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  Chapter 1


“We have no money, Cammie.” Madeleine always brought drama in with her like a breeze. 
As we waited for the rest of the historical society to gather for our monthly meeting, Lucy and I had been sitting and talking about the most recent Winterfest.
“That’s our first topic for this meeting,” I said dryly.
“Isn’t that our only topic for this meeting?” Lucy snagged a cookie out of the box she’d brought.
“Well, given how dire our financial situation is,” Madeleine said, selecting a cookie for herself, “it will take up the entire time to figure out how to keep ourselves afloat. People have stopped caring about preserving history anymore.”
“That’s not entirely true.” I didn’t want to think that everything we worked to preserve and share was of no consequence to other people. 
Many people came and toured our little historical society, known officially as the Cultural Arts Center, during their visit to Whispering Lake, our gorgeous lakeside town. They asked a lot of questions. Okay, only some did. Most didn’t, but that was why I had the displays the way they were so that people could visually see the history versus having to hear it. A lot of people were visual learners instead of auditory, anyway. During the summer, tours did quite well, but that money didn’t last all year, and with the renovations we’d had to do, it was all gone now. 
“I agree with Cammie,” Lucy said. “People have so many things trying to get their attention these days, we just need to show them the importance of this.”
Madeleine had already eaten the cookie and was reaching for another one as she cast a skeptical look at Lucy.
“And how do you suggest we do that?” Ro walked in, her confident stride always a calming counterpart to Madeleine’s drama. Though, this time, I agreed with the worries she was expressing.
“Hi, Ro.” Lucy smiled sweetly, as she always did.
“Hello, everyone.” Ro glanced at the box of cookies and avoided it. 
It would be great if I had the same strength. I’d already had one cookie and was trying to resist another. The bakery was exceptionally good, but that meant the cookies were packed full of sugar and butter, and I was supposed to be on a diet—according to my doctor, at least. I didn’t always agree with her.
“Madeleine, you look particularly worked up today,” Ro said, and I could sense a quarrel about to start. Those two were polar opposites and fought like sisters. 
Lucy beat me to any intercession I could have made. “We should talk about the money issue,” she rushed into the conversation. She hated conflict and would do anything to keep Madeleine and Ro from sniping at each other. One time she even pretended she cut her hand while making dinner so those two would stop whatever argument that was about to erupt.
“We are officially in the red.” Madeleine stated it like it was the most scandalous news of our decade. Hardly. But it was worrisome.
I brought out a notebook and flipped to the new page that I’d already labeled for our meeting. “So we’ll consider this a brainstorming session. Let’s list out all of the ideas we have for moneymaking and then we can pursue the best avenue that we all agree on.” 
“I don’t suppose there’s a rich person we could just ask, so we don’t have to go through hoops and great lengths.” Ro was an A-to-B person. The more straightforward something was, the more she was happy with it.
Lucy was already shaking her head. “There’s no one who’s going to just give us several thousand dollars. Not when the Children’s Hospital and the fire department and the animal rescue are all vying for donations.”
“When you put it like that, I feel rather inconsequential.” The Cultural Arts Center and historical society was my baby. I’d worked here for over a decade and loved it. All the organizations she’d listed were of great importance, and I wouldn’t ever want to take away from them, but couldn’t we find something for us as well?
“We need to give people something in return for their money. People want to feel like they’re needed and included and they’re doing good, and that means getting them involved in something.” Finally, Madeleine was back to being practical. 
“Are you talking like some kind of charity event?” Ro didn’t look excited at the prospect. She wasn’t much of a people person. At least not now. All we knew about her was that she left the CIA and was now our town librarian. I was shocked when I first learned that she was ex-CIA and felt that was quite the juxtaposition to her current job, but she seemed to enjoy it.
“Oh yes!” Lucy clapped her hands. “That would be perfect. People around here love to go to charity events and dinners and we could even draw in some people from the city. People are always looking for a reason to come to Whispering Lake.”
