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Afterword

To Grace, her unborn child...and Chester...I hope you found your way home. 

Rest in peace.

“It’s never too late to become who you were meant to be.”


- George Eliot 
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THE WATER SWALLOWED HER WHOLE, the weight of her heavy skirts, corset, and unborn child dragging her down into the green, murky depths. She kicked in desperation, rising to the surface once more as a figure loomed over her, standing in the boat, his hand reaching for hers. Her fingers latched on for an instant, only to lose their grasp. The lake pulled at her once more, and this time the water won. Chester!

Katherine’s scream bounced off the walls as she sat upright in bed, the name of a man she did not know ringing in her head. The face of a woman she’d never seen before flashed before her, and another scream tore through her as helpless tears began to fall.

A WOMAN’S SCREAM RIPPED CHARLIE from sleep as dramatically as if he’d been doused in ice water. Heart hammering in his chest, he sprang from his bed and raced to the door as another scream pierced straight through him, coming from the room across the hall. He didn’t know the occupant—the only other guest currently in the bed and breakfast at Ward’s Pond—but the compulsion to help...to do something was too great to be ignored. 

“Miss? Miss, are you all right? Can I help you?” He pressed his ear to the wall, hearing nothing more than a muffled sobbing. “I only want to help you and make sure that you’re all right. I’m coming in.” 

When no response came, Charlie gathered up his courage and grabbed hold of the knob, taking a quick glance at his clothes. Thankfully, he wore modest pajama bottoms and a T-shirt, nothing that would scandalize anyone. After one hard swallow, he gave the door a try, surprised to find it unlocked. He glanced across the room to see a woman sitting up in bed. The moon cast her in white, making her look ghostly. Her long, dark hair was a wild tangle, the tracks of her tears glistening in the light streaming through the window. She was trembling.

Unwilling to seem too familiar or forward, Charlie pulled up a chair—rather than sitting on the end of the bed. He leaned toward her and propped his elbows on his knees, striving to offer her a calm, reassuring presence when all the while his insides were churning from that terrible screaming.

“Is everything all right? What happened?”

The stranger took a shaky breath and drew the covers up to her chest, her knuckles bulging with the strength of her grip. “I...it was just a nightmare. Foolish, really. I can’t even remember it now...I can only recall waking up feeling absolutely terrified.”

He nodded and then gave her a smile. “I know what that’s like. My name is Charlie Baxter and I’m right across the hall. If you need anything—anything at all—don’t hesitate to give a knock. I sleep light.”

He stood as she extended her hand—which he accepted, giving it a squeeze. His skin practically sizzled at her touch, but he held on. “Thank you, Mr. Baxter. I’m sorry I woke you.”

“Nonsense. Like I said, I sleep light! I would’ve been up sooner or later anyway, and please, call me Charlie. My father is Mr. Baxter. I’ll see you at breakfast in the morning. Our hostess, Eva, is an amazing cook.” Charlie crossed the room, taking pause at the door to look over his shoulder. “By the way, what’s your name?”

She smiled, and it was like the sun coming out after a storm. “Katherine. Katherine Grace Brown.”

The name, particularly the middle and last, gave him a start, but he covered it well. “Well, Miss Katherine Grace Brown, may the rest of your night hold nothing but sweet dreams.”

As he crossed the hall, the turning of the lock broke the silence. Charlie didn’t think she was locking him out. Katherine was locking herself—and her mysterious nightmares—in. 

Unable to sleep, since his mind was already unsettled from his research, Charlie opened the window and took a deep gulp of the refreshing night air. Late May in upstate New York heralded warmer days and the approach of summer, but the nights were still chilly. He left the window open, flicked on his desk lamp, and riffled through his stacks of papers, his hand landing on the picture of Grace Brown. He stared at the image that was already imprinted on his brain. She looks nothing like that girl across the hall. Her name is just a coincidence.

He started taking notes, but still a voice nagged at him at the back of his mind. Is there really any such thing as a coincidence?
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CHARLIE SCRAPED A HAND ACROSS HIS FACE and sipped his coffee, trying to shake his fatigue. Between his work and the mysterious guest across the hall, he’d only caught a few hours of sleep. After another sip of coffee, he nodded his thanks to his hostess as she dropped off his breakfast at the dining room table. It felt almost sinful to have someone serve him this way. He was a confirmed bachelor, accustomed to fending for himself. You’re paying for every cent of this; don’t forget that. The reminder made it easier to enjoy the food laid before him. An omelette chock-full of vegetables. Fresh fruit. Wheat toast. Just what the doctor ordered to help him get some pep in his step. 

