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When Rose Cameron was young, she’d thought novels that began with the heroine metaphorically limping into town with all her possessions packed in the back of her beat-up car were dramatic and romantic. Just because she was a defended dissertation short of a PhD in nineteenth-century American Literature didn’t mean that she was immune to the lure of commercial fiction. In fact, she loved it for its promise: no matter how bad things looked for the main character, the author practically guaranteed that everything would work out in the end.

Until, of course, she found herself in that very scenario. Now it just felt pathetic.

At least she wasn’t crawling back home. That really would have been pathetic. Her parents had offered, of course, but the only thing worse than listening to your parents say I told you so at twenty-eight was doing it post-divorce with your reputation in tatters, a cautionary tale for how intelligent women were often the stupidest when it came to love.

No, this wasn’t a coming home story. This was a running away story, and in her experience, those had the potential to be so much more interesting.

At least that’s what she told herself as she bumped up the rutted Colorado road in the aging Volvo she’d purchased with her last three thousand dollars just before she left Wisconsin⁠—another depressingly cliche detail in her personal tragedy. Gravel flew up behind her tires and pinged the pitted frame, probably adding more “character” to the already rusted-out undercarriage. She pulled closer to the shoulder, which sloped down into a gully, as a battered pick-up truck roared down the road the other direction. The guy behind the wheel was wearing a trucker hat, and he lifted a finger off the steering wheel in a salute as he passed. She gave a half-hearted wave before navigating the car safely back into the lane.

We’re not in Wisconsin anymore, Toto.

The thought brought a smile to Rose’s lips, perhaps her first one since this whole nightmare had begun, and despite herself, her spirits lifted. She rolled down the window and sucked in a deep breath of clear high-altitude air before the choking cloud of road dust sifted in. She hurriedly rolled the window back up and turned on the rattling fan inside instead.

There hadn’t been any exterior photos in the online ad for the temporary position at the quaintly named Larkspur House in the equally quaintly named Haven Ridge, Colorado⁠—just a picture of the charming guest room that would be her digs for the duration of the job and a stock photo of the nearby Arkansas River⁠—but she’d assumed that she was coming to the land of snow-capped mountains and expansive groves of spruce and aspen. She hadn’t understood that Haven Ridge was actually close to New Mexico, the landscape rougher and more arid than her visions of evergreen ski areas. The mountains were craggy and painted in a dry June’s shades of brown, the landscape dotted with cactus and piñon. Beautiful in a high-desert sort of way, but far more forlorn and barren than she’d visualized.

Oddly appropriate, given it reflected how she currently felt about her life.

After what felt like an eternity, the GPS on the phone suction-cupped to the dash chimed, and a robotic female voice announced, “You have arrived.”

Rose braked in the middle of the dirt road and looked around. She’d arrived? There was nothing here but untouched landscape, and if she squinted, the thin Morse code of the highway in the distance, sparsely punctuated by the dots of cars and dashes of eighteen-wheelers.

And then she saw a break in the clutch of piñon pine, a stake holding a rickety wooden sign that proclaimed in faded letters: Larkspur House.

Her stomach clenched. She’d thought this was a romance or some high-concept women’s fiction, but now she was wondering if it were actually a horror novel.

But there was nothing to do but to find out. Carefully, she pressed down on the gas pedal, spinning her rear wheels on the gravel as she turned down the poorly marked lane.

As soon as her tires touched faded asphalt, she let out her breath. Okay, so maybe this wasn’t quite as isolated as she’d thought. The wild landscape gave way to signs of human cultivation: the lane was lined with American elms, a tree she knew most definitely was not native to Colorado. Some scraggly foliage clung to a derelict wood-and-wire fence that backed the trees on both sides; it took her a few seconds to figure out they were neglected grapevines.  

The road took a dip and a turn, and Rose was so startled that she slammed on her brakes, eliciting a disturbing mechanical creak. The description had said that Larkspur House was a private Tudor-style home that had been completed in 1906 but had been only intermittently inhabited since 1930. She’d expected something modest that blended into the landscape, suitable for an early wealthy settler who had wanted to be closer to his mining or railroad interests.

This was a castle. A literal castle.

When Rose regained her senses, she pressed down on the accelerator and crept the last hundred yards to the house, taking in her temporary home. Tucked into a niche formed by the jagged separation of two rocky cliffs, it rose in four stories of red stone blocks, its crenelated roofline contributing to the castle feeling, the dozens of arch-topped windows on each level explaining the Tudor manor reference. One side of the house was rounded like a turret, the rectangular section of the building nestled up beside it. As unexpected as it was, its red stone and dark trim blended into the landscape, almost as if it had sprung fully-formed from the earth at the hand of some architecturally inclined force of nature.

It was nothing short of spectacular.

As she neared it, however, she began to see the tell-tale signs of neglect: trim missing or splintered by dry-rot, a missing pane of antique glass replaced by plywood, the mill’s stamp clearly visible. Beyond the arches of what could have either been a bridge or a retaining wall stood what must have once been an impressive rose garden, now choked with weeds and native grasses, the occasional bright streak of blooms struggling upward through the chaos.

