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        She’s trying to make a fresh start.

        He’s trying to remind her of who she used to be.

      

        

      
        Grateful Knight can’t catch a break. After a series of failed relationships, the last of which left her destitute, she takes advantage of her father’s offer to live rent-free in a property he hasn’t been able to sell. But feeling at home in a house on the edge of a graveyard isn’t easy, especially when things go bump in the night.

      

        

      
        The only positive is the stunning cemetery caretaker, Rick. Despite her resolve to end her pattern of relationship mistakes, she literally can’t keep her hands off him. The intensity of her attraction seems almost...magical.

      

        

      
        Once a spirit manifests on her staircase, Grateful can no longer deny that her house is haunted. Rick has a dark secret, and it has everything to do with her personal history, the house, and the spirit who warns her about both.
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            I Get What I Pay For
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        Welcome to Red Grove. Population 200

      

      

      “Now, two hundred and one,” I murmured as I passed the painted wooden sign in my trusty red Jeep. Small towns like Red Grove always made me think of horror movies, as if a gap-toothed, overall-wearing butcher might hobble out of his deep woods shanty, pitchfork in hand, at any moment. The town had an off-the-charts creepy factor. On my right, a dark forest worthy of the Brothers Grimm. On my left, a cemetery edged in a weathered wrought iron fence. I think there were more than two hundred headstones. More dead than living. Nice.

      There must be some mistake. I came here to start over. Could a new life be hiding behind the unappealing rural exterior? My promised house remained a mystery. I double-checked the notebook with my father’s scrawled directions resting on the passenger’s seat next to me. Technically, I’d lived in Red Grove as a child, but we’d moved before I turned two. I didn’t remember the town or the residents, living or dead.

      I shifted my attention back to my driving. Holy shit! I overcorrected the wheel, and my foot drifted from the gas.

      The man on the side of the road was so attractive I could’ve died—literally. He was planting something. A tree, I think. Every time his shovel hit the dirt, a ripple coursed through his shoulders and down his stomach. I raised an eyebrow at the glint of sun on tanned, shirtless skin. Dark hair, low-slung jeans. I tried not to gawk, but the best I could do was to keep my head inside the window.

      I was thinking he belonged in a museum, a chiseled-by-the-gods man museum, when my brain was hijacked. I forgot about the road. I forgot where I was going. A fantasy hit me so fast and hard, it could’ve been a memory.

      We were in the shower. I stood behind him, my arms wrapped around his torso, rubbing lather circles down his chest, over his rock-hard abs, and lower. In my daydream, he moaned my name, and I was considering ways to wrap myself around him without breaking the rhythm. The scene was so vivid, the lavender scent of soap filled the cab of my Jeep.

      The rat-tat-tat of pebbles hitting the undercarriage wrenched me from my reverie. I slammed on the brakes, sending my vehicle into a reckless skid toward the edge of a stone bridge straight out of a Thomas Kinkade print. Whether by ace driving skills, gravity, or sheer dumb luck, I stalled at the precipice, all white knuckles and shivering limbs. Eyeing the boulders in the brook below me, I suppressed a lingering fear of plummeting to my doom.

      “Hey, are you okay?” the man called. He dropped his shovel and headed toward me, his eyes narrowing in concern.

      With a gasp, I clutched at the front of my shirt, relieved I was still dressed. What the hell? Sure, he was attractive, but I’d never had that kind of reaction to anyone before. The fantasy was so…real. I tried to shake the vision of him naked from my head.

      No way could I explain what just happened. I couldn’t possibly tell him about my fantasy, and I wasn’t a good enough liar to make up an alternate story on the fly. The hot sting of a blush crept across my face.

      “I’m okay. Thanks!” I gave a friendly wave out my window.

      He nodded but didn’t stop walking toward my car.

      Before he could reach me, I accelerated back on course, leaving him staring in my direction. I wasn’t trying to be rude. Besides the obvious embarrassment, I had no business talking to a man who looked like that. I had no business talking to any man. Not until I took control of my life again.

      I reached the end of the road and pulled into the driveway of the house I hoped would be my salvation, my financial rebirth. The truth? I had bigger things to worry about than a man on the side of the road, no matter how gorgeous. It was time to face my future.

      Wedged behind the tailgate of my Jeep was one large moving box. I sighed. My entire life fit inside a cardboard cube with the logo of a defunct trucking company. Technically, the box wasn’t even mine; I’d borrowed it from my friend Michelle.