I was writing this idea out, trying to think through some of the issues we might come up against. Besides the fact that we had no money to invest in this event in the first place.
“So, how are we going to provide the refreshments, the entertainment, and the space?”
“Wow, Cammie, usually Ro is the one to throw cold water on our parade,” Madeleine said.
“I hope you realize I take that as a compliment. Someone has to keep your feet on the ground,” Ro replied, her eyes crinkling in amusement. She seemed to be about to say more, but instead took a sip from the bottle of water she’d brought. Probably so she wouldn’t get Madeleine any more riled up, knowing how much Lucy and I hated their arguments.
“I think we should at least try to talk to people about donating space and entertainment and even the catering,” Lucy said.
“It seems like a lot, but spread out between different businesses, it shouldn’t be that much. It’s asking them to donate a little of what they already have for a good cause,” Madeleine agreed.
I glanced at Ro, seeing if she had anything to say, possibly more ideas that wouldn’t involve us in having to talk to multiple people. She gave me a little headshake. Too bad.
“Okay, that’s so far one viable option,” I said. “What else can we think of?”
We all glanced at each other. None of us was particularly good at this. We were here because we loved history, wanted to preserve it, and keep this town the beautiful, unique place that it was.
“The high schoolers do a car wash to get money for their club trips,” Ro said dryly, her tone indicating that obviously we weren’t going to do that.
Lucy shrugged. “I’d rather have a bake sale, honestly.”
“You are not going to find me out there washing cars.” Madeleine glared at Ro. Ro just shrugged. Nothing bothered her. 
“Well, this is productive.” I tapped my pen on the notebook, trying to figure out how we could work it from here.
“If we’re going to pursue this, then let’s go ahead. Lucy, would you find out if there’s a caterer that would be willing to donate to our worthy cause? I will try and find a venue, and Ro and Madeleine...” They each gave me wary looks. “You two are in charge of finding entertainment and decorations.”
Ro glanced at Madeleine. “I’ll take the entertainment.”
“Thank goodness.” Madeleine nodded. “The color theme for the party would end up being gray in your hands. I most certainly have superior taste in decoration.”
With as much as those two bickered, I doubted they ever realized how well they worked together, happy to take on different tasks and get them done.
“Is that really all we have for today?” Ro asked.
I glanced at my notes. “Well, besides the fact that I just set up a new display featuring the port as a bustling place from the eighteen hundreds, yes.”
“Oh, you have to show us.” Lucy was always the one to express enthusiasm over almost everything, and I appreciated it. We all did. She was the soul of our group.
We left the little nook that was the office of the historical society, replete with padded wood chairs and a corner desk, and traveled down the stairs to the spacious main room, featuring many of the displays and informational plaques that I had spent hours on, many with the help of these ladies. There were smaller rooms off to the sides that held displays that were special to the town itself. If I had more room, I would do one just for the port, as it had been used quite often in the early days of this town.
Not that this was a seaside town. No, we lived on a huge lake. But back then, when there was no easy way to get to one place or another, or transport goods, this massive lake was a hotbed of activity from one town to the next.
“Oh, how lovely!” Lucy exclaimed.
Ro peered through the glass. “I love these replica ships and boats. Who did you get to do them?”
“There’s a woodworking company that does special model ships in the UK that did these.”
We discussed the display and others that we had wanted to install.
“Unfortunately, there’s just nothing we can do without more money.” It was disheartening, wondering if we’d be able to put together and gather enough interest to stay afloat. My position and everything that the historical society offered was funded by the city, which was quite stingy, as well as by grants and monetary gifts, but lately those had dried up.
We made our way back to our creaky chairs and talked about the latest news in our town. It was a popular tourist destination and the gossip among the people who did live here permanently was always going around.
