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CHAPTER 1
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“I want you to write it,” said the man. “It must be in your hand.” He put a piece of blue paper and a fountain pen on her bed. 
The woman sat on the bed. After a moment, she took the pen and paper in hand. “What do you want me to write?”
“Write, ‘Come to me tonight.’”
The woman stared at him.
“Write it, please.”
“I won’t write such a thing. It’s crazy.”
“Don’t you want to see what happens?”
“No.”
“Do it.” He pretended to look at her with love. “Do it for me.”
The woman wrote quickly and handed him the paper. “This is ridiculous,” she said.
The man got angry. “It may be many things, but it’s not ridiculous.”
He walked out and closed the bedroom door behind him. The woman heard his footsteps on the wood floor and his first few steps on the stairs.
A minute later the man returned to the woman’s bedroom and sat beside her on the bed. He looked sad and anxious but full of anticipation.
“Now what?” the woman asked.
“Now we wait,” said the man.

The story the letter told, if it was a story, wasn’t familiar, but something about it—aside from its anonymity—set the skin on Anna Denning’s arms prickling. Prelude. That’s the word that came to her mind. Whoever had sent this had more to say and would be saying it. Stories have endings. But who was telling this story—and why?
Typed on canary yellow paper, the letter carried no salutation, no name in closing. She examined the address on the front of the matching yellow envelope. It was her post-office box, no mistaking that, but there was no return address. The envelope had been mailed in Elk Park the day before, but that was all she could tell.
“What on earth is this about, boy?” Anna slipped the letter into its envelope, laid it on her desk, and turned to her dog Jackson, who was thumping his tail on the bedroom floor, certain he was going for a ride in the car. “You have to stay this time, but I’ll be back soon,” she told him.
She gave him a quick pat on the head, grabbed her laptop, and headed for the garage and her Jimmy.
She paused on her driveway and hit the remote, waiting until the garage door closed. Leaning toward the open driver’s side window, she breathed deeply, taking in the scent of damp earth and ripening blossoms. Thunder rumbled in the distance—a train on an endless track, echoing through the Rockies. She rolled up the window and headed north, her destination, and the letter, on her mind.




CHAPTER 2
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The name Sparrow House evoked images of a frail cabin in the woods, made of logs and twigs and full of tiny nesting holes, but the house was a two-story red-brick behemoth, the size of three ordinary homes in one. Not in the least birdlike, Anna thought. 
The gravel driveway itself was impressively oversized. She’d been on it, her SUV bucking in the ruts, for almost a minute, but only now was the house—the mansion—coming into view. In her eight-plus years of living in Colorado, she’d never once seen Sparrow House, though she’d heard of it. Everyone in the town of Elk Park had.
Whips of unpruned forsythia scraped the grille and passenger side of the Jimmy as she pulled to the front door and angled the car on the drive. She decided to leave her laptop on the front seat. A talk with Paxton Birch was in order. He’d dangled deliciously large financial fruit before her when they’d spoken on the phone yesterday, but he’d left the exact amount of her pay unspoken, saying he wanted her to see for herself the nature and extent of the job. Yes, he wanted her to research the Birch family tree, but it was a little more complicated than that.
As Anna slid off the driver’s seat, a young woman in a dark blue pantsuit exited the house, striding past the blackened concrete urns that flanked the front door and down the stone steps. She stopped abruptly at the passenger side of the Jimmy and greeted Anna with an upward tilt of her head. “I’m Bee Burdock, the Birches’ secretary. You must be Anna. Please follow me. It’s raining.” Just as quickly she returned to the door, wheeled back, and motioned for Anna to enter.
“Thank you,” Anna called out. She hurried for the door, wondering at the woman’s need to state the obvious. Rain trickled from the mansion’s leaky gutters, puddled in the driveway and in depressions along the front steps, and spit against her glasses, carried sideways by gusts of wind.
Bee took a step back and with a flick of her eyes examined Anna from head to toe as she crossed the threshold and stood, waiting for instructions, on a threadbare oriental rug. “You don’t have a computer or briefcase?”
“In my car,” Anna said, thrusting a hand into her hair and shaking the rain from it. “Mr. Birch wanted to explain the job to me before I accepted.”
“Oh?” Bee flashed a small but pleasant smile.
“I’m a genealogist. He hired me to research the Birch family tree.” She removed her glasses, gave them a quick wipe on her blue cotton top, and slipped them back into place.
Bee swung the large door shut then pushed on it until it gave a dull snap. “I’m sure that’s part of it.”
“Unless I misunderstood—”
“This way.” The woman made a quick pivot and marched across the entryway, her high heels clicking on the marble floor. Nearing a broad, carpeted staircase that rose ten or twelve feet to the second floor, she made a left turn into what looked like a sitting room, Anna a pace behind her.
“I’ve never been in such a large house,” Anna said, doubling her steps.
“Most of the grand houses of the era are only two stories. In the mountains, at least. Sparrow House is an exception.”