      The wrinkled cardboard flaps bowed like judgmental eyebrows, and I slapped them down with unnecessary vigor. I reached for the mammoth cargo, too big to carry from the bottom without completely blocking my face and without those convenient cutout handles you find on cases of beer. I hoisted the box using the pressure hold, bear-hugging the cardboard to my chest and resting the bottom on my knee. It weighed a ton. While I shuffled up the stone pathway to the porch, the leaden box slid down my body centimeter by centimeter. By the time I reached the bottom step, I was hobbling toward the door, holding the box up with my flexed foot.

      That’s when my hip started vibrating. With one final heave and a contortion of my limbs that must’ve looked like I was having a seizure, I propelled the box onto the porch and ripped the phone from my pocket. I thumbed the answer button while I kicked the cardboard monster toward the door.

      “Hello,” I said, in a tone that clearly meant goodbye.

      “Grateful? Is that you?”

      I lowered the phone from my ear to see Michelle Murphy’s margarita-fueled grin staring back at me from the screen, a photo I’d taken of her two spring breaks ago before my financial apocalypse. I put on my happy voice. “Yeah, it’s me. Sorry, you just caught me trying to launch the moving box from hell onto the porch.”

      “I should’ve helped you move.”

      “It’s one box. I think I can handle it.”

      “Right… That bastard.”

      “It’s my own damn fault. I handed him the money. Who gives a boyfriend that kind of money?” I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity.

      “You can’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault for trusting someone you loved. I’m telling you, you’re a victim! Your situation is a manifestation of the blond paradox.”

      Michelle and I attended nursing school together. After we graduated, I’d had enough of academia. She, on the other hand, decided to pursue a master’s degree in mental health nursing. Now she thinks she knows everything about relationships and psychoanalyzes all of my problems.

      Her blonde paradox theory is based on two recent research studies—the type you read about in magazines at grocery store checkouts. The first study found women who look like Barbie—blonde, blue eyed, big boobs—are more attractive to men. Something about these features signifies a more fertile womb to the caveman brain. I loosely fit this description. I do have blue eyes, but my hair is more of a honey blond than platinum. My boobs are on the large side, but it’s because I’m about fifteen pounds heavier than my goal weight. However, Michelle thinks I am close enough to ignite evolutionary passions and this explains why I never lack masculine attention.

      But here’s the rub. The second study found that men shown pictures of Barbie-ish women scored lower on intelligence tests. Turns out people who believe the “blondes are dumb” stereotype actually take on the projected characteristics of their prejudicial target. Thus the paradox. I attract more men than the average woman, but they degrade into idiots in my mere presence.

      The theory does explain some things. Like why I ended up with my snake-belly of an ex-boyfriend, Gary, while Michelle, five foot two and a whirlwind of dark-headed attitude, is married with a baby.

      “So, what should I do? Dye my hair?” I asked.

      “Or contacts. Green might be nice.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “No. I’m not. You’re a wonderful person. You just need to find someone who will love you for you, the whole package. I know he’s out there, somewhere.”

      “I hope you’re right. I can’t take another Gary,” I said.

      Silence. Michelle was probably holding her tongue so she wouldn’t say, “I told you so.” Smart woman. “So what’s the free house look like? Is it as bad as you expected?” she finally asked.

      “No. Super cute! I can’t believe this place hasn’t sold. Definite curb appeal, the architecture looks old but freshly painted. Hold on, I’m going inside.”

      I fumbled in my pocket for the key and turned it in the brass lock. The door opened, and the sun cast a square of light on the floor around my silhouette. I patted the wall for the light switch and soon an elegant chandelier glowed from above.

      “Wow, Michelle, it’s fabulous! You have got to see this. Hardwood floors, two-story foyer, curved staircase.” I walked into the kitchen. “Holy crow, stainless steel appliances!”

      Michelle squealed on the other end of the phone. We were both expecting a dump. I mean, after I had to crawl to my real estate agent dad for help, I kind of thought the unsellable place he gave me to stay would be a punishment. Compared to my last apartment—or worse, the dorm room Michelle and I lived in at college—this place was a palace.

      “Hold on, I’m going to check out the rest.” I walked to the front of the house and opened the curtains, bathing the main floor in natural light. The place had an elegant dining room and a family room with a flat-screen television. The living room’s floral print screamed old lady, but I wasn’t complaining. The furniture looked new. I talked Michelle through the tour, bounding up the stairs two at a time to check out the bedrooms. Besides a little dust, the place was meticulously maintained.

      On the second-floor landing, I attempted to toss back the curtains to have a look at my new backyard, but the rings caught on the antique cast-iron rod. I wrestled with the damask, catching a glimpse of what was beyond the glass. My heart sank into my gut, and distracted, I dropped my phone. I tried to catch it with my other hand, but it bounced off my palm. Thankfully, the thick carpet of the landing saved me from certain communication purgatory.

