic force. Rosemary felt that flutter of sensation running through her nerves again, and briefly wondered if she might be getting sick. If this was attraction, it was like nothing she’d ever felt before. This was a full-body experience.
There was a moment of silence while they considered one another. Then he took a breath and rocked gently from side to side. It was just enough movement to bring her back to earth. His feet must be cold, standing on the chilly floor right in front of the door. “Come to the kitchen where it’s warm,” she urged him. “It’s too cold to stand here.”
“Of course,” he said, in tones of extreme politeness. “Thank you.” He looked down at her for a moment. Suddenly, Rosemary felt her old friend anxiety rising up in her throat, pushing aside everything else. Oh, why was she talking to a stranger? Who was this man in her house? Why hadn’t she stayed upstairs in her bed until he went away? Why was he staring at her? How long had it been since she had said something? Say something, Rosemary! Say anything!
“I’m Rosemary Brunner,” she blurted, because her name was the only thing she could trust at this moment.
Then she remembered she’d already told him her name.
Rosemary curled up her toes inside her thick woolen socks, feeling like a fool.
Stephen smiled, his sea-colored eyes twinkling at her. “Proper introductions! Of course! Where are my manners? Madam, I am Stephen Beckett. Late of Manhattan,” he added, bending at the waist and giving her a little bow. “At your service.”
Rosemary grinned, feeling weak with relief. “Now, now, none of your highfalutin’ city manners here, sir, we are but quiet country folk.”
“I love this,” Stephen stage-whispered. “Let’s always talk like we’re in a British farce.”
“I already can’t think of what to say next,” she whispered back. “I don’t think it’s going to work out.”
Stephen sighed tragically. “Very well, madam. Lead on to the kitchen.”
She laughed, noticing as she did how his eyes lit up and his gaze traveled around her face. “Let’s get you those directions.”
“And a cup of tea? In the metropolis where I hail from, wandering travelers are always offered a cup of tea. It’s considered polite.”
“Oh, you’re still doing that tired old act?” She winked to show him she was just joking and he winked back with such joviality, Rosemary was able to force down her uneasiness. She was determined to see this through . . . whatever this turned out to be. She wasn’t sure what was happening here. All she knew was somehow, she had instantly liked Stephen Beckett—and she never liked anyone. The feeling was as wonderful as it was alien. Add on his magnetic good looks and she was flying higher than she’d been in years.
Stephen Beckett’s woolen footsteps followed her past the staircase, down the hall, and into the kitchen at the back of the house. She gestured to a chair at the old wooden table, wherein he settled comfortably and commenced watching her with undivided attention. Rosemary felt a little like a mouse under the gaze of a barn owl. Except, she didn’t actually dislike his gaze, and she doubted a mouse would have similar second thoughts about the owl’s predatory nature.
Then she got hold of herself, picked up the kettle, filled it at the kitchen sink, and put it on the cream-colored stove. The flame hissed up beneath the kettle.
“I could definitely use a cup of tea,” she said airily, as if a hot drink had been her idea all along. “It’s chilly in my bedroom tonight. The north wind always comes right in under the windowsill.”
Then Rosemary froze for a moment, shocked that she’d mentioned her bedroom. It was an old teenage phobia of hers, left over from high school days and the terrifying, enticing, constant implication of sex floating in the air between everyone in her age group—all of which flared right back up when she said the word bedroom to this handsome stranger sitting in her kitchen.
Yikes, Rosemary thought, taking down mugs with slow, careful consideration, trying to keep her back to Stephen long enough for the pink to fade from her cheeks. Before tonight, she really hadn’t thought about sex in some time. Truthfully, she had essentially sworn off men—too difficult to meet, too annoying to talk to, too impossible to understand—and unless she developed a sudden appetite for Nikki, she wasn’t going to find a likely female partner, either. So the sudden surge of interest she felt every time she looked at Stephen was . . . disconcerting.
But exciting.
And a little annoying.
And maybe a bit . . . thrilling?
It was certainly exciting when their eyes met and she realized he was having the same sort of hungry thoughts about her.
When the kettle finally whistled, Rosemary told her quivering loins to calm themselves down and put the mugs on the table with as much dignity as she could muster. Even so, her hand shook a little as the ceramic met the wooden top of the kitchen table.
“You hungry?” she asked. “I have some leftovers in the fridge.”