“And I heard that a woman whose husband disappeared here years ago is coming back to get married again!” Madeleine pressed a hand to her chest. “I mean, I’ve remarried once and think getting remarried is no issue, but I wouldn’t get married somewhere that my first husband up and vanished. I just think that’s a bit morose.”
“She must have a reason. Maybe she grew up here and really loves the place, but it is a bit macabre,” Lucy agreed.
Madeleine’s phone rang, interrupting anything the rest of us were going to say. Personally, I agreed that coming back to get married in the same town that your husband vanished in was a little strange.
Madeleine said a few words on the phone, then hung up and grabbed her purse. “Lawrence needs help with that project of his again.” She stood.
“What do you know about construction?” I frowned skeptically.
“That’s the beauty of it. I don’t have to know anything. All I have to do is make sure he doesn’t fall off the ladder. And if he does, then I’ll call nine-one-one.”
“Very helpful,” Ro said. 
Lucy and I glanced at each other, and I could see she was holding in a laugh, just as I was.
Madeleine sent Ro a glare, letting us all know she wasn’t appreciative of the sarcasm. “I will see you all Saturday at book club.” 
We all bid Madeleine goodbye. Lucy yawned widely, her jaw cracking.
“Has that tea been helping you sleep better?” I asked, curious if it actually worked. I would love something to help me get more rest as well. Getting older was for the birds. Plus, it was a remedy from over a century ago, and I loved that it connected us to the past even now, with all our modern conveniences.
“It helps a little. It helps me get to sleep, but not stay asleep.”
“You should deal with whatever’s bothering you. In my experience, people can’t sleep when they have too much on their minds.” Ro leaned against the back of her chair.
Lucy gave her a sheepish smile. “I think Danny is going to ask me to marry him. I don’t know what to think about it. I never imagined I would get married, and I don’t know what I would do if he did ask.”
Lucy and Danny had been together for the last three years, so I thought it was high time for him to at least have the decency to see if she even wanted to get married. 
“What makes you think he wants to get married?” I asked.
“He was seen at the jewelers, looking at rings.”
Ro rolled her eyes. “Oh, the joys of small towns.”
“There’s certainly a blessing and a curse to small towns,” I agreed. “You can’t know for sure, though, Lucy, so try not to worry about it. And if it came down to it, you could always just talk it out with him. The situation doesn’t have to be dramatic.”
Lucy fiddled with her jacket. “Speaking of dramatic, can we keep this to ourselves? I just don’t want it to get around.”
We both agreed. It was her business, anyway. Not that people from small towns minded their own business, but she was a friend and we certainly wouldn’t say anything if she didn't want us to. Rumors were often spread by people who didn’t know the whole story, but wanted to, and silence was held by friends. If the friends could, that is. Madeleine was a wonderful person, but she probably would share the information with someone, or three.
We had little else to talk about, and besides, the three of us were tired from the workday. When they left, I closed up, shutting off the lights and making sure the doors were locked. 
The outside air was crisp and I hugged my wool jacket closer. A mist had spread out over the lake, and I decided to take a walk to try to gain clarity on some of the issues we were having and how to rectify them. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I wasn’t employed by the city and head of the historical preservation council. I always chuckled at the lofty title, given that the council was myself and Ro, Madeleine, and Lucy. But I also acknowledged, if only to myself, that it would be very sad if all of that got taken away.
Older brick buildings lined what was cleverly named Main Street, and most buildings had business signs. Crème de la Cream Puffs Bakery, the Sleepy Kitty Café, Marlow’s Antique Shop, and the fabric and craft store, which took up almost as much space as the bakery. There was also the town hall and city building. 
It was only a five-minute walk to the water. A lot of people said it was creepy when mist covered the lake and crept onto the land. But I thought it was relaxing, being able to work through life’s problems while shrouded in the silence and stillness of the fog.
As I got to about the halfway point around the lake, I stepped out onto a pier, gazing as far as I could, given the weather. 