      “Grateful? You still there?”

      I scrambled to return the phone to my ear. “I think I figured out why this house hasn’t sold yet,” I said.

      “Why? Is the yard small?”

      Turning back toward the window, I gave the curtains one last firm yank. They gave way, rewarding me with a clear view. The yard sloped from the house toward a weathered, wrought iron fence that bordered the property. Behind the fence, row after row of tombstones stretched across the landscape, with the odd mausoleum thrown in for good measure. The graveyard I’d seen driving into Red Grove extended all the way to my back door.

      “My backyard is a cemetery,” I deadpanned.

      “Seriously? Is that even legal?”

      “I’ve gotta go, Michelle,” I said. “I need to take this up with my realtor.”

      “Okay. Say hi to your dad for me.”
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      I paced the floral living room, trying to keep my voice from climbing to the octave of hysteria. I was pretty close. Any higher and dogs would come running. “Dad, you could have told me.”

      “Sweetheart, it’s nothing. Keep the drapes closed and no one will ever know.”

      “Don’t you think an important piece of information to share with a potential homeowner is the number of dead people buried in the backyard?”

      “Now, don’t overreact. First of all, may I remind you, you are not the homeowner but a custodian, so to speak. And think of it this way—your neighbors are a quiet, keep-to-themselves type of people.” I heard a muffled chuckle.

      “I can hear you laughing,” I said. “I’ve told you before, putting your hand over the receiver does not work. Can’t you understand why this might freak me out a little? I’m here all alone.”

      “I’m telling you, a few nights there, and you’ll forget why you were ever worried,” Dad said. “Plus, if you get scared, the caretaker of the cemetery lives just over the bridge from you. Come to think of it, he would probably give you a tour if you wanted. Maybe that would put you at ease.”

      “Oh sure, a tour of the cemetery with some old, creepy caretaker is just what I need to feel at home!” My voice was rising again. I was painfully close to looking the gift horse in the mouth.

      “Grateful, I love you.”

      “I know, Dad.”

      “I wouldn’t put you in harm’s way.”

      “I know, Dad.”

      “I stocked the refrigerator for you…”

      Like that mattered. We were talking about dead people here.

      “…and the wine cellar.”

      “This place has a wine cellar?”

      “In the basement.”

      “Awww, you’re the best.” I guess Daddy’s charm was harder to resist than I thought.

      “So you’ll give it a few nights?”

      “Sure.”

      There are few things in this world I won’t do for a really fine bottle of Shiraz, and fewer still I won’t do for my dad. I wouldn’t let a bunch of dead people ruin my chances at a new life. Dad was right. I could do this.

      I ended the call and raced to the little door behind the kitchen I assumed led to the basement. To my pleasant surprise it was a finished walkout; too bad if you walked out it would be straight toward the dead people. I tried to ignore the view and veered toward the wine cellar. As big as a bedroom, the section for reds had a separate door from the whites to keep each wine at the optimal temperature. Looking over the rows of bottles, their labels turned upward, my mood significantly improved. Dad hadn’t let me down—my favorite label was at eye level. I grabbed the familiar bottle of Shiraz from the reds and headed upstairs.

      Dad had come through on the food as well. I found a Styrofoam clamshell from Valentine’s, my favorite restaurant. Salmon fillet, some red potatoes, and fresh asparagus. I scraped the contents onto a plate and popped the vittles into the microwave. Cooking with wine is my specialty, so I grabbed a glass and reached for my old friend, Mr. Shiraz. Unfortunately, the bottle in my hand was Pinot Gris.

      “Weird,” I said to myself. I could have sworn I’d grabbed the red. Odder still, the white was cold. I didn’t remember going into the refrigerated section at all.

      I revisited the cellar. The bottle of red I’d wanted was back in its spot. I replaced the white in the cooler and then ran back upstairs with my Shiraz, double-checking the label. Man, I was losing my mind. I blamed the stress of moving.

      In the dining room, I uncorked the bottle and poured myself a glass, admiring the clarity and subtle scent of berries. I drained the vino with an unladylike swig. Who cared anyway? Like my dad said, the neighbors wouldn’t be talking.

      The doorbell rang. I jolted, almost dropping my glass. Who the hell could that be? I set the glass down and approached the door cautiously. The bell rang again.

      “Can I help you?” I yelled through the etched glass oval of the door. A man’s silhouette sliced the twilight. There was no way I was opening up without some credentials.

      The man’s muffled voice filtered through the door. “Hello? I’m Rick Ordenes, from up the street. Your dad asked me to stop by and welcome you to Red Grove.”