Not for the first time in the last year, Rose wondered what in the world she had gotten herself into.

But she was here, her bank account was in the low triple digits, and however neglected, the castle offered shelter and a job. She couldn’t get picky now. She pulled up the drive and slowed to a stop at a paved section just to the left of the entrance, into what she presumed was a parking space.

She twisted the key in the ignition and the car shuddered to silence with an ominous cough that made her think it might not start up again. That was not helping the horror movie vibes. Rose pushed open the driver’s door and stepped onto the bed of gravel with a crunch, where she was hit by the simultaneous sensations of burning-hot sun and a cool breeze without a hint of the wetness that characterized a Midwestern summer. She could almost feel her pale Irish skin charring to a crisp⁠—the drawback of being a true redhead. She reached for her ever-present SPF50 Chapstick in the front pocket of her jeans and swiped a coating over her lips.

Now or never.

Before Rose could get even halfway to the front steps, the massive oak door creaked open. She halted, suddenly gripped by the memory of too many Gothic novels, wondering if she’d be met by a brooding owner or a snarling caretaker who didn’t want Rose to find out their dark secrets.

And then the figure stepped into the slanted sunlight. Rose let out a startled laugh at how quickly her own imagination had run away with her.

“Hi! You must be Rose!” The woman who strode toward her was young, petite and lithe with a shining cap of dark hair cut into a pixie style. Rose had barely registered what was happening before the woman moved straight up to her and pressed her into a quick hug.

“Uh, hi. You’d be Erin?”

The woman nodded and stepped back, her wide smile lighting her face. Up close, Rose realized she’d been wrong about her assessment⁠—Erin was older than she looked, perhaps somewhere in her late thirties, the lines around her eyes and mouth giving her away. But there was a sparkle about her that was irresistible, and Rose instantly liked her.

“I am Erin, yes. Long drive, was it? You didn’t do it all the way through from Milwaukee, did you?”

“Uh, no. I stayed over in Omaha.”

“Oh, that’s smart. Shall we grab your bags?”

Rose nodded, swept along by Erin’s enthusiasm, and followed the woman to the trunk of her car. The button beneath the lip of the trunk turned out not to work⁠—another unpleasant discovery about her already sketchy purchase⁠—and she had to go back to the driver’s side to release the catch. But through it all, Erin stayed as perky and upbeat as ever, the smile never leaving her lips.

And people called Rose pathologically cheerful.

Between the two of them, they managed to hoist Rose’s two large suitcases out of the back, Erin politely ignoring the small scattering of boxes with sad labels like College Stuff and one that had said Wedding before she’d aggressively scribbled it out with black Sharpie. In the numerous phone and email conversations they’d had over the past couple of weeks, they hadn’t discussed what had brought Rose halfway across the country, but what other reason was there for a woman to hide out in the middle of the Colorado mountains if not something to do with a man?

But while she was musing, Erin was already chattering away, dragging the larger suitcase with a rocky hiss through the gravel up to the front door. “You’ll be staying on the fourth floor next to me.” Erin paused and threw her a concerned look. “I hope that’s okay. I know you were looking for a little solitude.”

Rose looked around the property, only the rustle of the wind and the faint buzz and chirp of insects breaking the deep silence. “I think I’ll find quite enough solitude here, no matter where I stay.”

Erin’s smile broke free. “I’m so glad. I have to admit, the house is a little big for one person, and I was finding it lonely. Parts of it were modernized sometime in the seventies, but the bedrooms in the family wing are still quite old-fashioned. I thought you might like that better anyway. Did you say you studied Victorian literature or something like that?”

 “Realist literature, actually. Henry James, Edith Wharton . . . you know, women trapped by unfeeling social forces and the consequences of moral corruption.”

Erin paused in her process of hefting the suitcase up the first step and looked Rose up and down, taking in her simple jeans, T-shirt, and rolled-sleeve blazer. “I suppose that tracks. So, no madness or wives in the attic for you?”

Rose flushed, wondering if that was a hint of disappointment in Erin’s gaze. Whenever people heard she had been a literature PhD candidate, they seemed to expect her to either be whimsical and bohemian or dressed head to toe in tweed. Her Brooks Brothers wardrobe just threw everyone off. She offered a slight smile. “Not so much. Please tell me there are no secret wives in the attic here. Is there an attic?”

The shadows disappeared, and Erin laughed. “No wives, just a lot of dust and maybe some old furniture. I haven’t been up there yet. I thought I might need some moral support.” She leaned on the lever-style door handle and pushed the heavy door open, waving Rose in behind her.

Rose stepped into the foyer and stopped in her tracks, gaping up at the two-story entryway. From the exterior, she’d expected something faithful to its Tudor references. But inside, the castle was warm and welcoming, with parquet floors and wood paneling and walls washed in an inviting shade of cream. Paintings and tapestries hung everywhere she looked, evoking more of a Craftsman vibe than a castle. If it looked like a monument from the outside, from the inside, it was clear that the Larkspur House had once been a family home.