Instantly, Stephen’s hungry gaze changed to an altogether different kind of hunger. “Oh God, so hungry,” he admitted. “I got to the Blue Plate at five after eight. The manager was . . . not amenable to a late arrival.”
Rosemary laughed, thankful the atmosphere had lightened, because she didn’t know how she’d be able to carry on a conversation with all of that desire weighing on them. Although, truth be told, as soon as the sexual tension dissipated between them, she missed it. Ah well, she told herself. It was probably just a fluke. I’ll bet he has a hot Manhattan girlfriend waiting for him back at his penthouse. After all, who was to say if Stephen Beckett was even staying in Catoctin Creek? He was probably selling the house.
“I’ll heat you up a plate.” Rosemary winced inwardly. The words made her sound like someone’s mother. But Stephen looked appreciative as she pulled a covered Corningware dish out of the fridge, doled out a heaping helping of the chicken and broccoli casserole she’d had for dinner, and put the plate into the microwave. Then she noticed he hadn’t touched his tea, so she placed the sugar bowl onto the table in front of him. Everything felt so domestic, she wondered if she’d just imagined the charged atmosphere of a moment before.
Stephen spooned a truly astonishing amount of sugar into his mug. “It’s cold out there,” he said neutrally. “I don’t drink much tea as a rule, but it feels right in a place like this.” He looked around the kitchen as he spoke. “It’s very homey. Nothing like my apartment in the city.”
Rosemary smiled at him, but she really wanted to scream. The Notch Gap farmhouse kitchen was unchanged from her mother’s time, and her mother hadn’t even changed much about it when she’d come here as a bride, thirty-five years ago. Consequently, the plastered walls were a faded yellow, trimmed around the white ceiling with a once-cheerful, now faded wallpaper border printed with drooping daisies. The cabinets were of an indeterminate brown-stained wood from the nineteen-seventies, and the counter tops were almost brown-stained, too, they were so far removed from the original white. The sink was a relic of another age, a porcelain beast standing on its own sturdy legs, with a frilly curtain of faded gingham hiding the cleaning products crouching underneath. Only the refrigerator was of a recent vintage, and its relentlessly shiny metal face seemed to cast everything else into the room still deeper into shabbiness.
Rosemary had always liked this kitchen, liked feeling a connection to her mother and her grandmother as she stood at their old countertops whisking batter for a cake or washing dishes in their antique sink. Now, though, in front of Mr. Manhattan, she felt unbearably fusty, a farmhouse relic in a house that was practically a roadside antiques mall.
“It’s very old,” she managed to say.
“Well, I like it,” Stephen declared, nodding appreciatively. “It feels like a TV show from the fifties.”
The microwave beeped, sparing Rosemary from having to think of a reply. She put a steaming plate of casserole in front of him, and sat down at the chair across the table.
“None for you?” Stephen asked. “I have to eat while you watch me?”
“I have to make sure you clean your plate,” Rosemary teased. Maybe adopting the down-home farmer mama persona was the way to go. It was the only option open to her, anyway. “Waste not, want not. If you finish that, you can have some pie.”
“Pie, you say? Well, I assure you, I’m not going to waste a bite of this,” he said happily, digging a fork into the mass of food. “It looks amazing, and I am literally dying of hunger. Forgive me if I’m lacking in sparkling dinner conversation.” He filled his mouth with casserole and closed his eyes in appreciation. “Mmmm.”
Rosemary sipped her tea and let him eat in peace. She had to admit, there was a satisfaction in watching Stephen plow through the food she’d made, and it wasn’t the same as the pleasure she took in feeding her elderly neighbors every Thursday night. That was motherly, a doting feeling of caregiving as she watched Aileen and Rodney Kelbaugh smile over the dinner she’d prepared for them. This was more . . . satisfying, somehow, as if she’d been waiting all day for the chance to cook for a man who couldn’t fend for himself.
This thought was so un-feminist that Rosemary felt she had to stop her line of thinking altogether. New subject, hmmm.
“So, how are you liking Catoctin Creek?” she burst out suddenly.
Stephen looked up, chewed, and swallowed, all rather laboriously. He’d had quite a lot of food in his mouth. He cocked his head, thinking. “It’s . . . quiet?” he finally offered.
Quiet sounded as if it was the nicest thing he could think to say, and Rosemary didn’t like what this implied. “Well, yes. We’re far away from all the traffic and noise down in D.C.,” she agreed, rather pointedly. “It’s quiet in a good way, if you’ve ever been down there in that mess. My English teacher in high school had a bumper sticker on his desk that said Frederick County: far from the maddening crowd. Of course, it was supposed to be madding so he crossed out the extra letters with a Sharpie.”