      “Up the street?” I hadn’t noticed any neighbors.

      “Yes, I live across the bridge. I’m the caretaker.”

      “Oh. Hold on.” It was nice of my dad to send the old guy over to check on me. I unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.

      And came face to face with the chiseled Adonis from the side of the road.
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      “Is this yours?” he asked, effortlessly holding the huge box I’d forgotten on the porch.

      “Yeah.” With some effort, I lifted my cardboard nemesis from his hands and dropped the sucker ungracefully into the corner of the foyer. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Even more striking up close, I wanted to snap his picture to post on Facebook along with the status: Getta load of my new neighbor. Outlined in my doorway by the orangey-purple sunset, even the sky seemed to blush at the sight of him. And what a sight he was. Taller than me, his dark, wavy hair curled at the base of his neck in a style I’d call well-managed chaos. His straight white smile contrasted nicely with his golden complexion and Mediterranean features. Masculine with a long-muscled grace, he reminded me of a matador or flamenco dancer. Almost regal.

      “Rick Ordenes.” He extended his hand. “I’m the caretaker.”

      I accepted his handshake. Firm, strong. Good eye contact. He definitely passed Handshake 101. “Has anyone ever told you, you don’t look like the typical cemetery caretaker?”

      “What does a typical caretaker look like?”

      “I don’t know. I was expecting old and gray.”

      He laughed. “Believe it or not, it takes resilience to do my job. An aged man would struggle with the work.”

      “I never thought of it that way.” I hoped I hadn’t offended him.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re not what I expected, either.”

      “Oh, you mean based on my father’s description,” I said, grinning. “He probably still describes me in pigtails.”

      He shook his head. “Actually, he didn’t even tell me your name.”

      “Oh, um, I’m Grateful.”

      “You’re grateful he didn’t tell me?”

      “No! I mean, that’s my name. Grateful. Grateful Knight. I know, it’s a strange name, considering my father wasn’t even a hippie.” I shrugged.

      A slow smile spread across his lips, and his gray eyes twinkled. “Grateful is a lovely name. I suppose it’s fitting that a rare beauty have an equally rare name.”

      The compliment captivated me. Not just the words themselves but the way he said them. With a hint of a Spanish accent, they tumbled over his full lips in a silky smooth ripple, like moonlight spilling over still water. I caught myself staring at his mouth.

      My cheeks warmed. Oh. My. God. Had I reverted to an awkward fifteen-year-old blushing at the hint of male attention? I mentally slapped myself.

      “Would you like to come in?” I opened the door a little wider.

      “Are you inviting me?”

      I blinked in his direction. “Um, yes. Where I come from, ‘Would you like to come in?’ is an invitation.”

      “In my experience, it’s always best to make sure,” he said, teasing me with a delectable lopsided grin. Bending, he retrieved a vase of the ugliest wildflowers I’d ever seen from beside the door and handed them to me. “Sage and garlic, to ward off evil spirits.” He stepped into the house, eyes darting around the foyer with the curiosity of a tourist.

      “Oh, thanks. How thoughtful. My dad must have told you the cemetery kind of freaks me out.”

      He ignored my comment but turned the full weight of his attention on me. “Do you go by Grateful, or something shorter?”

      “Yes, Grateful. You can’t really shorten Grateful. Unless I went by a single letter like G, and I’m not a music mogul or one of the Men in Black, so Grateful it is.” I led the way into the dining room, where I placed the vase at the center of the table. “And you? Is Rick short for Richard?” Or maybe, wanton sex god?

      “Enrique. My parents were Spanish. But call me Rick.”

      Our eyes met. An awkward pause ensued while we soaked each other in. A magnetic field had formed between us, coaxing me toward him. I refrained, but barely. Delicious warmth unfolded deep within me. I was surprised the drapes didn’t melt down the walls from the heat between us, and I couldn’t stop my mind from replaying the shower scene I’d imagined driving in. Damn! What was wrong with me? I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth and turned away so that he wouldn’t see my face redden once again.

      “It smells good in here. Were you cooking?” he asked, breaking the tension.

      “Yes, actually. I just sat down to eat.”

      “Oh, I’ve interrupted your dinner. Please, continue.”

      “Have you had something? I could whip up a plate for you?” I had no idea what I would do if he said yes. I couldn’t actually cook, and I wasn’t sure my dad had left sandwich fixings.

      “I’ve eaten, thank you. But, please…” He pointed toward the kitchen.

      “Okay. But don’t feel like you have to leave.” I retrieved my plate from the microwave and took a seat at the dining room table across from him.

