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  Dedication


  



  To my many friends in New Bern, who made my life there wonderful, and who have had to go through so much since the hurricane.


  



  



  Chapter One


  



  The largest bedroom in Bev’s once-elegant Victorian fixer-upper was massive, with a wide plank floor and ornate trim work on the ceiling and around the windows. The windows provided a terrific view of the street framed by the branches of the two stately oak trees in the front yard. I walked around the empty iron bedstead and a chest of drawers leaning on two legs to look out the closest window as Bev discussed navy blue and cornflower for the decor.


  I was a foot away from the window ledge when I first felt a crushing pain gripping my chest; then my airway began to close. I tried to speak, but no sound came out as the pain and lack of oxygen blurred my vision. I retreated to the hallway, gasping for breath.


  “Emma. What’s wrong?” When I could focus, I found myself leaning on the top of the banister with Bev staring into my face, one hand on my arm.


  “I don’t know. The dust in there, or the heat. Something made it hard to breathe. Your new house is wonderful, Bev, but I’ve got to get out of here. Let me go outside and snap some ‘before’ pictures while I get some air.”


  I bolted down the stairs and out the front door like I was being chased. Once beyond the overgrown bushes and the missing step to the front porch, the tension in my chest relaxed, but my heart was still beating too fast and I was breathing hard. It wasn’t dust. It wasn’t heat. I’d never reacted to either this way before. And I wasn’t ill. Two deep breaths and I was fine now that I was out of the house. I didn’t know what the problem was, but I never wanted to experience it again.


  Pulling out my camera, I walked to the street and turned around to take a picture of Bev on her new front porch.


  “Not with me in it, silly,” she yelled and went back into the house.


  I walked into the yard of the Fenster-Willoughby House next door, an elegant antebellum owned by a renowned cellist, to take a picture at an angle, and then walked into Walnut Street to get the entire front of Bev’s newly purchased dream house in my camera frame. I’d taken two shots when a horn blew and I turned to see a mammoth Buick rumbling toward me.


  The horn shocked me for an instant. The car was nearly on top of me before I could think to jump backwards out of the way. An octogenarian looked straight ahead through the steering wheel as she barreled past without slowing.


  “That woman’s a menace.”


  I swung around at the sound of the nice baritone to find a man next to me in one of the yards across from Bev’s house. He looked as nice as he sounded. A couple of inches taller than me in the sandals I was wearing, he had a wiry build and wore a collarless shirt and work pants in a rough material. It was his smile, though, as he stood leaning against a tree, that drew me closer.


  He must have been working in his yard and watched my near demise. Staring at him, I couldn’t remember the names of anyone who lived in these turn-of-the-century houses, “workers’ houses,” on narrow lots across from the spacious Chadwick and Fenster-Willoughby houses. It also took me a moment to remember how to speak. “Does she do that often?” I finally stammered.


  “All the time.” The man belatedly looked concerned. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine. I’m Emma Winter.” I finally thought to introduce myself.


  “Adam Chadwick.” He had a ready smile and beautiful eyes. I’ve always been a sucker for beautiful eyes. “Did you buy the old homestead?”


  “No. My friends Bev and Roger did. Is the Chadwick house your family home?”


  He shook his head and a lock of pale brown hair fell almost to his long-lashed blue eyes. “There are a lot of Chadwicks around here.”


  Why is it only guys have long gorgeous lashes? “I thought like a lot of old families, they’ve almost died out.”


  “There’re a few of us lingering on.”


  We exchanged smiles and fell into an awkward silence. Finally, I said, “Let me get a couple more photos and I’ll introduce you to your new neighbor.”


  I stepped back into the street and lined up my shot. As soon as I clicked the shutter, Bev came out the door and walked toward me. “Ready to go?”


  “I want to introduce you to—” I turned back to the yard across the street, but the man had disappeared. “Oh, never mind. He’s gone now.”


  “Who?”


  “Adam Chadwick. He was right there under that tree.”


  “Chadwick? Like my house?”


  “Yeah. He said there’s a few of them about.”


  Bev looked perplexed. “The lawyers said there aren’t any left.”