“Nothing like a good English teacher correction. I have admit, I’m not used to quiet,” Stephen said, working in the words around another mouthful. “I have to use a white noise app to get to sleep at night. And sometimes it shuts off and I wake up in the middle of the night to total silence . . . it’s terrifying. I tend to think, I don’t know, that I’ve died or something. I always wonder if that’s what my dad felt like when he first moved here. I never asked him. I wish I had. I don’t know why he came here to begin with. I never asked, and then he passed away, and now I’ll never know.”
Stephen took another large bite of casserole, but he looked thoughtful.
Wow, Rosemary thought, shifting uncomfortably. A lot of death in that statement. “Your father was a nice guy,” she said hesitantly, not sure where to take the mention of his departed dad, but pretty certain the opportunity for a condolence and a compliment could not be overlooked. “We don’t get a lot of newcomers in Catoctin Creek, but he seemed to fit right in.”
“But, here’s the thing. I don’t see how that could be,” Stephen said, putting down his fork. He looked perturbed. “He was a cop from Queens. He had never been out to the countryside for more than a couple of days in his life. How could he have come here?”
The confusion in Stephen’s voice surprised Rosemary. What was there to question about a body wanting to live in Catoctin Creek? It was perfect here. Anyone could see that. Just take a look out at any window. Well, during the day, anyway. Not much to see at night if there wasn’t a moon.
“Maybe he just needed to slow down,” Rosemary suggested, shrugging. “Take in some beauty. Maybe he drove through here once on a trip and saw one of our amazing sunsets. You’ve seen them, you’ve been here long enough. You know how beautiful they are. His place has some of the best views.” Not as good as mine, of course. “Anyone would fall in love with Catoctin Creek.”
“I can’t even imagine how he ever found this place,” Stephen insisted. He picked up his fork again. “Let alone, decide to live here. I’m telling you, he was a city boy through and through. Like me.”
“Have you ever tried living in the country before?” Rosemary asked, suddenly deeply curious. Stephen’s life must be the polar opposite of hers. What would that be like? She tried to imagine herself in the New York City of sitcoms and movies, and failed utterly. There were far too many people there. Cars and lights and tall buildings certainly, but ugh, the people.
“Oh, just the past month! And that’s been enough, thanks. I can’t wait to get home. I can’t believe I’ve been here this long.” His tone grew harsh, as if this was an offense he’d been brooding over for some time. He picked up his fork again and took a savage bite.
Figures, Rosemary thought. First guy I’m attracted to in years, and he can’t wait to get away from me. Well, maybe not from her, exactly . . . but, away from Catoctin Creek, anyway.
And wasn’t that the same thing? Rosemary wasn’t going anywhere. She knew where her home was.
She’d lived in it her entire life.
Suddenly, she couldn’t bear having him in her kitchen any longer. All of that attraction, and where would it get them? Nowhere, that was where, because he was going back to Manhattan just as fast as his legs could carry him.
“Well, let me get you those directions!” she announced, pushing back from the table as if Stephen’s departure had suddenly become urgent and time-sensitive. She picked up the legal pad she kept beneath the old wall-mounted telephone and started drawing a little map. “You’re very close, just a couple of miles. You must have taken the wrong turn at Clancy Farm Road; happens to the best of us when it’s pitch-dark out like this. Mr. Clancy had put a big wooden sign at the fork once, years ago, and he’d painted on it ‘All Through Traffic Turn Left’ but the state came out and took it down. If you turn right you end up driving alongside all Mr. Clancy’s cattle pastures and then you come out on Routzahn Road, near the . . . ”
She shut her mouth suddenly, realizing she was rambling and that her map was sprouting all sorts of forks and detours Stephen would never need. He had come here just long enough to settle his father’s estate and head right back home. He didn’t have to learn the neighborhood or its folklore. She slapped the map in front of him as he pushed his empty plate aside. “It’s all right here,” she finished, her tone short.
“Have you ever been to my father’s house?” Stephen asked, sounding impressed.
“Of course I have,” Rosemary snapped. “Everyone goes to his Fourth of July party. He has some of the best sunset views around, plus no animals, so we can light off fireworks from the yard.” She paused. “Well, we did. He did. Sorry.”
“It’s hard to remember to think of people in the past tense,” Stephen said.