“I thought this was two stories.”
“There’s a partial third floor,” Bee said, swiveling for a moment in Anna’s direction. The raindrops that had peppered the shoulders of her blazer dripped to the floor as she moved.
“I didn’t see it when I drove up.”
They passed through the spacious sitting room, Bee moving at an unlikely speed, given her high heels and small gait. There were two old armchairs beside a small fireplace, Anna noticed, and a collection of wooden mallets—carpenter tools of some kind—lining its mantel.
“There are two rooms at the southeast corner of the house, in the attic,” Bee said. “You can’t see their windows from the front.” She slowed her steps and craned her neck as they neared an open door at the far end of the sitting room. She stuck out her left arm, signaling Anna to stop, then poked her head through the doorway. “Paxton, Anna Denning. The genealogist.” Stepping back as she had at the front door, she nodded at Anna, granting her permission to enter.
“Mrs. Denning.” Paxton Birch pushed out of his chair at the end of a long, narrow table and extended his hand in greeting as he crossed the room. He glanced at her ringless left hand. “Or is it Ms.?”
“Anna, please.”
“Call me Paxton.” He smiled, revealing a neat row of short teeth, and gave her hand a quick pump. “Have a seat.”
“Thank you.” Her eyes scanning the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on both sides of the room, Anna took the nearest chair at the table.
“I’m glad you could come.”
“I’m intrigued by the job, and I’ve always wanted to see the inside of Sparrow House.”
Paxton grinned and shoved a tangle of dark hair from his forehead. He was in his late thirties, Anna guessed, wearing the unruly bangs of a teenage boy, his blue eyes alight with nervous intent.
“So.” He spread his hands. “This is the library, obviously.” He returned to the far end of the table but remained standing, glancing around him as if he were looking at the overburdened shelves and their contents for the first time. “It’s where most of the family records are kept. Though I can’t tell you exactly where they are in the library. That’s part of the problem.”
Anna looked about the room, her eyes darting from the shelves to a cantaloupe-bellied Buddha, two feet high and apple red, on a low chest in front of the only window in the room, a many-paneled, mock-Tudor monstrosity behind Paxton Birch. The weak morning light, filtered through a sackcloth of clouds, entered the library through the window, but most of the light was absorbed by the room’s dark-wood panels. Supplemental light—yellowed bulbs in sconces on the walls—had already been turned on.
“If the records are here, I’ll find them,” Anna said. “It shouldn’t be too difficult.” She relished the thought of digging through the Birches’ old papers, hunting for clues, for pieces of a genealogical puzzle. On the other hand, if she was going to spend hours searching for needle documents in this haystack of a library, she wanted to make sure she was compensated for her time as well as her results. “You said you wanted me to research at least six generations.”
“Yes, but just the Birch family, not my wife’s.” Paxton tugged at the hem of his t-shirt. “There are family diaries and papers going back to the early nineteenth century here. But if you can go back further, great.”
Anna nodded. “What I can’t find in the library, I can probably find in various databases. You said most of the Birch family records are kept here. Do you have others?”
“Some are in the basement. We can bring those to the library later, but I think all the important Birch documents are here. Two hundred years’ worth, and until now no one’s bothered to fully research the Birch family tree. I’m not even sure what’s in here.”
Anna smiled at that. A leap into two centuries’ worth of nearly untouched documents. A genealogist’s dream. She pointed at the books and folders jammed, with great determination, it appeared, between the shelves on her left. “Is there any order to the papers? Chronological, alphabetical?”
“Roughly chronological. You’ve got the older stuff on your right”—Paxton swept his hand to the left—“moving to the newer stuff here.” He patted the last shelf to Anna’s left. “But roughly. Nothing here has been filed in any real way for decades.”
A crack of thunder sounded and Paxton turned to the window. “Crap. We don’t need more rain. How was the driveway?”
“Long.” Anna smiled. “It was fine. Getting a little rutted, that’s all.”
He clasped his hands behind his back and turned back to Anna. “They say we’re on track for one of the rainiest Mays in Colorado history. Our groundskeeper is flipping out because he can’t run the riding mower. Ground’s too soft.”
Anna rose from her chair and walked to the far shelf on her left, toward two stacks of books, fat pancakes one atop the other, their old bindings facing outward. They looked at least a century old, some far older. “You said the newer documents are at this end, but aren’t these quite old?”
“I should explain that,” Paxton said. He took a single step toward her and tugged again at his t-shirt. “I hired a history professor from the University of Denver to gather any worthwhile historical papers so we can store the rest. He’s here now, working on what the folks at DU are pompously calling the Birch Papers.”
Anna laughed. “I read about him.”
Paxton raised his eyebrows. “You did?”