  “Not that part of the family, but I’m sure there are third cousins or something here in Summerduck.”


  She shrugged. “Have enough shots? I’m hungry.”


  “One more. There. Let’s eat.” I put my camera in my bag and we walked toward downtown and a riverside restaurant.


  After we ate, I walked home to my apartment on the second floor of a house built in the twenties. Flipping on my computer, I put in the camera card and looked at the shots I’d taken. My plan was to print off my shots of the house, or rather, the ones in focus that didn’t cut off the roof or the front porch. I studied them for a minute, trying to decide which shot was best, when I noticed something in a front upstairs window.


  Bev had gone back into the house. It would make a cute picture if that was her looking out the window and not a shadow or a smudge on my lens.


  I looked harder. There it was in two more pictures. Out of curiosity, I blew up all three. If I squinted, there was definitely a face in the window. But it wasn’t Bev. This was a man, and he had a mustache.


  Had he been there all the time we’d been in the house? Who was he? A tramp hiding in the attic of the empty house? I needed to let Bev and Roger know they had a squatter.


  I jogged to the house they rented a few streets over from their new home and ran to the door clutching the photos. When I pounded on the door, Bev answered with, “I thought Roger had forgotten his keys again.” Then she looked at my face and said, “What’s happened?”


  “Look at these.” I shoved the enlargements at her.


  “Oh, they turned out well. Come in. I have to stir dinner or it’ll burn.” She walked into the house carrying my photos.


  “Look at the upstairs windows.”


  She stirred delicious-smelling sautéing vegetables and then peered at the photos. “It looks like a face.”


  I breathed deeply over her dinner and then sighed. Bev was a fabulous cook. “It is a face. Someone was in your house today.”


  She set down her spoon and studied the pictures. “But we didn’t see anyone.”


  “We wouldn’t if he’s living in this empty house and stayed in hiding.”


  Bev looked angry. “You mean our new house came with a tenant?”


  “More like a squatter. You need to have someone check out the entire house for you and then change the locks.”


  “Changing the locks sounds good. Hello, hon.” Roger Myers, surgeon and Bev’s husband, came in around me to give his wife a kiss. “Hey, Emma.” Then he completely ignored me as he said, “Dinner smells good. We’ll have to eat fast. I’m on call tonight.”


  I was relieved to see his scrubs were clean. I’ve always been squeamish about gore. “Hey, Roger. You’ve got a lodger in your new house.”


  “What?” He grabbed the photos his wife held out. “What are you talking about?”


  “See the face in the upstairs window?”


  “No.”


  “It’s hard to make out, but it’s there,” Bev said.


  “There’s a smudge in that window, but I don’t think it’s a face. Defect in the old glass, maybe.”


  “It’s a face.” I was sure.


  He shook his head, set the photos down, and leaned over the stove as he picked up a fork.


  “I’ll dish up dinner,” Bev said. “Thanks for bringing the photos by, Em. It can’t hurt to have someone check out the house and change the locks.”


  “Yes. Good plan. Now, I am famished. Let’s eat,” Roger said.


  I knew it was my cue to leave. I glanced at the stove while Bev dished up something with tomatoes and zucchini and then showed myself out.


  I walked the few blocks home, where I recognized the tall bulk of police Sergeant Mike Randall on the front porch. One-hundred percent brave, never backs down, cool, professional, but totally sexist jackass, and childhood friend, Mike Randall. Bev says he has pretty blue eyes, but I could never get past his raunchy tongue.


  Mike was the nephew of the Summerduck fire chief, Bobby Aster, my downstairs neighbor and landlord. Bobby’s wife was my Aunt Jean, which was how I ended up living in their upstairs apartment.


  Two men couldn’t have been more different. Bobby was a southern gentleman. Mike could have been trailer trash if the mobile home parks lowered their standards.


  Mike looked up before I could find a way to escape, and I found myself staring into the face of a man who’d never understood a clean joke. I’m sure the eyes hiding behind the mirrored sunglasses were grinning as much as his smirking mouth.


  As long as I was cornered, I had an idea. “Are you working tomorrow?”


  One eyebrow arched over the sunglasses. “I start at noon. What you got in mind, Sugarbear?”