As if following Rose’s thoughts, Erin smiled and said, “It’s pretty, isn’t it? It was a nice place to grow up. My twin brother and I lived here with our grandparents until we went off to college.”

“Oh, you have a twin?” That was something that Erin hadn’t mentioned.

“Yeah, but he rarely comes here. He was never quite as attached to the place as I was.”

There was a volume of information in those words and that tone, but Rose had just gotten here, and there was no way she was going to pry into the owner’s personal business. Instead, she turned her attention to the wide flight of stairs in front of her, which crawled however many stories through the core of the house. “You don’t happen to have an elevator, do you?”

Erin laughed. “Unfortunately not. We’re going to have to carry these up ourselves.”

Rose groaned. Erin laughed again, and somehow the solidarity lifted her spirits. She’d been wondering what she’d gotten herself into, agreeing to help empty this behemoth and prepare it for sale⁠—probably the reason Erin hadn’t actually posted pictures⁠—but she liked her employer. Normal, probably with some family drama, but positive and upbeat. There were worse places to hide out when your life fell apart. And based on the square footage here, she might be here longer than she’d thought.

After huffing and puffing their way up three flights of stairs, they finally emerged into a wide sunny hallway, courtesy of the arched windows that Rose had noticed from outside. Erin led the way down the hall, the wheels of Rose’s suitcase bunching up the antique runner beneath them, and then stopped at the second door from the end on the right side.

“I thought we’d put you in here,” she said. “It has the nicest view of the grounds, and I’m right next door if you need anything.”

Whatever Rose was going to say next disappeared when Erin pushed the door open for her. She wandered into the room and turned in a slow circle to take it in. “Wow.”

Erin beamed. “I thought you would like it. I cleaned it up for you. It was pretty dusty.”

Rose wouldn’t have cared if it was covered in a layer of soot. The space was absolutely gorgeous. Wood-paneled walls⁠—unusual in private spaces, which would usually have had cheaper, painted paneling⁠—stretched down to aged parquet floors, antique rugs spread nearly corner to corner. On one end of the room was a carved four-poster bed covered with fresh white linens and a down comforter; on the other was an old-fashioned blue velvet settee set in the niche below one of the large, arched windows. Heavy brocade draperies could be closed against the cold and light, and the original gas lamps appeared to have been converted to electric around the room. 

Rose wandered over to the window beside the settee and drew the curtains back to peer out the window. It had a view of the backside of the house, what had no doubt once been rolling, manicured lawns but had now largely gone wild, overtaken by weeds and grasses. In the middle of it all was the rock-bordered pond, surrounded by a tangled, neglected rose garden. It was utterly charming.

She turned to Erin, who was still waiting just inside the door with a look of pained anticipation. “It’s perfect.”

Erin clapped her hands together in delight. “Oh, I’m so glad. How about I leave this here”⁠—she indicated the other suitcase, still by the door⁠—“and let you wash up and rest for a bit? And when you’re ready, just knock next door and I’ll show you around the place.”

“That sounds great, thank you.” Rose crossed the room to grab her suitcase at the same time that Erin reached for the handle. Their hands collided and they both pulled back with self-conscious laughs. As Erin snatched back her arm, the long sleeve of her blouse rode up, revealing a ropy white scar running vertically inside her wrist.

Rose froze in place, but Erin didn’t seem to notice, already turning back to the door. “Rest well. I hope you’ll be happy here.”

“Thanks,” Rose said faintly, not moving, even after Erin shut the door behind her. 

The scar was old and long-healed, but there was no mistaking what it was from.

Once, a long time ago, Erin Parker had tried to kill herself.
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After Erin left the room, Rose explored her new digs a little further. Clearly, there had been updates made to the castle since it was built around the turn of the century⁠—she doubted that the large walk-in closet or the en suite bath had been original construction. Or maybe it had. It wasn’t as if indoor plumbing had been unheard of in that time period for wealthy houses, and it was clear that there was nothing rural or backwards about this castle.

She unpacked her suitcases, shaking the wrinkles out of her clothing and hanging them on some of the hangers that had been helpfully provided in the closet, then packed away her T-shirts and nightclothes and underthings in the drawers of an antique highboy situated across from the bed. Then she went into the bathroom where an old-fashioned claw-foot tub stood and turned the taps as hot as they would go. The faucet spluttered and spit for several seconds⁠—a sure sign Rose was the first person to use this bathroom in some time⁠—but eventually clear water poured out.

And some time after that, it actually turned hot.

When Rose had soaked away the aches from her last two days in the car, she dried herself with one of the slightly threadbare towels provided and slipped on a pair of pajama shorts and a tank top. Then she padded back into the bedroom, slipped between the clean sheets, and promptly fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

When she woke again, the light slanting through the window had changed to a deep gold, the shadows falling in a different direction through the room. Rose sat up, disoriented and disheveled, casting about for a clock⁠—there wasn’t one. She jumped out of bed and raced back to the bathroom, where she’d left her phone, and stared at the face in disbelief. Six o’clock? She’d slept an entire four hours? She was just supposed to rest and then get a rundown of her duties.