He started to tuck away his breakfast, staring out into a sumptuous sitting room with antique wooden furniture polished to a high gleam. An Oriental rug worth a small fortune dressed the floor. It was almost a shame to walk on it; it made Charlie want to kick off his shoes every time he crossed the room like he used to do at his grandparents’ place in Rhinebeck. Vintage lamps with milky globes sat atop tables throughout the house while chandeliers dangled overhead. At one point in time, this place had been ritzy, but it was more like an archaic museum now. 

As he dabbed at his mouth with a linen napkin, Charlie’s gaze traveled to the porch—or veranda, as his mother would say. It was all too easy to imagine he was the well-to-do owner of the home in Dolgeville, a village that once held a great deal of wealth over a century ago when the Daniel Green factory created an economic hub for the community.

Charlie shied away from that image, because he didn’t want to be associated with the owner of this particular home and the way the man had earned his keep to do so well. A portrait of Judge George Ward was at his back, making him feel like eyes were searing into him uncomfortably. He concentrated on a warm breeze drifting in through the window, setting the tall grasses and flowers to swaying. 

His eyes drooped closed. It was so hard to keep them open. Grace. A voice whispered hoarsely in his ear. Charlie snapped back to attention and glanced over his shoulder. A dark-haired man whose brooding eyes burned with emotion stood at the doorway, his hand extended. Charlie felt the air shift with a woman’s passing, her flowing skirt brushing against him. She was fair skinned with dark hair piled on top of her head. He caught the curve of her cheek and the glisten of eyes—a soft brown, as gentle as a doe’s. A jolt in his chair made his body jerk, and Charlie forced himself to look outside. There’s no one there! You have got to stop staying up all night doing research. Get some sleep.

FOR AN INSTANT, KATHERINE THOUGHT SHE WAS ROCKING. She could hear the quiet lapping of the water slapping against the side of the boat and feel the weight of her heavy skirts pulling her down again. A scream clawed its way out of her throat and she shot up, only to open her eyes and sag back against the pillows in relief. She was in bed. At the bed and breakfast on Ward’s Pond, where the darkness slowly gave way to light with the coming of the dawn.

It was just a dream, silly. Only another dream. A flood of nightmares had been troubling her regularly since her marriage fell apart. She couldn’t make heads or tails out of most of them. With that realization, the sadness came rolling in, pressing her flat against the mattress as if a stone was resting on her chest. One hand trailed to her hollow stomach. Alone. You are completely alone. The sorrow weighed so heavily on her that Katherine wasn’t sure she could ever move again. 

Probably the reason for those terrible dreams. A metaphor for your loneliness. She let loose a sigh and considered going back to sleep, but there was an undercurrent of dread running beneath the surface of her mind that made her reluctant to return to the terrifying landscape of her dreams. An image of Charlie, her midnight rescuer, sprang into her mind. His face was cast in the silver glow of the moon, those soulful eyes staring at her. And only her.

Hope tinged with trepidation had her springing out of bed and heading straight for the shower to start primping. After all, Cinderella dressed up for the ball, and she’d never even seen her prince. Katherine caught a glimpse of hers under the moonlight in the wee hours of the morning. Now she was hungry to see him in the glory of sunlight. Guess who’s coming to breakfast?

THE WOMAN FROM ACROSS THE HALL HESITATED FOR A HEARTBEAT in the entranceway of the dining room, her eyes searching. The tumble of her deep brown curls was like a river running down her back. They cascaded over a flowing dress in pale green that brought out the color of her eyes, a hint of summer hiding in their grassy depths. Her gaze landed on Charlie, and a slow smile made her mouth pull up at the corners. He found himself frozen and tongue-tied, not the combination one desired when it came to making good impressions.

She extended her hand to him. “Charlie...nice to meet you in the daylight. It’s good to see a familiar face this morning. I was afraid I might be the only guest here.”