  I could tell what he had in mind. Bev, Mike, and I had gone the whole way through school together. Bev was my BFF. Mike was the friend I had a secret crush on until junior high school, when he decided to take after his no-account daddy and not his kind, sensible Uncle Bobby. “Could you meet me at the Chadwick house tomorrow when you come on duty? There might be a squatter living there.”


  His expression changed to all business, thin-lipped and square-jawed. If he weren’t such a jerk, leering at me while I walked up stairs, we’d still be good friends.


  “Bev and Roger Myers just bought the place. I was taking pictures and caught a man looking out a window at us.”


  “We’ll need permission of the new owners.”


  “I’ll bring Bev.”


  He nodded and walked off to his squad car.


  Bev agreed to meet me at lunchtime at her new house and brought a locksmith and the photos with her. Mike showed up on time and in uniform. Once Bev unlocked the door, he ordered us to wait on the porch while he went in.


  We left the front door open and listened to his footsteps boom over the first floor of the nearly empty house and echo up the stairs. Then Bev and I stuck our heads inside in unison and listened while something heavy pounded around the upstairs and then clomped up to the attic. The locksmith stayed in his white van.


  “I see you asked Sergeant Randall to check out the house for us.” Bev gave me a knowing smile. She’d been trying to fix me up with Mike since my jackass ex left me. She didn’t understand that while Mike wasn’t so bad as a friend, I didn’t want to trade an indiscriminate prick for a sexist pig. Bev wouldn’t let it go. She thought we looked good together.


  “He was on the front porch when I came home from your place. I had to think of something to say to him.”


  “How sweet,” she said, not paying any attention to me as she stepped into the foyer of the house and gazed up the stairs. My gaze was drawn there as well to the beautiful stained-glass window halfway up the staircase.


  When Randall finally returned, shoving his flashlight back into place on his belt, he said, “What made you think there was anyone in here?”


  “These photos,” Bev said, showing him my work.


  He looked from the photos to Bev. “So?”


  “Don’t you see the face in the upstairs window?”


  “A trick of the lighting. Old glass. Whatever, there’s no sign of anyone hiding or living in here.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked.


  “Yes. Just a lot of junk to clear out. Get the locks changed or whatever makes you feel safer, but there’s no reason for the police to be involved.”


  Bev walked past us into the living room and Randall leaned toward me. In a low voice he said, “Any place else you’ve been seeing ghosts, honeybear?”


  “No. Thank. You. Sergeant.”


  “Good day, ladies,” he said with a smirk as he marched off to his car. I watched his blue-clad toned rear end and muscular thighs walk away. I suspected I wasn’t the only one in town who’d think “tight sphincter.” Still, it was a nice view.


  The young Burmese locksmith walked past me carrying his toolbox. He entered the house calling “Miz Myers,” as Randall drove off. I was about to follow the locksmith when I spotted Adam Chadwick. I waved and he crossed the street to join me on the front lawn.


  “You haven’t seen anyone hanging around this house lately, have you?”


  His warm smile disappeared into a frown. “No one’s lived here since old man Duffy died. Of course, you’ve been hanging around lately.” He smiled again. “I rather like that.”


  “When I was taking pictures yesterday, I caught a man looking from an upstairs window at us.”


  “That old glass can reflect all sorts of images.” He didn’t exactly scoff at my words, but he didn’t agree, either.


  Like Roger. Like Mike Randall. What was it with men? “He was in three of the photos. And he had a mustache. That much is clear.”


  He shook his head. “Which window was it?”


  “The far right. In the master bedroom.” I glanced back at the window. And blinked. “He’s there again.”


  Adam’s voice took on an angry tone as he said, “And your friend’s in there with him? Union soldiers.”


  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  “You think that’s a Union soldier in there?” I eyed Adam cautiously. He was nice to look at but he made no sense.


  “An old expression used around here since the—,” Adam Chadwick smiled, “War of Northern Aggression. I used to hear my grandfather say that whenever anything was wrong. Better than cussing.”


  “We just had the house checked out by the police. No one was inside. Where did he come from?”