I’d been reading about the original buildings in town, one of my favorite subjects. Whispering Lake was home to many old, old buildings and homes. Some dated all the way back to the nineteenth century. My predecessor had managed to keep many from being demolished or renovated to the point that the history of them was washed away. She had done such a good job in this position, being quite the people person, and could convince anyone to go along with her train of thought. I wished I were the same, but I needed my time alone, and I didn’t like charity events or fundraising. Or talking to a lot of people, especially if the subject wasn’t history or cats. 
As I stared out at the water, the mist shifted, almost as if a boat was traveling through. Why would anyone be out this late and in this weather? I narrowed my eyes and peered closer, trying to get a better look. The mist shifted again. Was that a person? The image of someone standing on top of the lake was gone as I blinked. 
Low light will do that. Make you think you saw things. Many times, people had said they’d seen a ghost on these waters. Interestingly enough, they all said it was a woman they’d seen. Black hair and white dress. I shook my head, trying to clear the image of a woman standing on the water, and walked away from the lake.
The buzzing of my phone, kept tucked away in a small pocket in my purse given its rare use, drew my attention and I shuffled around in my purse for it. Eventually, I just set my purse down on a bench next to a big oak tree, the leaves shed long ago for the winter ahead. I hated getting phone calls. Because then I had to decide, after the process of finding it, if I really wanted to talk to the person or if it was a spam call. Luckily, this time, it was someone I dearly loved talking to.
“How’s my favorite cousin?” I answered.
The honey-milk voice of my witty, sarcastic, and utterly unapologetic cousin came over the line, causing me to smile as always. “Oh my gosh, you cannot believe the day I just had.” Gavin sounded particularly put out.
“Oh?” I knew nothing else was needed to prompt him into letting me in on what was happening. We called each other at least twice a week, keeping in touch and complaining about the rest of the family.
“I think I’m going to move down there by you.” Gavin was dramatic. Not quite as dramatic as Madeleine and a little more thought-out before he spoke, but I had a feeling that I shouldn’t get my hopes up. It would be nice to have him closer, though.
“I don’t know if our small town is fancy enough for you.”
“Darling, I could make it fancy by just being there.” 
I smiled as I started walking again, trying to finish the trail around the lake so I could head home. 
“Really, though, I think I should come down and look at business rentals I could use for my salon.”
“You sound serious.” I frowned. What had bothered him so much that he was thinking about moving from the city that he loved over to this little place?
“Oh, I am. Being this close to family is a mistake. Besides, your town needs some pizzazz, and I can bring just that.”
“Ghost peppers, what’s happened now?”
“Cousin Amber is all worked up. She’s angry with her husband, and I sided with him and told her that she was being ridiculous, as usual, and that started the fight.”
“Good gracious.” I could imagine it. Amber was particularly spoiled within the family, but only Gavin and I thought it was ridiculous and that she got away with far too much. We were the black sheep, you could say. And neither one of us would tell anyone in the family that they were in the right if it was obviously not true. Everyone else would just look the other way. 
“Your mom said she was going to visit you this weekend. I’d like to come with.”
My eyebrows shot up. My mother? Usually I visited her, and if she was coming to visit me, I should probably be concerned.
“Is there anything that I need to know and be particularly worried about?”
“Not that I know of. That’s part of the reason that I want to come down with your mother, in case you need backup.”
“As if. You just want to get all the juicy details before anyone else.”
“It’s almost like you know me.” He chuckled. “Who’s a good Realtor that I should call so I can set up some viewings for this weekend, then?”
“There’s only one Realtor, and her name is Mandy. She’s not always the most straightforward, but at the very least, she can get you in to see the properties.” I didn’t mention that he’d probably rethink the move by this weekend. He usually came to the same conclusion I did after the emotions wore off. “I’ll find her number and send it to you.”
“You’re a doll. I’m excited to come see you.”
“You’re just excited for the drama to be aimed at someone else and not you.” I said it with a smile, taking any sting out of the words.