“A friend of mine runs the ElkNews.com website, and she—”
“Oh, yeah, yeah.” Paxton waved a hand. “That’s right. She called us about him last week and wrote an article about the Birch Papers—and that we wanted to hire a genealogist for the family tree. She recommended you.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Anyway, the professor, Lawrence Karlson, put those books aside and doesn’t want them mixed in with the rest. So if you can just leave them on that shelf. He’s working in the basement, though, so the library’s yours.”
“I hope I’m not putting him out.”
“He’s got plenty to keep him busy down there. Your work has priority.”
Her approach muted by the rugs on the sitting-room floor, Bee entered the library, her arm outstretched, a pair of white gloves in her hand. She dropped the gloves to the center of the table then disappeared back into the sitting room.
“Are those for me?” Anna asked.
“I think so.” Paxton rubbed his right temple then pushed his hair from his face. “Cotton gloves. Sorry, Bee is very protective of the future Birch Papers.”
Anna shook her head. “No, it’s a good idea. Skin oils can damage old papers.” She picked up the gloves and took her seat.
“Just use them with the oldest records, then. Otherwise forget them.”
Rain began pelting the window. It grew loud, drumming on the sill, and Paxton winced. He stared down at the discolored wooden planks of the library floor.
“Mr. Birch, on the phone you said the job was complicated.”
“Complicated by circumstances. And it’s Paxton.” He sank into his chair and crossed his legs. He seemed relieved Anna had broached the subject. “My wife and I are selling the house. It’s become too much for us. The upkeep, property taxes—and endless lawn care, as I’m sure you saw on the drive up.” He swung momentarily to the window, then back to Anna. “For the first time since it was built, there won’t be a Birch living in it.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
Paxton lifted one shoulder. “It’s just me and Nilla here, no kids. We like a lot of space, but we don’t need eight bedrooms and twelve acres.”
“I see.”
“The trouble is, you can’t sell a house like this to another family. No one can take on something this size. But we’ve had interest from a developer.”
A developer. The word made Anna cringe. In her mind’s eye she saw several acres of condos and a miniature golf course.
Paxton stood once more and shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. “Do you know the history of Sparrow House?”
“I’ve heard the same stories everyone else has.” Anna let out a small laugh. “I know kids like to trick-or-treat here on Halloween.”
Paxton grinned. “We pay Bee extra to give out the candy. Nilla and I hide in our bedroom.”
“Very wise.”
Anna heard a rustle and turned her head in time to see a flurry of purple pass the doorway.
“Nilla,” Paxton called.
Anna swiveled in her seat. A woman clutching a large vase brimming with buds of purple irises, her brows arched in eager expectation, entered the library.
“This is Anna Denning,” he said, motioning with a nod of his head. “She’s the genealogist I told you about. Anna, this is my wife, Nilla.”
“Anna, yes. Nice to meet you.” Nilla ran her hand under the vase, wiping away moisture, then set it on the table.
“Should you be doing that? Isn’t it Devin’s job?” Paxton asked.
“It would be if he were here,” Nilla said.
Paxton let out an exasperated sigh. “Again?”
“Maybe he went home. He wasn’t feeling well.” Nilla turned to Anna. “And Nilla is short for Pernilla. I don’t want anyone to think my parents named me after a cookie.”
Paxton chuckled, though it couldn’t have been the first time he’d heard the remark.
“I have two Norwegian ancestors named Pernilla,” Anna said.
Nilla stood straight, beaming. “It’s a Norwegian name in my family too. I’m named after my great-great grandmother. But it’s so old-fashioned. Makes me sound a hundred.”“Older names are coming back in style,” Anna said. “Emma, Olivia.” Like Paxton, Nilla looked to be in her late thirties—no more than a year or two older than Anna herself—though her cheeks, full and generously sprinkled with freckles, gave her the air of a younger woman. Her blonde hair fell in waves, brushing her face and ending in gentle flips just above her shoulders.
“Something to hope for, I guess.” Nilla squinted at Paxton. “Professor Karlson isn’t here either?”
“He’s going through the basement files. Anna’s research takes priority.”
Nilla seemed startled by this bit of news. “Is there enough work for him down there? We’ve only got him for a few weeks.”
“We could work in here together if . . .” Anna began half-heartedly. She let her words trail off. The library’s ceiling was high, giving it an airy feel, but the room wasn’t much bigger than a master bedroom, and the truth was it would have grated on her nerves to work in such close quarters with a stranger.
“No, no,” Nilla said, stealing a glance at Paxton. “You’ve got a deadline and you don’t need someone in your way.”
Anna knew nothing about a deadline. She hadn’t even agreed to take the job.
“I’ll let you two get back to business. Nice to meet you, Anna.” Nilla moved quickly for the door, her hair swinging from one side to the other, and left the room.
“She left the vase,” Paxton said, dropping to his seat. He reminded Anna of a fidgety toddler. The man needed to get something off his mind and out his mouth.
“Anyway,” he continued, “Sparrow House was built in 1911, you probably know. Politicians, industrialists, university presidents—they all spent time here. Especially politicians. President Harding stayed here once.”