      “Can I pour you a glass of wine?” I asked.

      “Yes. What do you have there?”

      “Shiraz—” I froze as I looked at the bottle in front of me. A circle of red still stained the bottom of my glass, but next to it was not the Shiraz I’d opened. Instead, the Pinot Gris faced me, sealed and dripping with condensation. My scalp prickled.

      “What’s wrong? You’re as white as a ghost.” Rick moved to my side.

      “Th-this is not the wine I was drinking. Look.” I showed him the top of the bottle. “It’s sealed. I put this bottle away in the cellar.”

      Surely Rick would think I was crazy, but I was too majorly creeped out to maintain the I’m-perfectly-normal facade.

      He gingerly took the bottle from my hands, as if the dark green glass might sprout legs at any moment. Tilting his face toward the ceiling, he squinted and his lips pressed into a flat line. “I was hoping this wouldn’t start so soon.”

      “What wouldn’t start?”

      Rick leaned forward and whispered into my ear. “I don’t want to alarm you, but I think this house is haunted.”

      I waited all of three seconds to break into laughter. “Oh, come on. Haunted?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “You don’t believe the house could be haunted?”

      “No. Not really. I mean, the wine is weird, but there has to be a rational explanation.”

      “There is only one way to know the truth.” His face was inches from mine now, and I caught him glancing down the V-neck of my T-shirt.

      “Blonde paradox,” I whispered under my breath.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, I just asked what—what is the way to know the truth?”

      He held up the bottle and focused his dark eyes on me as if it was ninety degrees and I was a tall glass of ice water. I wriggled in my chair from the intensity. Pressing one hand to his chest, he said, “We must drink this ghostly wine late into the night, and I must stay with you to protect you from any unholy visitors.”

      I took one look at his exaggerated theatrics and said, “I’ll get a corkscrew.” Hell, I wasn’t doing anything anyway. I walked into the kitchen to grab one off the counter and gasped. My bottle of Shiraz was corked, next to the refrigerator. What the hell was going on?

      “You know,” Rick called from the dining room, “Pinot Gris is the better choice with salmon. Shiraz is too heavy of a red for fish.”

      I may be blonde, but I am not stupid. The pieces snapped together. Rick must have somehow changed the bottles. Maybe this was one big pick-up line: Hey baby, your house is haunted. Can I spend the night? Of course, that was it.

      I walked back into the dining room. “You haven’t been completely honest with me, have you?”

      “You see through me,” Rick admitted. He lowered his chin. “Your father didn’t ask me to check on you. That was my own idea.”

      He didn’t say anything about the wine, but I dropped the subject. Who cared how the bottle got there? I was enjoying his company too much to let my suspicions bother me. I opened the Pinot Gris, poured him a glass, and then myself one.

      “So, tell me how you became a caretaker,” I said.

      “I have always been interested in the dead.” I must have made a face because he quickly added, “History. I was a history major.”

      “Oh, interesting.” I decided not to share that I loathed history in college.

      “This cemetery has historical significance, you know. The oldest grave is from sixteen ninety-two, an early settler of Red Grove. How familiar are you with the town?”

      “Not at all. I’m a nurse at St. John’s in Carlton City. I wouldn’t have considered moving to Red Grove if not for my dad. He inherited the house, and I needed a place to stay.” I didn’t offer any more info on my embarrassing situation and thankfully he didn’t ask.

      “It’s a small town, but it’s home.” He smiled. “I’ll give you a tour if you like. Of the cemetery, that is. I think you can find your own way around Red Grove Grocery and Pub.”

      “Uh, thanks.” I giggled. “Grocery and Pub. You say it like it’s one building.”

      “It is. The first floor of Orson Thompson’s place. He sells fishing bait too.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” The wine was starting to do its dirty work, and I could feel inhibition packing its bags. “Can I ask you a personal question, Rick?”

      “Of course.”

      “You said your family was from Spain. How did you end up here?”

      The question must have made him uncomfortable because he looked away and started tracing the edge of the table with his finger. He cleared his throat. “I guess they came for the same reasons everyone comes here. To make a new start. They used to have a farm here a long time ago. They’ve passed on.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I was such a downer. Nothing like bringing up someone’s dead parents to sour the mood.

      “It’s been years.” He shrugged. The man looked desperate for a change of subject. “This is good wine.”

      “Yes, it is,” I replied. I poured each of us another glass, emptying the last drops into mine. We’d finished the entire bottle, and I had finished my meal. “Would you like to move to the family room? Maybe watch some TV? I can grab that bottle of Shiraz.”