Rose wiped her face with her hands and groaned. This was not the impression she’d wanted to make on her employer. She stumbled into the closet and pulled out a fresh pair of jeans and a short-sleeved blouse, then thrust her feet into rubber-soled clogs that should suffice for any kind of mess that they might encounter.

Only then did she hear what she should have noticed sooner⁠—the clear, moody strains of a cello playing somewhere deep within the house.

Ignoring the Gothic vibes that the resonating C-string set into her bones, Rose moved out of her room and followed the sound. It seemed to be coming from the floor below, so she slowly descended the stairs, relying on her ears to guide her down the hallway. The sound led her to the second door on the right, a sliver of light coming through the crack between the door and the frame.

Feeling like she was intruding⁠—which she was⁠—Rose carefully pushed the door inward and peered into the room. It was a library, or at least it had been; the tall shelves were mostly empty, making what should be a warm and inviting space feel somewhat forlorn. And over by the window, seated in a stiff-looking antique chair, sat Erin with a stunning cello, coaxing from it the most beautiful and mournful notes that Rose had ever heard.

Even knowing she was interrupting something private, Rose couldn’t tear herself away, held by the music and the look of furrowed concentration on Erin’s face as she played. The mournful sound changed into a frantic, angry tone and then melted again into what Rose could only call despair. It was the most emotional piece she had ever heard, and she couldn’t help but think back to the scar on Erin’s wrist, wonder if it could only be played by someone who had known that kind of anguish. Tears gathered on Rose’s lashes at the sheer feeling in the music.

When at last the final notes faded and Erin put down her bow, Rose hesitated by the door, undecided on how to make her presence known. But as Erin rose and placed her cello in the open case beside her, she asked, “Do you play an instrument?”

Rose jolted at the idea her presence hadn’t gone unnoticed, but she took the question as an invitation to venture farther into the room. “No, unfortunately. But that was lovely. And sad. What was it?”

“Fauré’s Élégie, opus 24.” Erin threw her a melancholy smile. “About the time period you study, I’d think. It was written in 1880.”

“You’re a professional then?” It seemed silly to think otherwise, after what she’d just witnessed, but Erin had said nothing about being a massively talented musician in all their online conversations about this job. They were in the middle of the southern Colorado mountains⁠—where could someone of her talent actually find to play professionally?

But Erin answered that too in her next breath. “I’m on leave from the Chicago Symphony right now. Principal cellist. At least, I was.”

The statement, like her playing, was loaded with meaning, the context for which Rose knew she was missing. But before she could find a way to ask any of the wildly inappropriate questions that were flitting through her mind, Erin straightened with a bright smile, the haunted look of moments ago vanishing so quickly that Rose wondered if she’d just imagined it. “Do you feel up to a tour now?”

“Of course!” Rose stepped back from the doorway to let Erin pass, noting that she left her cello case lying open on the antique rug by the window, and followed her back out into the hallway.

“So, you’ve already more or less seen the upper floor. There are six bedrooms upstairs, and they’re pretty much the same, though only the three on our end have en suite baths. The other three at the other end of the hall share one. Don’t ask me why.” Erin threw an amused look at Rose. “There was probably a logical structural reason for it, but my grandparents always used to say that sharing a bathroom built character. I think they just didn’t want us to have a reason to never leave our bedrooms when we were young.”

“They probably didn’t want to set you up for unrealistic expectations as an adult. Who can afford to live alone these days, and with two bathrooms?”

Erin smiled. “Easier in Haven Ridge than you might think. This is not exactly a tourist destination. Though,” she added after a moment’s thought, “that seems to be changing. I’ll show you the town later and you’ll see what I mean. I thought we’d eat dinner out later.”

“Sounds good,” Rose said, but once more, there were plenty of things that were flying over her head. She shouldn’t be surprised. The entire situation⁠—a lone woman hiring her to help clean up a historic castle for sale in the middle of nowhere⁠—reeked of subtext that she didn’t quite understand, and why shouldn’t that extend to the town as well? For that matter, she still couldn’t quite say how she’d come across the online job listing in the first place. She’d been searching in entirely different states, figuring that Colorado would be too expensive, and yet this listing had come up as a match for her searches in Oklahoma.

Erin was going on, though, and Rose realized she was missing part of the tour. “ . . . used to be the library, but it had water damage and my brother sold off a lot of the books last year.” She made a face, clearly not happy with that decision. “I understand why he did it, though. There’s been plenty of damage from all the utilities being turned off. The floors in particular haven’t fared well.” Erin toed a gap in the parquet floor, clearly a response to extreme temperatures. “That’s partly why I need you here. We need to assess the damage before . . . well, we just need to see what we’re working with.”