“I didn’t realize the house was that well known.”
“Of course, it was called the Birch mansion then. When politicians wanted to be seen, they stayed in Denver. When they wanted to get work done, they stayed here.”
“Away from prying eyes.”
“I hired you because Ryant Properties—that’s the developer—wants a display showing the house’s history on the walls of the main sitting room, including a Birch family tree. This old drawing of the grounds will be part of it.” He pointed to a framed pencil drawing, a bird’s-eye view of Sparrow House and the surrounding grounds, on a shelf to his left.
“So they’ll keep the house?”
“The house, the grounds, the carriage house—they’ll all stay. They’ll tear down the old greenhouse, but that’s all. They want to turn Sparrow House into a bed-and-breakfast.”
“What a good idea.” Goodbye, condos.
“But negotiations hit a snag. Ryant is talking about pulling out. They were interested in the house based on reputation.” He laughed nervously. “The Halloween thing. They want a spook-themed B&B.”
“Because of the murder,” Anna said.
Paxton exhaled, relieved that Anna had said the M-word. “That’s right. And the exorcism a few years later.”
“Oh?”
“You didn’t know about that?”
“No.”
“The failed exorcism, they want to call it.” He rolled his eyes sufficiently to demonstrate a healthy disdain, that he thought most of this, though maybe not all, was ludicrous. But his carefree mannerisms were calculated. This was a worried man. He probably needed the developer’s money as much as she needed his.
“Who did they exorcise?”
"The house.” He leaned back in his chair, pleased he’d said the words quickly and without fuss.
Anna waited for more information, but he said nothing. He let his words settle in the air like mist falling to the valleys and watched for her reaction. It made no difference to her. She didn’t believe brick and stone, or anything inanimate, could be possessed. “Do they exorcise houses?” she asked.
He exhaled audibly, his cheeks ballooning. “My dad allowed a priest to do it to make my mom feel better. They’re both gone now. Nilla and I have been living here since 2003 and I’ve never had a problem. I’ve had Tibetan Buddhists here, psychics, feng shui experts. Very spiritual, in-tune people—and none of them have sensed any evil.”
“That’s good to know.” It didn’t come into play when she took on a client, and it was none of her business, but what sort of person thought a feng shui expert was spiritual? More important, why did Paxton Birch’s mother feel the need to have an exorcism performed on her home?
“On the other hand, Nilla has felt things.”
“Like what?”
“I think she’s overly sensitive, but I thought you should know that in light of what I want to ask you.”
He hesitated again. That and the way he’d ignored her last question made Anna uncomfortable, but Paxton seemed a decent enough man, and the prospect of working in his library intrigued her. “I’m listening.”
“You know the murder was officially declared an accident?”
“I thought it was still an open question.”
“To most people it is. There was a huge outcry at the time, talk of a cover-up. Then weird things started happening at the house. Hence the legend.” Again he puffed out his cheeks. “But legend isn’t good enough. The Ryant folks discovered there was no official declaration of murder, so if they still buy the house—and that’s a big if—it will be for far less than it’s worth.”
“You mean they want to buy the house with its reputation intact.”
Paxton smiled. “Exactly.”
“The history of the house isn’t enough?”
“Not without a murder.”“Where do I come in?”
“Ah.” It was half word, half sigh. He was loosening up. Her quick grasp of the situation was making it easier for him to state his purpose. “I have four days, five at the most, before the developer calls off the deal. And if it falls through, it may be years before I have another opportunity like this. If you could finish your research as quickly as possible, it would help.”
“How soon I finish is going to depend on what’s here and how quickly I can find it.” She tilted her head at the shelves to her left, emphasizing the challenge before her.
“I understand that, but I’ve got this time limit.”
What Paxton was asking her was beginning to sink in. “Do you mean you want me to finish researching your family tree in four or five days?”
“If this deal goes through, I’ll make a lot of money. If it doesn’t, I’ll have to sell the house at a loss. Yesterday you gave me a rough estimate on this job. I’ll pay you triple that.” He punctuated his last word with a palm slap to the arm of his chair.
Triple. That was more than enough to reshingle her roof. She desperately needed to do that. She needed the money, period. Her mortgage had been paid off with insurance money after her husband’s death, but Sean hadn’t thought to cover more than the house. Why would he? No one expects to die at thirty-five. At that age, you have all the time in the world.
For nearly two and a half years the bills for everything from car repairs to groceries had been her responsibility alone. It wore on her. She needed a buffer, a little room to breathe in her bank account. And if she didn’t repair the roof now, other problems—like water damage—would only make matters worse.
“That’s very generous.” The prospect of finishing such a job in four or five days was daunting. It could take fifty, sixty hours of work—there was no way to know. But it might take less time than that, and the rewards were tremendous.
“There’s more.”
Anna sat straighter in her chair. She waited. “Yes?”
“I want you to prove my house is haunted.”