      He gave the sort of nod that starts and ends with the eyes, not just assent but anticipation. The feeling was mutual. We sojourned to the plush sofa in the family room. I discovered the television didn’t have cable and settled on a Saturday Night Live marathon while he poured more wine.

      “Hot summer we’ve had. Glad it’s almost over,” I said. Crap. I was such a nerd. Who talks about the weather with a could-be underwear model at her side and a glass of wine in hand?

      “Very…hot,” he drawled. Oh God, his lips were full. Was that a dimple in his chin?

      I caught myself leaning toward him and readjusted in my seat.

      “Funny thing about the heat. I’m a nurse at St. John’s, and you would be surprised how many heat-related injuries come in…” My mouth was still moving, but I had no idea what was coming out. Did I just say cooling packs? I tried to stop, but I was having an out-of-body experience or something.

      Rick placed his fingers under my still wagging chin.

      “Fluids,” I blurted, finishing off a sentence about something that wasn’t as important as his face, so very close to mine.

      “Grateful, I know you’ve just met me, but you are…incredible. May I kiss you?”

      I’d sworn off men. I’d promised myself I’d stay in control. So why was I having so much trouble following my own rules? Of course, I’d felt attracted to Rick before he walked through the door. The effects of the wine magnified that initial attraction. He smelled good, like the outdoors. Fresh-turned earth, pine, and something else I couldn’t quite place—the ocean, I think. But more than that, Rick made me feel safe. If the sensation was because he knew my father or because his job as caretaker eased my fears about the graveyard, I wasn’t sure. Maybe the desire to not be alone in a strange new house was enough. Whatever the reason, I looked into those gray eyes and a wave of heat moved from my heart due south.

      “Yes.”

      He leaned in slowly, lips brushing mine, soft, warm, and gentle at first. The kiss was closed-mouthed and conservative. I blinked lazily, enjoying the sweet gesture. He pulled back a little, like he was kissing me goodnight, restraining himself.

      I can’t explain what came over me. A slow burn budded between my legs. My body ached, hungry, wanting to be fed. I wasn’t satisfied. This was more than attraction. I stared at him with the shaking hands, racing heart, and fevered skin of an addict. I had tasted ambrosia, and I wanted more.

      Eyes locked onto his, I tangled my fingers in the dark curls at the back of his head. Coaxing his face toward mine, I returned his gentle kiss but then demanded more. I ran my tongue along the place where his lips touched.

      “Open for me,” I murmured in a husky version of my voice.

      He gasped. It was all the invitation I needed. I couldn’t resist. I slid my tongue between his teeth in a deep, wanting kiss. I thrust into his mouth, a crude imitation of what I wanted him to do to me. What my body begged for.

      The heat from our lips flowed down my chest, made my stomach tighten, and moved lower. I bit his lip. Oh, he tasted good. He made a low sound like a growl and smoothed his hand over my hip. Lust rippled through me, leaving me hot and wet between my legs, my body ready for him in an instant. Lord, I wanted him. An unexpected combination of sexual attraction and possessiveness I’d never experienced took over, and the desire absolutely owned me.

      “You make me burn,” he whispered into my mouth.

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      His hand circled to the small of my back, pulled me hard against his chest. A string of syllables came out of his throat in a language I didn’t know but in a tone I completely understood. Rick wanted me too. My insides liquefied. My will was not my own.

      I clawed the back of his head and scissored my legs to get closer to him. Why, I don’t know. No room remained between us as it was. He trailed kisses down my throat and pulled the neck of my T-shirt aside to continue his mouth’s exploration. Meanwhile, his other hand skimmed up my ribs, cupping and lifting my breast to bring his lips achingly close to the black lace of my bra. Electricity coursed through my body.

      “Oh!”

      Frantically, I worked one hand into the neck of his shirt, unbuttoning with the other. Light-headed, like when I was a kid and would run downhill so fast I thought I’d trip, I slid my fingers across his chest. That’s when I felt a ridge of flesh on his left pec.

      I pulled back. A crude, hooked scar marred the skin over his heart. It almost looked like he’d been branded.

      Searing pain, a red-hot railroad spike, sliced through my skull. I buried my face in his opposite shoulder, hoping the headache would go away. “What happened here?” I managed, my touch lingering.

      “A mark of my profession. The caretaker’s scythe.”

      “I didn’t know caretakers had a mark. Is that like how Marines get the same tattoo?”

      “Not all of them.” His expression changed, closing off, and he pulled his shirt back over his chest. He cleared his throat and began buttoning.

      All at once, awareness that I was making out with a complete stranger hit me upside the head. I backed off, straightening my shirt in the process. This wasn’t even a date, and I was practically jumping this guy. Disappointed in myself, I frowned. Had I no self-control?