Another hint that there was something going on here that she didn’t understand, but Rose didn’t press. Erin went on anyway, opening and closing doors just long enough to briefly peer inside. On the third floor there were two more studies, both filled with antique furniture, a room that was outfitted as a bedroom but probably had been something else at some time, and two completely vacant rooms, devoid of everything but the painted paneling and light fixtures. It was indeed far too big of a house for a single person; too big for most families, in fact.

On the second floor, there were more rooms being used as storage for furniture and boxes and what looked like an office. “My brother uses this when he’s here,” Erin explained, though it could just as easily have been empty since the house was built, for all the signs of life inside. “He’s an accountant.”

Rose smiled. It was almost a twin cliche. The responsible brother had gone into accounting, and his polar opposite twin had pursued music. No wonder he wasn’t as enamored with the house as Erin. He probably looked at this place and just saw dollar signs. For that matter, Rose wasn’t even an accountant and that’s what she saw. There were grand details, of course⁠—beautiful plaster and wood moldings, detailed paneling, stunning floors, antique furnishings⁠—but also cracks in the walls, signs of previous water damage, a chill that seemed to linger even during the middle of summer. So far, she wasn’t seeing what she could do here, besides begin removing the half-century worth of grime that had accumulated in the unused rooms.

But there was dignity in hard work of any kind, so she told herself to keep an open mind as Erin led her back down to the ground floor.

“Here’s where we spent a lot of our time,” Erin said, pushing open a swinging door to the kitchen.

It was . . . enormous. It reminded her of the period kitchens from shows like Downton Abbey, with its huge, wide-open spaces, massive freestanding wood island, and a fireplace that looked large enough to fit an entire tree trunk inside. Rose was sure that the cabinets were original, painted in an off-white color and sporting old-fashioned clasp-style hardware. But there was a newer commercial stainless-steel refrigerator and freezer set into the wall on one end, and a massive eight-burner range that had probably cost as much as Rose’s first condo.

“Wow.” It was all she could think of to say.

“I know.” Erin laughed. “Kind of a shame that I mostly eat takeout or in town while I’m here.”

Rose threw her a look. “You don’t cook?”

“Never learned,” Erin said, perfectly unperturbed. “I spend my life in rehearsal halls and most nights by the time I get home, I’m too tired to do anything but scramble eggs or microwave something.”

“Oh, we’re going to change that,” Rose said, mentally rubbing her hands together. She wouldn’t say she was a gourmet cook, but she’d always made dinner at home, even though Jordan had insisted they had enough money to eat out or even hire a cook. Now that she knew where all that money had come from, she was glad that she’d refused. On different grounds, of course, but at least she’d only been minimally dragged into his profligacy.

She threw off that thought and the dark corridors it led to and refocused on the kitchen in front of her. She moved to the refrigerator and opened it, finding only a case of Topo Chico mineral water and a half-eaten package of strawberries. She looked to Erin, who just shrugged.

“I told you.”

The freezer was only a little better, stacked with a handful of frozen pizzas and a few cartons of an ice cream brand she didn’t recognize. Rose started to make a mental grocery list as she circled the rest of the room. “We definitely need to make a stop at the store. It’s time that you ate some home-cooked meals.”

“As long as you don’t make me cook them,” Erin said with a laugh. “How about I pay for the ingredients and you make them into something edible?”

It might have seemed like an uneven trade, but right now Rose had far more time than money, so it seemed fair to her. “Deal. Maybe when we go out to dinner tonight?”

Erin flashed her a brilliant smile that made Rose think maybe she was here for company as much as labor, and she didn’t hate the idea. No matter her troubled past, the woman seemed easygoing and forthright. That was exactly what Rose needed. A retreat, free of complications and drama. She’d had enough of that in the last three years to last a lifetime.

As if the kitchen wasn’t impressive enough. Erin led her to the back of the house and through a set of French doors. Rose ground to a stop. “Wow.”

“Yeah, it’s beautiful, isn’t it? I read or play my cello out here when the weather is nice.”

Rose could only call the room a conservatory. It was clearly an outdoor space, with a fitted stone floor, but the entire thing⁠—walls, ceiling⁠—was completely made out of glass panels. A scattering of old-fashioned wicker furniture occupied the space, but it didn’t take much imagination to see it like it was probably intended⁠—filled with delicate tropical plants and potted fruit trees. She couldn’t entirely understand the sudden itch for a matched pair of lemon and lime trees to flank the glass doors that led out onto the neglected grounds, but she wanted them all the same.

This isn’t your house, she reminded herself. Her job was to take away, not to add, to help make it appealing for a future buyer.

If they appeal to me, they’d appeal to someone else, that inner voice said, completely oblivious to the fact that actual fruit trees were not in the same class as say, a record player or a book collection.

She stepped up to the wall of windows on the far side and looked out on the grounds, turned golden by the slowly setting sun, a flaming jewel in a brilliant orange and blue setting on the horizon. And despite the fact that this was supposed to be a short-term gig and she had no reason to feel this way, she couldn’t throw off the recognition that for the first time since leaving South Carolina ten years ago, this was the first place that actually felt like home.
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There were a few more stops on the tour⁠—all boring but necessary, like the fuse box, the water main, and other utilities in the house⁠—but when they were finished, Erin clapped her hands together excitedly. “So. What do you think? You want to see the town now?”