CHAPTER 3
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“I’m a genealogist.” To Anna, her response seemed obvious and commonsense in the face of Paxton’s odd request, so she left it at that. She didn’t do ghosts. 
Paxton nodded in agreement. “I understand, and primarily I’m hiring you to research the family tree. But if Ryant leaves—and they will in a few days—I don’t see a sale on the horizon.”
Someone slammed the front door, and Anna heard footsteps in the entryway. Heavy, thick-soled steps, not Bee’s high-heeled ones.
Paxton stood, slid his chair under the table, and wandered to the library window. “I’ll be honest with you,” he began, his back to Anna. “We can’t handle another month of bills. It’s sell to Ryant at a good price or sell at a big loss. And if Ryant has no reason to keep the house, all they’ll want is the land. The house will be torn down.” He turned back to her, his eyes searching hers. “We need your help.”
“I’d love to help, but I don’t see how I can.”
“I know, I know.” He shook his hand rapidly, as though he wanted to erase what he’d said over the past few minutes and begin again. “Let me explain. Ryant found out that the murder was declared an accident. A man died here in 1970, but as far as the police are concerned, he wasn’t murdered. It’s a closed case.”
“Why would the developers listen to me?”
“Because they want to. It’s a ghost story.”
“I’m not following.”
“It’s enough that you throw suspicion on the death as a murder. Just help me shine a light on the possibility. Do the family tree, too, but while you’re doing it, find something, anything.” He turned toward the bookcases. “In all this there’s something about why that man died.”
“But . . .” Anna rose and walked up to the nearest shelf. “How am I going to find it? And in four days? The time it would take—”
“I know.”
“And I’m sure you don’t want me taking material home.”
“Bee would never allow it.”
“I wouldn’t even know which books or documents to take. I have to go through all of this.” Her eyes traveled from bookcase to bookcase as she looked from one side of the room to the other. “I just don’t—”
“I have a solution.” Instantly Paxton became animated, speaking with an urgent tone and shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “You can stay here overnight. That way you can work longer hours and you won’t have to travel back and forth. Bee’s a good cook and she can make your meals. Bring research help if you want to. Anything you need.”
Anna wondered, for the briefest of moments, if there was a dare in Paxton’s voice. Stay overnight in my haunted house. She dismissed the thought. He seemed kind, albeit overcaffeinated. Besides, everyone in Colorado knew of him. He was a public figure and wasn’t likely to risk his reputation by pulling some stunt.
Paxton seemed to sense her unease. “Myself,” he said, putting a hand to his chest, “I don’t believe in the ghost stories. People have died here, sure. My mother, for one. But it’s an old house.”
“People having died here doesn’t worry me.” That was the truth. People had died on every spot on the face of the earth, and where—even how—they’d died meant nothing, except to God. She didn’t believe in lingering spirits.
Still, there was something troubling about the house. She’d felt it the moment she’d entered. In the cold entryway, echoing with footsteps. In the sitting room, with its drab sofas and armchairs covered in a worn, rose-hued fabric. And in the library, in spite of her love of books and her eagerness to thumb through old, neglected documents. The house was a shell. No one really lived here.
“Professor Karlson is staying overnight until Friday, so you won’t be the only guest.”
Anna wasn’t certain that was reassuring. “I have a dog. A German shepherd mix, about seventy pounds. I can’t leave him with someone or put him up in a kennel.” If he said Jackson had to stay at home, that was a deal breaker and she wouldn’t give the job another thought.
“Bring him. Let him run around the grounds.”
Anna surveyed the library, considering the proposal. The number of books, journals, file folders, and who-knows-what the Birches had squeezed into the room was astonishing. If she said yes, she’d have to bring Liz Halvorsen with her. And not just for her help. Anna was painfully aware of how wild her own imagination could be and knew she’d never be able to sleep in the house with only the Birches and Professor Karlson in residence.
“He’ll have twelve acres to explore.” Paxton was sweetening the pot.
“He’d like that.” And Liz could help, Anna reasoned. Her friend had helped with research before. She knew her way around a genealogical database, and she could halve the time needed to complete the Birch family tree. Besides, Liz had oohed and aahed when she’d heard Anna might be working at Sparrow House. If Anna didn’t invite her to stay overnight, she would never hear the end of it.
“What do you think?”
“I could bring a friend to help?”
“Absolutely.”
“She’s Liz Halvorsen, the owner of ElkNews.com, the woman you talked to about the professor.” 
“Sounds good to me. I like her website.”“You read it?”
“Oh, yeah. We don’t get the paper up here.”
Anna couldn’t wait to tell Liz that. She’d be thrilled that the Birches of Sparrow House went to her website for their news. “Another thing. Liz might want to write about her stay here. Would you mind?”
“Mind? Are you kidding? Publicity is just what we need.”
“Good, because with Liz you’ll probably get it.” Anna took another look at the library shelves. There didn’t seem to be a downside to this job. It was a gift from God, an answer to prayer. “Where would I stay?”