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing…” My mouth hung open while I found the words. “I’m not usually like this. I got a little ahead of myself.” Understatement of the year. After Gary, I should’ve remained three feet away from anyone who peed standing up.

      “I’m not complaining, mi cielo.” He gently wrapped his hands around my wrists and pulled me back to him. “Maybe we did get ahead of ourselves, but only because there’s something here worth moving toward.” He flashed brilliantly white teeth.

      “What did you just call me?”

      “Mi cielo? Literally, the phrase means ‘my sky.’ It’s a term of endearment.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side. We snuggled like that, in front of the TV, content to be in each other’s company.

      Sometime after midnight, I woke as Rick gently positioned me on the couch. I’d fallen asleep in his arms. Before he left, he moved the ugly bouquet from the dining room to the coffee table near my head. The door clicked shut behind him, and I drifted back to sleep.
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      The stench of dirty feet brought me to my senses. Where was I? I sat up and cracked my back. Memories of the night lingered like a bad case of food poisoning. What the hell happened last night? I’d sworn to stay off men until I had time to heal. After the Gary incident, I’d had to go to therapy, months of soul-wrenching therapy where I promised myself I wouldn’t hand my future over to the next guy who came along. I’d given Gary control of all of my financial resources because I thought I loved him. Who does that? I’ll tell you who. Pushovers. Women who need boundaries. I needed boundaries. I needed control. I needed to not straddle every cemetery caretaker who walked through my door.

      I’d crossed a line into mildly slutty last night. I slapped my forehead, which was beginning to throb in protest of yesterday’s alcohol ingestion. With a deep breath, I decided there was no need to berate myself. So, I’d slipped. I chalked it up to the wine and the stress of moving into the new house. Nothing too serious had happened. Last night was a test, one I’d barely passed. Obviously, Rick was my catnip. Now that I understood his effect on me, I would be more careful around him.

      I cracked my back again. The family room couch did not make a good bed. Light streamed between the wood blinds. Crap. I glanced at my watch and then leaped to my feet. I’d have to hustle if I was going to make my shift at the hospital and, unfortunately, I hadn’t unpacked my moving box. I’d have to dig out my scrubs and bathroom sundries.

      Hauling my awkward cargo up to the bedroom, I retrieved all of my stuff and took the world’s fastest shower. The mirror was covered in a thick layer of steam, and I struggled to get ready with a throbbing headache on top of impaired vision.

      “Ow!” I yanked the mascara wand out of my eye. I was going to look like a raccoon if I wasn’t careful. A raccoon with a migraine.

      I dug in my purse for some ibuprofen and gulped them down with water from the sink. That’s when my hangover became the least of my worries. I had the distinct impression that someone was watching me.

      “Hello?” I called, sticking my head out the bathroom door.

      There was no one there.

      Weird. This creaky old house was messing with my head. I sighed and dressed in my scrub top, an ice-blue one with tiny penguins. As the cloth slipped over my head, I thought I saw a man’s face in the foggy mirror, for a fraction of a second. Once my vision was unobstructed, nothing.

      I made a second mental note to cut back on the liquor. On my way out the door, I grabbed the ugly bouquet with its dirty-foot odor and tossed it into the garbage can. The smell was definitely not helping my hangover.

      As I backed out of the garage, I retrieved a frosted strawberry Pop-Tart from my glove compartment and a bottle of Frappuccino from the case behind my seat. “Breakfast of champions,” I mumbled to the windshield, hoping I’d make it to work on time.
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      One of the perks of being a nurse is the twelve-hour shifts. Sure, they’re long, but you only have to work three days a week. Plus, because of Michelle, I got in good with the staff during clinicals and was hired on day shift, seven a.m. to seven p.m. Cool gig for someone like me with no spouse or kids. Off early enough to enjoy a night out, plus four days of freedom a week to spend as you choose, or in my case, as I can afford. My new digs added a thirty-minute commute in each direction, twenty if you drive like I do. By the time I got home, I was mentally and physically exhausted, ready and willing to do my best impression of a slug on the couch for the rest of the night. Unfortunately, my workday wasn’t over.

      As part of my financial rescue strategy, I’d taken on a second job as a phone nurse. The idea was that I would do it on my days off, but that hadn’t worked out this week. My coworker had some kind of personal conflict, so I was left covering the rest of her shift, eight to midnight. It wasn’t exactly how I wanted to spend my night. Visions of the caretaker danced through my head, but I brushed them away with a sweep of my hand. I had work to do.