“Sure.” What Rose really wanted to do was take a book into any one of the beautifully decorated rooms and read until nightfall, but that wasn’t what she was here for, and besides, she’d probably end up sneezing from all the dust within ten minutes. Besides, it would be useful to get a town tour from a local so she knew where to go, where to avoid, and generally how to not look like a clueless tourist.

Erin led her back out the door of the kitchen and started down a small slope to what the woman identified as the carriage house. When she unlocked the padlock on the double barn doors and pulled one open, it revealed a cavernous space fragrant with wood shavings, the only occupant a blue 1950s farm truck.

“Wow,” Rose said. “Does that thing really run?”

“Of course,” Erin said with a grin. “This beast will probably outlast us.” She went back to pull the other door open, then fished an old key out of her pocket. She climbed into the driver’s seat, inserted it into the ignition, and gave it a twist. The old truck coughed as it started, but then turned over with a throaty rumble.

Rose smiled, and at Erin’s gesture, climbed through the passenger door onto the bench seat. Despite the fact the night was chilly, she rolled down the window and propped her arm on the sill. This was just feeding into the secret Hallmark movie fantasies she had harbored since childhood. All they needed was snowfall and a Christmas tree in the back of the truck to be complete.

Well, and a flannel-wearing small-town lumberjack.

She grinned at the thought as Erin pulled out of the carriage house, then jumped out to close the doors behind them. Then they bumped up the gravel road toward the highway, the cloud of dust immediately reminding Rose why it was a bad idea to have the window down.

“So what do you know about Haven Ridge?” Erin asked conversationally as they turned onto the highway. The rattle of the unpaved road turned to the smooth hum of rubber on asphalt.

“Only what you put in the job listing. Isn’t it an old mining town or something?”

“Not exactly. Kind of an anti-mining town, actually. It was founded by a woman named Elizabeth Strong who wanted a safe haven for her own children and women with no place to go, and it kind of expanded from there. From what Mallory has uncovered, it looks like the Strong Supply Depot was the first woman-owned business in the region, which is pretty impressive.”

Rose threw her a quizzical look. “Mallory?”

“The town historian. She’s writing a book and everything on us. You’ll probably meet her. She co-owns the cafe in town.”

It truly was a small town when the town historian was also the cafe owner. Rose grinned, enjoying the contrast from the metropolitan area she’d just left. “What else should I know?”

“Well, the fact that the town is magic.”

Rose blinked. “Come again?”

Erin laughed. “Oh, I don’t know if it’s really true. It’s an old legend. Something about the town drawing people to it who needed a haven. And if you look at the history, it certainly seems true. The place wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for a long string of coincidences that feel a little too coincidental, if you know what I mean.”

Rose really didn’t, but she was charmed by the idea, so she just nodded. “It seems to be true for me. Your listing literally showed up when I was despairing of what I was going to do next. I had to be out of my house in a week. That’s part of the reason I jumped on it.”

“You know, you never did say exactly why you’re here.”

There was a reason for that. The whole story was too sordid to spill to a stranger, and it cast her in the worst, most naive light. “Nasty divorce. Let’s just say that my husband wasn’t who I thought he was. No, let’s not even give him that much credit. He hid that he was an awful person and he tried to pin the blame for his own actions on me. His family is still convinced I was the bad apple who dragged him into temptation.”

Erin grimaced. “Ouch. And you let them get away with that?”

“I’m just a nobody. If I told you their last name, you’d know why that would be an exercise in futility. They own half of Milwaukee and a good chunk of Chicago.”

Erin threw her a sympathetic look. “I’m really sorry. It does sound like this came along at just the right time.”

It was better than being out on the street with her pathetic handful of boxes, that was for sure. Though Rose still wasn’t sure where she was going from here. This was just a stopover. A respite. A haven, if she wanted to get poetic about it.

“Well, if you need a good divorce lawyer, we have one of the best.” Erin grinned at her. “She also happens to be the owner of the greatest and only bakery in town.”

Rose laughed at yet another mash-up, hoping she’d have the chance to see the bakery herself when Erin navigated into town a few minutes later. Haven Ridge proper was just as charming as she had imagined, streets lined with orange brick buildings trimmed out with white gingerbread or painted in pastel shades. She could tell that it had fallen on hard times⁠—here and there, she saw boarded up windows and peeling paint or lots surrounded by chain link fence and littered with weeds. 

But there were also signs of revival⁠—newly painted storefronts and freshly whitewashed brick and dumpsters on the street speaking to renovations. Maybe it was just that she needed to believe in second chances, but a feeling of hope radiated from this old downtown. Like a reminder that even old battered things could come back to life again given enough love and patience.