Paxton grinned broadly. “The bedrooms are on the second floor. Bee can get two of them ready. We’ve had overnight guests before, besides the professor, I mean. Especially around Halloween. That and house and garden tours help pay the bills.”
Voices from the entryway, at first faint, grew louder, and Paxton, again jamming his hands into his pockets, swung in the direction of the sitting room.
“That’s the trouble with hiring college graduates,” a man said. “They know all the plant names and nothing about working in the real world—things like showing up.”
When Nilla called out, “Do you mean Devin?” Paxton stepped to the doorway.
“He’s supposed to be cutting wildflowers behind the carriage house,” the man said. “I told him to do that if it rained. He’s nowhere.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for him.”
“I’ll be in the tulip garden. And I have some more irises. They’re coming up early this year.”
“Wonderful! Leave them inside the front door. Bee will get them.” Someone shut the front door, giving it a hearty push or pull until it snapped in the jamb.
Paxton jabbed a thumb in the direction of the front door. “Nilla was talking to Mitch DeBoer, our groundskeeper. Devin Sherwood is his assistant. You may see them around the house now and then, and the Ryant people will be back Friday morning, but it’s very quiet in here with the door shut.”
Anna worried that Paxton was too confident of her success. “You know I can’t promise I’ll find anything.”
“I realize that. You’ll be paid no matter what.”
At the sound of more thunder he looked to the window, then down at the sill. “Not again. Hang on.” Mumbling under his breath, he strode quickly out the door.
Anna glanced at the window. It appeared in need of a good, modern caulking, maybe replacement. Pushing up with her arms, she rose several inches until she spotted the water pooling on the sill. She sat with a sigh, lifting a hand to smooth her hair, relieved to find that its natural waviness hadn’t devolved to frizz in the clammy air.
She wondered at the humidity’s effect on the older records and books in the library. That they looked in fairly good shape was testament to the usually dry Colorado air, not the soundness of Sparrow House. How many slivers of entry were there? Windows with dry, shrunken caulking, voids in the mortar between bricks. And the gray slate roof. She’d noticed cracks in it on the drive up.
Paxton returned, and Bee, holding a roll of paper towels, was a step behind him. “Sorry about that,” he said, taking his seat near the window. “You see what I mean. Only a corporation could afford to make all the repairs this old place needs.”
Bee tore several towels from the roll, wadded them, and began to mop the sill. The wad shrunk as it soaked up the rain, becoming more useless as she wiped. “It’s worse this time,” she said, running the wet clump one last time along the sill.
“I’m not surprised,” Paxton said without turning. He looked tired and discouraged. Anna could sympathize. The constant upkeep all houses required was draining, but if you weren’t bringing in enough money to keep up with it all, it wore you down.
“I’ll check it later today.” With the back of one hand, Bee pushed back a shock of dark brown hair. She looked to be in her early thirties—a good five years younger than Paxton but every bit as tired. “But it looks like it’s stopped raining for now.” Cradling the dripping towels, she exited the room.
“We were talking about money,” Paxton said.
“I like to get business matters out of the way,” Anna said. “I have a contract in my car. I’ll pop out and get it.”
Paxton tipped his head. “I’ll go with you. I can show you some of the grounds.”
Anna felt a few stray raindrops, leftovers from the passing storm, on her face and arms as she headed down the steps to her Jimmy. She reached under the front passenger seat and pulled out a zipper file, extracting a contract and a pen.
“I’ll need to go into town to get my dog and ask my friend if she has time to assist,” she said, filling the blank spaces of the contract. When she came to the project’s timeline her pen hovered over the page. “Four days or five?” she asked.
“Can we say four?”
She nodded and wrote. She’d guessed four. No one says four or five days then opts for five.“Would you be able to come back this afternoon?”
“Yes, as soon as I can.”
“So Monday afternoon to, let’s say, Friday afternoon?”
“That’s what I wrote.” She handed him the contract and her pen. “I’ll need to get started immediately. Do you ever have Internet outages up here?”
“Almost never.” Giving the contract a cursory read, he signed it and returned it to Anna. “Our satellite connection is pretty reliable, and our router operates anywhere in the house but the basement. Cell phone coverage is usually good too.”
Anna slipped the contract and pen back into the zipper file and shut the car’s door, taking a moment to survey the mansion’s grounds. The grass, several inches too long and the deepest green, was crisscrossed by hedges of forsythia and lilacs, and in the distance were stands of pines, cottonwoods, and aspens. Everywhere, as her eyes drew closer to the mansion, were the more delicate touches of spring—a small herb garden with chives and parsley already growing abundantly, flower buds dangling like lavender bells from curved stems.
“It’s beautiful here,” she said.
“Let me show you some things.” He walked a few steps down the driveway, stopped, and pointed east. “To your right’s the carriage house. Mitch DeBoer lives there. And over there”—he pointed to the opposite side of the property and Anna swung left, tracking the line of his arm—“you can make out part of the greenhouse. It was built in 1930.”