      I tossed some cheese and crackers into my mouth, booted my laptop, and donned the headset that made me look like Uhura from Star Trek. Like a good little call center rep, I logged in at exactly eight o’clock and the calls started rolling in.

      “No, Mrs. Sakston, brown urine is never normal, even if you did have asparagus for dinner. Please see your doctor.”

      And more calls.

      “Even though the PMS is really bad, it isn’t a reason to take your wife to the emergency room, Mr. Johnston. Please call her doctor in the morning for an office visit. No, I don’t think she’ll kill you, but maybe you should stay out of her way.”

      And more calls.

      “How far apart are the contractions? Five minutes? Yes, you should go to the hospital now.”

      Until finally, around eleven thirty p.m., the calls seemed to stop and I watched the clock inch toward midnight. I was more than ready to be done with the day. The scrubs I’d thrown on that morning clung to me like a straitjacket. I longed to spend the night in a real bed after my backbreaking stint on the couch the night before.

      Static in my ear at eleven fifty-nine was an unwelcome warning that a call was coming in—the sound of the switchboard routing to me. It was all that I could do not to log out and make the patient call back. But I’m not the type of person to leave my work for someone else, so I waited for the familiar beep that would signify the call’s connection.

      “Hello, you’ve reached the St. John’s medi-line. How can I help you today?”

      “Are you the sorter?” a grandmotherly voice asked.

      “Excuse me? Ma’am? Can I help you?”

      “Do you seek the book and blade?”

      She sounded old. Maybe she was confused. “This is the hospital phone service. Are you in trouble? Do you need help? What’s your name?”

      “My name is Prudence, dear.”

      “Prudence, are you ill?”

      “Oh no, I’m not ill.”

      “Can I help you with something?”

      “Are you the sorter?”

      “I don’t know what that is, ma’am.”

      Click. The line disconnected. My hand reflexively shot forward and hit the button on my computer to log out.

      “Freaking weird,” I said. I wondered what kind of situation the lady was in. Maybe she was an Alzheimer’s patient or something. She certainly wasn’t making any sense.

      I was in the process of removing my headset and making plans for a long, hot bath when the sound of a door swinging open on squeaky hinges made me turn toward the stairs. The sound was coming from up, way up. I rose on shaky legs and took three big steps toward the foyer.

      I’m not sure what I noticed first, the woman herself or the light that surrounded her. She had the curly gray hair of a grandmother, round cheeks, and a black button-front sweater over a high lace collar. Her face was a scowl and below her waist…nothing. Tendrils of mist—that was it. The glowing torso of an old lady leered at me from the top of my steps. I stopped breathing. I blinked once, then twice. She locked eyes with me.

      “Are you the sorter?” she asked in a voice lined with static, as if the air between us was causing a bad connection.

      I stared, eyes wide and voice mute with shock.

      “Do you seek the book and blade?”

      Her tendrils wormed lower, onto the next stair. I still couldn’t form words, so I shook my head.

      “Are you the sorter?” she asked again.

      Sorter? “N-no,” I stuttered.

      The parchment-colored skin of her face began to glow above her high lace collar, then tightened like shrink-wrap to her skull. Her eyes became burning embers in their bony pits, and her teeth elongated.

      “Get out of my house!” she bellowed.

      What the fuck? A cold wind powered toward me, a whistling cyclone of fury that made the floor quake and the shutters bang against the walls from their place outside the windows. The pots and pans, hinged to the pot rack in the kitchen, crash-boom-banged in the mounting interior tornado. My laptop crashed to the hardwood floor. Papers fluttered by, my notes and work forms circling like misguided snowflakes. In the dining room, the chairs took turns pulling themselves out and then pushing themselves back in at the table.

      Anyone in her right mind would have run, but I couldn’t move. My muscles and vocal cords froze from fear, and my feet weighed two tons each. I couldn’t even breathe.

      The torso descended the stairs, weightless but menacing, piercing me with that monstrous gaze. “Get out!” she bellowed again.

      This had to be a nightmare. I’d fallen asleep at the computer and was having a nightmare. Why weren’t my muscles moving?

      Closer, she drifted. I had to make a run for it. I had to move. My jaw sagged. I was still holding my breath.

      A man stepped between the ghost and me. Where did he come from? He lifted two fingers over his shoulder, and the wind stopped, the pans clinked to a rest, the shutters halted their wicked cacophony.

      “Oh thank God,” I said and let the air rush out of my burning lungs.

      He turned toward the ghost, held out his hand, and said, “Prudence, come on. Knock it off. You’re scaring her.”

      “She doesn’t belong here!” the old lady yelled.

      The man turned a gentle smile
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