“Hey, look right there.” Erin pointed at a block of buildings, all of which seemed vacant except the white one in the middle, which had warm Edison lights in the windows and a charming blue sign out front declaring The Beacon Street Bookshop. “Our family trust owns that building. The bookshop just opened last year. I’m sure you’ll want to visit it. The owner used to be a New York book editor.”

“Sounds great.” Rose certainly would want to visit it, though she wasn’t sure she’d have a ton of time, given the size of the job she had apparently undertaken. Still, she had to have some time off sometime, didn’t she?

Erin made a turn down what seemed to be a main street⁠—the sign called it Dogwood Street⁠—and here it seemed like most buildings were filled with a mix of touristy and practical: a laundromat here, an herbalist there, an old-fashioned-looking five-and-dime with new-fashioned items like iPhone chargers in the window. Rose saw the bakery before Erin pointed it out⁠—a corner brick building with a whimsical design of hearts and vines on the glass, beautifully decorated cakes on display. The window declared it the Broken Hearts Bakery.

Rose smiled. Now she understood the divorce lawyer/baker connection. She made a note to stop in when she made a trip to the bookstore. That was definitely a place she’d be spending some time.

And then they were at the end of the street and the mostly deserted lane was suddenly crowded with cars parked along the curb. Bright light spilled from plate glass windows, illuminating the interior of a diner packed with patrons at booths and tables. Erin whipped into an open parking spot just past the diner and smiled. “Some places have bars and coffee shops. We have the Brick House Cafe.”

Rose followed Erin over the curb and up the sidewalk, through a glass door with a jingle of harness bells to announce them. They were immediately hit with warmth and conversation and the heavenly aroma of delicious-smelling food. 

Almost as soon as they entered, a beautiful dark-haired woman circled the counter with two menus in her hand. “Erin!” She gave the other woman a warm hug and then turned brilliant emerald eyes on Rose. “Hi! I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Mallory.”

“Rose Cameron.” Rose offered a tentative smile and was rewarded with a warm one in return. “I’m working up at Larkspur House with Erin.”

Mallory’s expression shifted a degree, the sudden knowing light in her eyes making Rose feel like she was missing something important. “Well, let’s get you a seat. The counter is available now, or we’re clearing a table in the corner if you want to wait.”

“We’ll wait,” Erin said immediately and drew Rose out of the way of a new party coming in.

“Does pretty brisk business,” Rose said, watching the newcomers take the few open seats at the counter.

“It’s been an institution for about as long as the town has existed. It almost closed after the owner died, but his grandson, Thomas, came back and revived it. You’ll meet him eventually. He also happens to be the town mayor. Mallory is his wife.”

“Does everyone have multiple jobs around here?”

“Everyone except for me,” Erin said cheerily, but there was a shadow beneath her words that belied the tone. Before Rose could respond, Erin said, “Look, Mallory is ready for us.”

The owner gestured to them and they followed her to a small table near the back window, where she set water and menus in front of them before disappearing. Rose perused her menu for a moment. “What’s good?”

“Everything. The meatloaf is their specialty, but they also make a pretty mean burger. The Reuben is good, too, and the French fries are to die for . . . ”

Rose laughed. “Got it.” She quickly settled on the burger⁠—she hadn’t had one of those in ages considering that Jordan thought that sort of stuff was too lowbrow and unhealthy⁠—and on a whim ordered a strawberry milkshake to go along with it.

“I like your style,” Erin said with a satisfied nod when Rose ordered from Mallory a few minutes later. “I’ll have that too.”

As soon as Mallory moved away, Erin folded her arms on the table and leaned over them. “Fair warning. At some point before we leave this diner, we’re going to be accosted.”

Rose went still, studying her host’s face for any sign she was kidding. “Accosted how? By who exactly?”

But Erin didn’t answer, just sat back in her seat with a smug look and nodded toward the entrance. “See for yourself. I swear she has some sort of radar.”

Winding directly toward them like a heat-seeking missile was an older lady wearing a jean jacket, cropped black pants, and a pair of black-and-white Air Jordans. Even from this distance, Rose could see that the ends of her silver bob were colored a bright blue. She glanced back at Erin. “Seriously?”

“Oh yeah. Either she really does have some weird sixth sense or she has the place bugged. Anyone new walks into the Brick House Cafe and she’s here to greet them within twenty minutes. Every time.”

Rose didn’t have much time to consider how that was possible⁠—and which was more plausible, spy gear or magic⁠—because the woman was upon them, looking down at them with a sparkle in her eye and a knowing look on her wrinkled face. “Well, hello there. Are you going to introduce me to your friend, Erin?”

Erin just lifted an eyebrow as if to say see? “Granny Pearl, this is Rose Cameron. I’ve hired her to help up at Larkspur House for a bit. Rose, this is Pearl Anderson, but everyone calls her Granny Pearl.”

“Nice to meet you,” Rose said, immediately offering her hand. “I love your hair.”

Granny took her hand with a surprisingly firm grip and shot a look at Erin. “I like this one.”

“Yes, I think she’ll fit in nicely,” Erin said with a laugh. “She’s a literature PhD.”