  “Emma, it’s an old house. There could be hidden passages, ghosts, all sorts of secrets. I just hope your friend doesn’t discover that house isn’t what she wanted. It’s a nice old house. Deserves a nice family.”


  “Bev loves that house. She’s been over every inch of it. Why should it not be what she wants?” I felt a need to defend Bev and the house, but I had no idea why. I looked up at the window again. The man’s face was still visible.


  Working on a theory, I moved closer to the house with my eyes fixed on the second-story window. It was definitely a man’s face, but I was seeing him from a different angle. If the vision had been a reflection in warped glass, I’d now be seeing a totally different reflection. Trees or swirls or bunny rabbits.


  Adam remained in place, glaring up at the window. The man in the window stared back at him. My imagination must have been running away with me, because I thought I could see hatred on both their faces.


  Leaving them to their staring contest, I hurried inside and rushed up the stairs as quietly as I could. Then I found I didn’t want to take the last few steps along the landing to the open door of the master bedroom. Cold air smelling of dust and rot surrounded me.


  I forced myself to take those last steps and peeked around the edge of the door frame. For an instant, I thought I saw a man standing with his back to me at the window. Then there was nothing. Just an empty room and my wild imagination. I didn’t see any footprints in the dust, smell aftershave, or hear squeaking floorboards.


  I went back downstairs slowly, wondering if I were crazy. At the bottom, I looked out to where Adam had been. He was gone.


  * * *


  At first, Bev was ecstatic about how quickly the workmen were clearing out the underbrush in the yard and the vines off the walls. Of course, a cleaned-up yard showed a lack of grass as well as the dismal state of the house and the large garage in the backyard. Chipped paint, rotted boards, and cracked windows were just the most obvious signs of decay.


  Since Roger always seemed to be at the hospital or having office hours, Bev appointed me her “muscle” in dealing with contractors. We laughed about her description for my role, since I’ve always been thin.


  However, Bev decided if you can’t have a male present to convince brawny craftsmen to do what you want, an actress from the local theater who can spout legal-sounding nonsense about contracts and building codes might frighten them into submission. The fact she was paying me went a long way to ensure I’d be available for whatever role whenever she needed.


  When I had found out about my ex cheating on me with half the women in town, I flipped out for a while. Bev was there to visit me in the hospital, hold my hand, listen to my sobs, and mend broken fences when I’d taken my hurt and anger and revenge too far. No one has ever accused me of being calm and sensible even on my good days. I owed her a lot.


  And spending time at Bev’s new house meant a chance to see Adam again. I asked a few friends, checked the phone book and local land records, but I couldn’t find a trace of him. He didn’t live across the street, but he didn’t seem homeless.


  He didn’t act or smell like the homeless we have living in the swamps and farmland of eastern North Carolina. Living on casual labor or VA disability, bunking in a dilapidated singlewide trailer with a friend or a cousin.


  Adam was clean, for one thing, and neatly groomed. He was cleanshaven. He showed no signs of addiction or mental illness. I hadn’t checked to see whether he could read, but he seemed educated, and there was no visible physical injury that would explain disability payments from the VA.


  There must be a reason why Adam wasn’t known around Summerduck and I was determined to uncover that reason. All I needed was time.


  When Bev next called me from her cellphone at the Chadwick place, she sounded desperate. Now able to walk around the outside of the house without needing a machete to clear a trail, I hurried from the front sidewalk toward the sounds of voices. I found Bev in the backyard talking to two men in jeans, work boots, and polo shirts, and one little old lady in a starched cotton dress and rain boots. Actually, the little old lady with the helmet of pinkish white hair and pearls was doing all of the talking.


  “That barn is a historic structure and you cannot tear it down. This is a historic district and the Historical Society will not allow it.”


  “You have a barn?” I asked Bev quietly.


  She pointed at the garage.


  At least that explained why there was a two-car garage in the backyard and no way to drive to it before the bushes were hacked away. I had to ask. “Why is the barn historic?”


  Bev glared at me.


  “Who are you?” the woman with the pinkish white hair asked.


  “Emma Winter. And you?” I also wanted to ask why she was wearing pearls with her red rubber boots but decided that would be a step too far.
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