Anna strained to see the greenhouse through the trees, shrubs, and sprouting vines and at last spotted the skeletal remains of its roof. “I see it. I think old greenhouses are charming. It’s a shame the developer doesn’t want it.”
“Some of its glass panels are broken or cracked, but it’s still a beauty.” His eyebrows arched suddenly. “Want to see it?”
“I’d love to.”
They started down the driveway, sidestepping the puddles and rain-softened ridges and ruts.
“Here,” Paxton said, moving to his left and stepping into the grass near the drive. He gestured for Anna to walk on the drive alongside him. “The road’s firmer along the edge.”
Here and there, planted carelessly, daffodils emerged from the grass, and farther west Anna caught sight of a rose garden. Reminding herself that she had only four days to complete her tasks, she pulled her eyes from the garden and focused on Paxton. “Can you tell me more about the man who died? I’ll need to know what I’m looking for.”
“Ah.” He cleared his throat, eager to return to the subject. “There was a meeting at the house, October 1970. My dad, Matthew Birch, was a bit of a radical in his day, and he decided to gather his friends together for what they called a conclave.” He glanced sideways at her, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “They were going to change the world.” His tone was both biting and affectionate. He loved his father, but he couldn’t mention the man without adding a caveat, something that set him apart from his father and his father’s past.
“Isn’t everyone?” Anna said, smiling. All of this was before her time, but she’d heard of Matthew and his famous October meeting. The New Movement Alliance, they’d called themselves. It seemed terribly silly now, but the group had been deadly serious.
“Eight people were at the conclave, if you include my dad,” Paxton continued. “He wasn’t married to my mom at the time.”
“That’s a small conclave.”
“They wanted only the cream of the crop there. Committed people, no hangers-on. They wrote something my dad called the Colorado Declaration. A copy of it is probably somewhere in the library. It’s not a treasured family document.”
“Then one of the conclave members died. Or was murdered.”
“Kurt Ellison. They found him at the bottom of the attic stairs, his neck broken. But here’s the thing.” Paxton stopped. “Was he one of the conclave? My dad didn’t know him.”
“Then how did he get in the house?”“He was there all four days, so someone knew him. Someone.” He emphasized the last word with a bob of his head. “But my dad never told the police who let him in, and he swore he didn’t know Ellison.”
“Why wouldn’t he tell the police?”
“Back in 1970 people like my dad didn’t tell the police anything. My guess is he was protecting a friend. Here we are.” Paxton slowed and pointed to the greenhouse, forty feet to his left off the driveway. Vines, many of them old and leafless, covered parts of the structure, and it was missing many of its glass panels, but its magnificent metal frame, flecked with green paint and more than a story high at its apex, remained. Where the roof curved to meet the short brick walls, spires of vegetation shot through the glassless panels.
“Watch your step,” Paxton said. “It hasn’t been mowed.” He moved toward the greenhouse, through wet emerald grasses speckled with tiny white daisies, around patches of mud cleft by rain furrows.
“So someone in the group let Kurt Ellison in?” Anna said.
“Yeah,” he said, turning his head to the side. “My dad must have known who, but I never pressed the subject and he never told me.”
“Not even decades later?”
She saw Paxton’s shoulders rise in a shrug. “The whole subject was taboo with him. He had this naive dream of starting a movement, and it fell apart when Ellison died.”
“If the police declared Ellison’s death an accident in 1970, how did the murder rumors start?”
“That’s the question.” He stopped at the greenhouse door and looked at her. “The rumors started immediately. I don’t believe in ghosts, but neither do I believe Ellison’s death was an accident.” He pointed at one of the two stone lions sitting on either side of the door, their regal manes flowing as though the stone mason had carved them in an instant, in the breadth of a wind gust. “These are original too.”
Corroded with rust, dandelions crowding its threshold, the door opened only after Paxton, gripping its handle with both hands, wrenched it open. “The frame is original,” he said, leading the way. “Most of the glass has been replaced over the years—what’s left of it.”
Streaks of rain rippled the glass panes, creating a watery portrait of the world outside. A brick planter, one side of it forming an outside wall, ran the length of the greenhouse, and on the other side was a twelve-foot pot-strewn wooden shelf, half rotted with age.
Paxton reached down and plucked a tall weed that had thrust up through the pea-gravel floor. He examined it briefly then tossed it to the shelf. “I’ve always wondered if the police weren’t involved in a cover-up.”
“Is that what your dad thought?” Chilled by the damp air, Anna wrapped her arms around her chest.
“Everyone who was there thought Ellison was murdered, but the police called it an accident and shut down the investigation. Why?”
“Why don’t those people call for the case to be reopened?”
“They were probably like my dad. They wanted to forget about it and get away. Now most of them are dead.”