He gained his feet quickly and accepted her handshake. The sensation was electric, a current of attraction running straight to his head. Seeing the flush of her skin, Charlie figured she felt something, too. To cover his agitation, he pulled out a chair with a slight bow. “The pleasure is mine. I take it you slept well the rest of the night?”

Her eyes were shadowed for an instant, but her smile banished the darkness. “Like a baby.” Charlie couldn’t hide a grin. This woman was most definitely not a baby.

Eva returned with a silver serving tray. The woman had impeccable timing. Charlie wondered if she hovered with her ear pressed to the wall, waiting for someone to sit down at the table. “Good morning, Miss Katherine. Can I interest you in coffee or tea this morning?”

“Tea would be lovely, Eva. Thank you.” 

Eva set the tray down on the sideboard and poured a strong brew from a china teapot. She proceeded to set the steaming cup in front of her guest, as well as cream and sugar, tastefully displayed in silver servers. “More coffee, sir?” she inquired cheerfully as Charlie simply held out his cup. “You’re sure you don’t want any cream or sugar, sir?”

Charlie couldn’t help but chuckle. “We’ve been through this, Eva. I’m already sweet enough! Besides, I need my coffee strong to disentangle my mind from mountains of research at night.”

“Learn anything new yet, sir?” She paused beside him, staring intently. The woman had a vested interest in the outcome of his story.

Charlie waved her off. “Not yet, Eva. And please, call me Charlie. You make me feel too damned old calling me sir all the time or as if I’m putting on airs.”

Eva laughed, a rich sound that dispelled any of the lingering darkness caused by his restless night. She squeezed his shoulder, pushing her short, dark curls out of dark eyes that snapped. The woman reminded Charlie of a gypsy. He suspected that she could read his mind or foretell his future. “What will you have for breakfast, Miss Katherine?”

“How about toast and yogurt? Thank you.” As the hostess slipped out of the room, Katherine shook her head. “I don’t feel like I should be telling Eva what I want. I’m perfectly capable of going in the kitchen and preparing my own breakfast.”

“I know but remember that this is part of the experience and lends the setting a certain kind of charm.” Charlie pushed his empty plate away and then patted his stomach. “Not to mention, Eva is one fine cook.”

The woman in question returned a few minutes later, setting a plate in front of Katherine. It was impressive, showcasing a deep dish of vanilla yogurt topped with an artfully arranged blend of fresh fruits, as a lightly browned toast sat beside it on a dainty plate made of china. Attentive as always, Eva filled Charlie’s cup once again, even when he tried to stop her. She only smiled fondly at him, asking brightly, “Anything else I can get for you two?”

Katherine shook her head. “No; this is perfect.” As she took a bite, a book on the table snagged her attention. “Eva, before you go, what’s the story behind that Murder in the Adirondacks book lying there?” She paled upon posing the question. Was she sensitive to the subject matter, perhaps?

Eva’s eyes lit up and she pulled a chair over, grabbing a cup of coffee off the tray. Upon sitting down, she settled in to dish gossip as skillfully as she’d served delicacies from her kitchen. “Oh, quite the scandal that was, and Judge Ward, the former owner of this very house,” she said and motioned to the portrait on the wall, “...played a major role in what was the trial of the century at the time. Back in 1906, a skirt factory owner’s nephew got a poor factory worker pregnant. He took her off on a rowboat on Big Moose Lake...and the girl didn’t make it back.”

Katherine’s eyes went wide as she stared at the cover of the book depicting a man and woman struggling in a boat. “Can I read it sometime?”

Eva finished her coffee with a sigh, jumping to her feet again. “Goodness, yes! Anytime you wish. There are copies of that book everywhere in this old house. Judge Ward was the district attorney and the prosecutor at the time, and he made sure they found that filthy murderer guilty. We figure guests will want to read about it once they hear of the judge’s connection to the case. There’s a copy right out there in the parlor, if you care to borrow it.”

Eva caught Charlie’s disapproving stare and began to blush. “Sorry, Charlie. I know you have strong views about the case and the flip side of the coin. I’m sure you’re tired of rehashing it.” With that, she returned to the kitchen to attend to the rest of her hostess duties.

Tired. She’s got that right. Gulping down his coffee to wake up, Charlie focused on the girl beside him. Katherine made it hard to concentrate, with her lilac-scented perfume drifting his way. His head became filled with images that were quite refreshing after being mired in the past and his research for too long.