“I know,” Rosemary sighed, thinking of her parents. Four years into this version of life, and she still stumbled on the tenses. “Sometimes it’s better to not even try.”
“Hey,” Stephen said suddenly, “do you live alone out here?”
It was as if this startling thought had just occurred to him.
“Almost alone,” Rosemary said. “I have eight horses and a cat.”
“All alone in the middle of nowhere.” He shook his head wonderingly.
“I have the Kelbaughs.”
He looked up sharply from the map. “You know the Kelbaughs?”
Rosemary was startled. “You know the Kelbaughs?”
He nodded, looking back down at the map as if he didn’t want to meet her eyes. “A little.”
“Well, they’re my next-door neighbors. And they’re not that far away.” She paused. He was still bent over her little map as if it was a vast parchment filled with wonders. She wanted his attention again. “Do you want to see their place from here?”
Eyebrows raised, but evidently up for a little bit of mystery, Stephen looked up again. “Lead the way.”
Rosemary led Stephen down the hall, then climbed up the creaking stairs, listening to the wood groan as Stephen clumped up behind her. She turned right in the upstairs hall and hesitated just a moment at her bedroom door, then pushed inside. She turned off the light on the way in.
Stephen paused in the hallway behind her. “You want me to come into your dark bedroom? What are you going to do to me? Rosemary, if you’re going to murder me you have to tell me. That’s the law.”
“I’m pretty sure it isn’t,” she laughed. “But I just want to show you the view out my window.” She went over to the tall, narrow window with its warped glass, shivering a little as a gust of wind hit the house and slid beneath the leaky sill.
“Your view, in the dark?” Stephen sounded mystified, but to his credit, he came and stood beside her.
Through the dark, bare branches of the trees along Catoctin Creek and Notch Gap Run, past the open field where she knew Long Pond sat invisible beneath the moonless sky, a little golden light glimmered like a tiny star fallen to earth. Just the sight of it made Rosemary feel grounded and safe. She put her fingers to the glass.
Stephen stood beside her, a solid and warm presence she knew she’d miss as soon as he left. Not just tonight, but forever, she thought, then mentally chastised herself for being so dramatic. 
“What is that light?” he asked softly.
“It’s Aileen Kelbaugh’s kitchen night-light,” she explained. “And it’s been lit every night for as long as I can remember. It’s only been out when there’s been power outages . . . and then she tries to light a candle for me.”
There was a moment of silence while he took it in. She waited, watching the light with a dreamy pleasure.
“How did you end up here alone?” Stephen’s voice was wondering. “You’re not a ghost, are you?”
“Take your pick, I guess . . . I’m a ghost or I’m a murderer.”
“I choose ghost, but please don’t ask me to avenge anyone. I’m a lover, not a fighter.” He chuckled softly, and bumped against her.
Rosemary let herself lean into him ever so slightly, her heart racing, her skin tingling. Too bad they were both wearing thick layers of flannel and wool, because she got only the slightest impression of what his chest felt like beneath all those winter clothes—but it was enough to let her guess what he looked like. Stephen had a gym membership, even if he had soft hands.
“What if I haunt your dreams?” she asked him, and immediately wondered if she’d ever said anything so flirtatious in her life . . . and if she would ever manage to follow it up.
“I think you will for sure,” Stephen whispered, pressing his lips close to her ear, and Rosemary felt herself melt against him.




Chapter four
Stephen


Stephen felt as if he’d tumbled down a well, and he would have been glad to keep on falling forever. Rosemary just might be a ghost, but she was a little bit of a vixen as well. He didn’t know what he was doing here, in this stranger’s house, but he wasn’t going to stop and ask questions. He was just going to take this moment for whatever it would give him.
Life was short, and brutal, and unpredictable. He’d learned all of that the hard way. He’d thought his entire life was figured out, and then he’d come here to visit his sick father and his world tumbled like dominoes behind him. Stephen wasn’t sure he could ever take anything for granted again. So when Rosemary leaned in against him, he didn’t ask questions, didn’t pause to think about the world of permissions and politeness which had come to dictate his behavior with the opposite sex. He just took the gesture for what it was: a moment of sweetness, a moment of clarity.
Stephen buried his face against the soft skin behind Rosemary’s ear, breathing in the smell of soap and something sweet—lavender? Violets? He’d never been much for the names of flowers, but he could already see she had a thing for purple. With the light spilling in from the hallway, he could see her bedroom had little touches of the color everywhere, from the
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