Gavin snorted and I could almost see him tossing his head, his spiky brown hair sprayed with so much product that it shone as he did so. “How are things with you?”
One of my favorite things about Gavin, and one thing the rest of our family never seemed to get, was that he never only made the conversation about him. He had his emotional outburst and then he found out how everyone else was doing. Usually people would chat about themselves and not ask, or really care if they did ask, about the other person. It was one of the reasons why I enjoyed books, history, and displays of historical accomplishments better than the company of people here in the now.
“Doing well,” I said, even though it wasn’t the truth.
“Cammie, if you’re going to lie, you need to learn how to do so more convincingly. Now what is going on?”
I sighed. I didn’t want to get into it, there was nothing he could do to help. “The historical society needs to fundraise and I’m not very good at it, but thankfully, Lucy and Madeleine are helping. Ro is, too, but she and I are less likely to get people to donate to the cause than those two.”
“I remember Madeleine. People will hand money over just to get her to hush and leave them alone.”
“Gavin!” I scolded, trying not to let him hear the laughter in my voice.
“You know it’s true. I’ll see if I can come up with some ideas and we can chat this weekend.”
“Thanks, Gavin. Take care, and don’t talk to the family anymore this week.”
“Oh, I won’t have to. They’re not talking to me.”
“Must be nice.”
“Bye.”
I bid him goodbye and hung up, so lost in the conversation that I hadn’t been paying attention to the world around me. I was still on the edge of the lake, the pebbly ground wet from the fog. 
When I looked up from my phone after dumping it back in my purse, I saw someone ahead of me. It wouldn’t be surprising since everyone around here loved to get out and walk around the lake, usually when it was sunnier. The issue was, no one around here wore ankle-length white dresses. At least not until the Renaissance fair. I tried to identify who it might be, lengthening my strides to catch up. But the faster I walked seemed to have nothing to do with the distance between us, as the person ahead of me stayed exactly the same distance, no matter how fast I moved.
I power walked as quickly as possible. The woman in front of me looked suspiciously like the one that people always described out on the lake. We came to another pier and the fog thickened until I couldn’t see her anymore. I slowed my pace. She was gone for now, and I couldn’t help but think how odd it was. Not that I believed that it was some apparition from the lake, but why would someone be walking around in a nightgown, or a thin white dress to their ankles? They would be freezing. I stayed a few more minutes to see if the person would come back into view, but no one did.
I made it back to the road and cast one last glance toward the lake. The mist had receded a little, only hovering directly over the lake now, barely caressing the shore. 
Shaking my head over the oddity and wishing to get back to my books, I walked the short distance to my home, a little one-bedroom cottage about three blocks from the lake and two from the Cultural Arts Center.
I was always happy when the little white home with its blue shutters and blue roof came into view. I’d also recently had a picket fence installed. It was a robin’s-egg blue, light and beautiful, and a good, calm addition to the white house. At least I thought so.
Over my dinner, I pulled out one of my books, detailing the history of buildings and anything that particularly stood out in the town. Before reading this book, I hadn’t known that the stone waterfall in the park was nearly eighty years old. 
The chapter I was on now detailed the looming manor house on the hill. I saw it often while I was walking and always thought it was a bit creepy. Sometimes it seemed like there were lights inside, but I imagined that was from exploring kids daring each other to go in. As far as I knew, no one had lived there for many years. The book explained some of the history of the place, how it had been the mayor’s house, and then it grew and fell into the hands of the richest landowner in the area. It later went to his kids and their children and then was purchased by someone else. 
An odd line caught my attention. It detailed how, as it passed from person to person, they all said, or perhaps kept alive, a superstition that the place was haunted. One family member even insisted that her husband call in a ghost hunter. It didn’t go into detail about what was found, just that not long after, the manor went into the hands of another family, sold for a ridiculous amount of money for the time. That was a few decades ago.