He waited until she was done eating and then asked quietly, “Care to go outside and walk the grounds...you know, to get some fresh air?”

Katherine nodded and left the table, stepping into the parlor. The wind passed through the open screen door, sending another scent his way—of something sweet and unfamiliar. Honeysuckle, perhaps? Softly, as if from far away, he could hear someone singing, “Won’t you come home, Bill Bailey?” A voice filled with longing whispered in his ear. Grace.

Shut up, Chester! Charlie stood up and trailed after his fellow guest at the inn. He didn’t dare look over his shoulder for fear that he’d see the dark-haired man of his research—the same man who was found guilty of killing Grace Brown and was then sentenced to death in Murder in the Adirondacks—and visualize nightmares standing behind him. 
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KATHERINE PUSHED THE SCREEN DOOR OPEN, relishing the way it creaked, just like the farmhouse where she grew up. The air was mild and kissed her skin, trailing through her hair, enveloping her in the scent of an explosion of flowers surrounding the stately old home dressed in a pale butter yellow. She closed her eyes and tried to pick out a particular type of flower, pulling honeysuckle out of the mix. It crept up a stone wall and latticework, one of nature’s eye-catching tapestries at its best.

Steps sounded behind her and Charlie joined her, taking in the view of the East Canada Creek as it rushed by on the other side of the road, a flock of geese flying overhead. She followed their path and watched them touch down on the large pond that extended in the distance only a few feet from the grand porch. “My goodness! That pond is more like an ocean. Let’s see it up close.”

“All right. After you,” Charlie agreed with a bow. Katherine took the steps slowly but caught her shoe and nearly stumbled when a strong hand took her elbow, proving it was attached to an even stronger arm. “Careful now,” he warned her with a wink, continuing to hold on like gentlemen callers from days of old. 

With his white button-down shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows, dark dress pants, and a brown medley of wavy hair falling over his eyes, Charlie looked the part. Katherine had to stifle a giggle, half expecting her father to appear on a porch rocker with a shotgun, standing guard. 

They walked along the front lawn for several feet, following the creek’s wild progress, which was filled to nearly overflowing after heavy rains and the meltdown of winter’s snow coming down off the mountains. Charlie picked up a rock and flung it across the street. They could hear a satisfying plunk. 

“How do you like the quaint little village of Dolgeville? It was really something in its heyday, thanks to the Daniel Green shoe and slipper factory. This used to be the place to be, but now it’s just a small collection of businesses and beautiful old homes.” He gestured off to the left. “You should’ve seen the Alfred Dolge mansion over on Dolge Ave. The town founder’s home was over a century old and had forty-four rooms. A true gem and piece of history, but it burned down not too long ago. A real shame.” 

Katherine eyed him, her mouth turning up in a grin. “Well, aren’t you just a fount of information. I didn’t know I’d be getting a tour guide.”

“Sorry. I’m a journalist working on my first book. I’ve done a lot of research about the area. If I start sounding like I’m rattling off an encyclopedia, just whack me upside my ear.” Charlie ducked his head, but not before she caught a flash of blue eyes fringed by some of the darkest lashes she’d ever seen. They gave her heart a hiccup and made her catch her breath even as she lost her footing again. She needn’t have worried. He had her in his sturdy grip. 

“That’s all right.” She gave his arm a squeeze at his dubious look. “No, really. I think it’s interesting.”

They made their way slowly to the pond, acting as if they had all the time in the world. The water extended a long way off into the distance, one of the largest ponds Katherine had ever seen. Surrounded by weeping willows that trailed their branches in the water, there was a heavy smattering of plants creeping up along its shores. Lily pads formed a carpet of green, creating an illusion one could walk across the surface. The place looked like something out of a storybook. 

“It’s like a fairytale. If I reach down and catch a frog, do you think he’ll turn into a prince and make me a princess?” Katherine knelt by the bank and reached for a bullfrog that leapt and splashed them both, making them laugh.

“You’re already too much like a princess. That frog must have been confused.” Charlie offered her a hand and then led her to one of several benches that provided pleasant seating arrangements for any of the patrons staying at Ward’s Pond.

Katherine sat down carefully, arranging the folds of her dress neatly
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