“Almost PhD,” Rose corrected.

“There seems to be a lot of that going around.” Rose couldn’t tell if Pearl meant it as an observation or a criticism. Either way, she was still holding Rose’s hand. When she finally dropped it, she looked directly into her eyes. “Welcome to Haven Ridge. I think you’re exactly where you need to be.”

And then she smiled at both of them. “Enjoy your meals, young ladies.” With that, she turned and flounced off.

Rose watched her go and then turned to Erin, baffled. She wasn’t even sure what to ask.

“I know,” Erin said. “She’s something. She tends to give the men the third degree, but somehow with the women, she just knows.”

“Knows what?”

Erin shrugged. “Whatever it is she wants to find out, I guess. You’ll see her around. She knows everything that happens here⁠—and practically everything that’s happened since the beginning of the town⁠—so if you need anything, just head over to her gift shop on Beacon Street.”

“Is she . . . a psychic?”

Erin considered. “I don’t know if psychics exist, but I don’t think so. I just think she’s a busybody who has cultivated her sources. And she’s the descendant of Elizabeth Strong, so maybe she’s just trying to look out for the town.”

“I see.” Rose figured the words were just meant to add a bit of local color to her experience, but inwardly, she felt unsettled. It was as if Granny Pearl could see straight into those things she was still hiding from everyone, the things she was hoping no one would find out. Because she had a feeling if the old lady knew her secret, it was just a matter of time before everyone knew her secret.

And then she could kiss her fresh start goodbye.
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By the time they rattled back down the dirt road to the Larkspur House, Rose was unaccountably exhausted. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised, given that she’d driven nearly twenty hours in two days, but she couldn’t help but think some of it had to be from overwhelm.

When she’d taken the job, she’d been thinking more about the distance from her current situation. She hadn’t taken into account the fact that newcomers stuck out like sore thumbs in a small town, that everyone would want to know her story.

Now, she could only hope that they didn’t dig too deeply. It wasn’t like she had anything to be ashamed of, but she also didn’t want to get into details about why her name came up connected with one of the biggest recent scandals in Chicago⁠—a city that was used to scandals. It was the very reason that she’d escaped the Great Lakes region in favor of a place where no one knew her name or likeness.

“So what do you think?” Erin asked as she backed the truck into the carriage house and turned off the ignition.

“The town is charming,” Rose said honestly. “I think I’m going to like it.”

“Good. Me too. I’ve missed it.” She threw Rose a wry look. “I didn’t love it when I was a teenager and everyone was in my business, but it’s nice to go back where people know you, to not have to constantly explain your past.”

Rose made a vaguely non-committal noise and climbed out of the truck. “So, what do you think? Hit the grocery store tomorrow morning before we get started on the work here?”

“Sounds good. I’m sorry I forgot about it tonight. I got wrapped up in being back in town. I’ve only been back a few days myself.”

Rose threw Erin a surprised look. She hadn’t realized that when they’d talked. Then again, she hadn’t asked for too many details. She’d wanted to book the position and get out of Milwaukee as quickly as possible. But now all sorts of questions surfaced. Had Erin taken leave from her symphony position to come out here and settle the house? Or had she come out here because she’d taken⁠—or been forced to take⁠—leave from the symphony?

No, it wasn’t her business. No matter how friendly Erin might be, Rose was still an employee. Her only concern was to do her job well⁠—even if she was still somewhat murky on what that job entailed⁠—so she didn’t have to go back to a place where she was subject to whispers and speculation every time she walked into her grocery store or her hair salon.

They left the truck in the carriage house, padlocked the doors⁠—somewhat unnecessarily, Rose thought⁠—and then climbed up the short trail to the back door of the kitchen. Rose frowned when they stepped inside. She could have sworn that they’d turned off all the wall fixtures, but the light from the hallway spilled through the cracks around the kitchen door, giving them enough illumination to navigate by. She dismissed the thought⁠—after all, hadn’t she decided that she was not in a Gothic novel?⁠—and started up the first of several flights of stairs to their bedrooms, Erin right behind her.

When they hit the top floor, Rose gave a sleepy wave and suppressed a yawn. “I promise, I will be up bright and early and ready to work.”

“That makes one of us,” Erin said with a grin before returning the wave. “Sleep well.”

“Thanks, I’m sure I will.” Rose placed a hand on her door, just before Erin reached the switch at the end of the hall and plunged them into darkness.

Rose pushed into her room and fumbled for the light switch, which she knew had to be somewhere on the entry wall, but her fingers only touched the ridged surface of the paneling. The window didn’t offer any light either, the moon hidden by clouds. She sighed. She’d planned on going straight to the bathroom to brush her teeth, but now the prospect of stumbling across the room in the dark felt like too much to deal with. Instead she headed for the dark shape of the bed, toeing off her shoes as she went, sliding her jeans down her legs. She climbed into bed in only her T-shirt and panties and pulled the covers up to her chin, enjoying the feel of cool sheets against her skin. And then she stretched out . . . 
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