I wondered why no one had lived in it for some time. By now I had no doubt that it needed to be spruced up, and my mind went to the historical purpose of it and preservation. Perhaps I should speak to the city council about classifying it as a landmark so that it couldn’t be drastically altered, should someone decide to purchase and renovate it. 
My thoughts were interrupted when Rutherford, my cat, deigned to grace me with his presence, ambling into the kitchen and using me as a stretching post, his front paws on my leg as he sniffed toward my food.
“You have your own.” I scratched him behind the ears. He pressed his head against my hand and rumbled a purr.
Our meetings usually ran later than they did today. Perhaps it was the idea of needing to find a money source that had dampened our abilities to gossip and talk for hours on end. Or maybe it was that Madeleine had been called away. I wouldn’t dare to guess, but now I had extra time on my hands.
“Should we go for a walk, Rutherford?”
The cat gave me a disgusted look, as if to say I should get a dog for such menial things like accompanying me on walks.
“You’re kind of pudgy. We both are, so let’s go for a walk.” I got out his cute little blue harness with a matching leash and little blue boots. They would keep him from the cold wet ground, which he hated with a passion so fierce he’d crawled all the way up to my shoulder one day. That same day I got online and found the cat boots and purchased them.
He didn’t fuss overmuch as I dressed him, but when I tried to coax him out the door, he resisted until I had to pick him up and put him over the threshold. Once the door was closed and he was outside, and with no hope of hiding from me under the bed or wherever else he had found to skulk, he walked next to me without too much complaint.
It was getting dark, and between the twilight and the mist that still hung low to the ground, it was rather peaceful. I really loved it like this. No one else was out and about, and I could never understand why. 
We trudged up the hill away from the house. Small cottages lined the street that I lived on. Amanda, the main caterer in town, lived on the street as well, and she had darling decorations she’d set out for fall, apparently unwilling to take them down and admit it was winter just yet. Garlands of leaves twined around her white picket fence and awning. Pumpkin spice lattes, leaves, and pumpkin stickers stuck on the windows. She would have to take those down soon, before the snow started.
Rutherford gave a frustrated yowl, and I looked down to see that a raindrop had splattered on his back. I glanced up, but didn’t see dark clouds or feel any further rain. 
“Sorry, buddy.” 
He mewed disgustedly. At least that’s what I thought it sounded like. We’d been together since I adopted him many years ago, and by now, I was well versed in the fact that he had happy mews and disgruntled ones as well.
I stopped to take a look at the manor written about in the history book. Also, to catch my breath because we were walking up the hill. The doctor kept saying I needed to lose some weight. I just thought I needed to avoid hills.
The huge manor was perched so that it looked down upon the town and the lake like a haughty matriarch, standing empty, dark and devoid of life, . All because of a supposed ghost. How silly was that? Unless that was just the excuse the last owners used. But why wouldn’t they sell it?
As I gazed at it, a flicker of light seemed to appear in an upper window. Vandals? Perhaps some teenagers daring each other to explore. But why would they be using candles? The light flickered like a flame. Suddenly it went out and I blinked a few times. Had I really seen a light in the window?
“I think I’m seeing things because of lack of oxygen,” I informed Rutherford. He was less than impressed. Also, if I could talk to him in full sentences, I highly doubted that my mind was compromised by my huffing. The light did bother me, though. Was I going crazy? It was possible. My family always said I was the quirky one. But no, I had seen a flickering flame in that window.
I shook my head. It was time to go home. We’d only been walking for about ten minutes, but it was ten minutes enough and up the hill, so I counted that as double or even triple. Rutherford was more than happy to get back to the dry, warm house. He disappeared as soon as I took off his equipment. 
“Coward,” I muttered. I would ask the ladies if they had seen anyone around the manor recently. But that would have to wait until Saturday morning when we had our book club. Tomorrow, I needed to find a space for our fundraising event.
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