Anna noticed something carved into the shelf, partly hidden under a salt-crusted clay pot. She pushed the pot aside, revealing a circle separated into sections, like a sliced pie, and filled with intricate carvings. She’d seen circles like this before.
“A mandala,” Paxton said, moving in for a closer look. “How about that.”
“It’s not a fresh carving. From the 1970s maybe?” she said, giving him a smile.
“I’ll bet my dad carved that. You know what mandalas are?”
“A combination of art and meditation aid, aren’t they?”
“Basically, yeah. Very hippie.” He sighed, lost in reverie.
A noise, something like the roar of a bear, pierced the silence of the greenhouse.
“What was that? The storm?” Paxton looked to the roof, waiting for rain to strike the few remaining glass panes, his face a mask of irritation.
“It didn’t sound like thunder.”
Again the sound, louder, closer.
“No, it’s not.” Paxton bolted for the open door and stood outside the greenhouse, listening.
“Someone get help!” a man shouted. “Get an ambulance!”
Paxton dashed for the driveway, Anna on his heels. When he reached the grass on the opposite side of the drive, he spun and signaled her to stay. “Wait here until I find out what’s going on.” He shot across the lawn, heading toward the carriage house until another shout sent him sprinting south, then disappeared from sight behind a forsythia hedge.
It thundered again and raindrops spattered against Anna’s glasses and onto her bare arms. She couldn’t stand here in the rain—or worse, lightning. Not in the Colorado high country, where lightning strikes were common.
She marched up the drive and mounted the front steps. When no one answered her knock, she turned the doorknob and let herself in. The door was so heavy she wondered how it managed to stay on its hinges and not come crashing down, taking the door frame with it. She shut it and, using the trick she’d seen Bee employ, pushed on it until it snapped.
“What’s going on? Where’s Paxton?”
Anna wheeled back to see Bee glaring at her. The door—opening and closing it—fell under her authority, and she let Anna know as much with a steely gaze.
“Outside.” Anna pointed an unsteady finger in the direction of the forsythia hedge behind which Paxton had vanished. The grandness of the house was making her nervous, and she felt distinctly unwelcome in Bee’s presence. “We heard someone yelling for an ambulance.”
“What on earth?” Bee sprinted to the door and pried it open just as Paxton was heading up the steps.
“Call an ambulance, Bee. Devin’s unconscious and we can’t wake him.”
Bee cut across the entryway and veered to the right of the staircase and down a hallway, her stride quick but constrained in her effort to keep her heels from slipping on the marble.
“What happened?” Nilla asked. Standing in the doorway of the sitting room, hands to her chest, she stared open-mouthed at Paxton.
“Mitch found him in the lily garden. He looks like he’s been there a while.”
Nilla’s hand flew to her mouth.
“That’s why no one could find him.” Paxton looked bewildered. It was incomprehensible to him that someone was lying unconscious—ill or worse—on his property, and the thought appeared to paralyze him.
“Should we bring him in?” Nilla said.
“No, we shouldn’t move him.” The act of making that simple decision propelled him forward and he sprang to action. “We need blankets. He’s soaking wet.”
“Blankets,” Nilla repeated, hurrying into the sitting room.
Paxton turned to Anna. “Could I ask you to move your car? I want to make sure the EMTs have plenty of room and don’t get stuck in the mud.”
“Yes, of course.” She moved for the door, stopping as her hand took hold of the knob. “I’ll just go, get out of the way. I’ll pick up Liz and come back later.”
“Good idea.” He looked at her apologetically. “I’m sorry about this.”
“No, please, it’s all right.” She tugged the door open just as Nilla arrived in the entryway with an armful of blankets. Paxton scooped them from her arms, trotted down the front steps, and headed out across his lawn.




CHAPTER 4
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Anna pulled to the curb just outside the Sparrow House entrance gate and turned on her cell phone. She had two text messages, both from Liz. Could they meet at the Buffalo Café? Liz wondered. She had something to give Anna. 
Anna texted back and discovered that Liz was already at the Buffalo, the coffee shop with the stuffed buffalo named Cody outside its front door—and Liz’s unofficial office. Good. She could meet with Liz, ask her if she wanted to help with the Birch family tree, and pick up a much-needed cup of coffee. Three birds with one stone.
The chill morning air made her shiver, and though she hadn’t seen the groundskeeper’s assistant, the image of him unconscious on the lawn, soaked to the bone, was vivid in her mind. Had he fainted and hit his head? Worse? She said another prayer for him and pulled from the curb.
Driving south on Aspen Road, she mentally ticked off the tasks she needed to attend to before she drove back to Sparrow House. Pack a suitcase. Get Jackson. Jackson’s food. Tell Gene.
She smiled. It still took her by surprise, like the sudden appearance of a mountain peak through a break in the ponderosas. There was someone to tell. Someone who thought about her. Someone to worry if she packed and went off somewhere without saying anything.
She’d met Gene just before last Christmas, two years after her husband Sean’s death in
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