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“Calm down,” Scarlett growled as she piloted the battered old sedan down the washed out gravel road. The car jumped and lurched over some particularly nasty potholes and she groaned, sure that the entire chassis was going to fall out and land on the rock strewn ground. “What have I gotten myself into? I should just turn around.”

The road arced between a long line of graceful live oaks and she suddenly forgot about everything else but their incredible beauty. The trees hung tall and strong over the road, reaching across towards the ones on the other side, forcing her wild imagination into overdrive. She had heard that the reason very few people lived out on Black Rock Lake was due to it being haunted and she couldn’t help but wonder, even if only for a brief minute, if there could possibly be any truth to the rumors. 

She knew the story well; everyone did. It started off like so many other ghost stories of love and betrayal. A hundred or so years ago, a young lady, Lily Cavanaugh, had defied her family to live with a man she could never hope to marry. She was already married to a wealthy businessman that her parents had betrothed her to years before. Lily had thrown away a life of society balls and every conceivable luxury life had to offer in order to move to the deserted lake with her lover, a worthless poet named Logan Black.

Her husband had come for her and murder had ensued. Logan had ended up dead in the lake and Lily had been forcefully brought home, but she had not stayed there for long. Within a few days she had disappeared, leaving a handwritten note behind that warned her family that she was never going to be Lily Cavanaugh again. She was Lily Black and no matter how hard they tried her heart would always belong to Logan. In life and in death. Her still, pale body had been found days later, tangled in the arms of her lover; somehow even in death they had managed to find each other.

They had been quickly and carelessly buried to avoid further embarrassment, and live oaks were planted over their graves. No one was certain where the actual graves were, or if the two had indeed been buried at all, but seeing the live oaks reaching across the dusty lane toward each other fired Scarlett’s imagination, she could almost feel the plight of the two lovers.

A terrible groan issued from the back of the car, along with a belching black smoke trail. She swore and covered her nose and mouth with one hand. The air conditioner had broken weeks ago and she didn’t have the money to fix it, making it hard to breath. Summer had become a nightmare in the city, the constant traffic led to exhaust fumes that choked her, the heat magnified by the concrete walls that surrounded her.

The road took a sharp left and she spotted the crumpled metal sign that read Black House half-buried in the bushes at the side of the road. She turned in carefully, expecting more of the same rugged roads ahead so the thin strip of asphalt that led her down a steep hill surprised her.

The house that lay up ahead in the distance however, surprised her even more. The driveway curved around in a gleaming half-circle made up of oyster shells and mica, and the sun sent sparks toward the blue sky from that fanciful surface. A sparkling fountain sat in the faultless green lawn and she laughed as she saw that the fountain’s main character was a fat toad that wore a jolly and yet sly expression on his grinning face.

The house was not overly large; it was a tall, but a narrow white structure made up of two stories, a long porch wrapped around the upper floor and long windows reflected the sun. To the east lay the long expanse of the lake. 

A small breeze rippled off of the lake and Scarlett stood still for a moment as she got out of the car, enjoying the cool breeze that ran across her skin. It brought with it the tang of mineral rich mud and salt, and she smiled happily, her eyes rooted to the water with its placid surface.

“It’s always ten degrees cooler here than it is the city.” A warm husky voice said from behind.

Scarlett, startled, jumped and then whirled around to face the source. Her mouth fell open and she snapped it shut so abruptly that she nearly bit off the end of her own tongue. The man that stood in front of her was tall and lean, his bare chest glowed with a golden tan and beads of sweat, and the jeans he wore had slid down his narrow hips until the placket of muscle and hipbones showed. Scarlett realized she was staring, forced her eyes back up to his face where she nearly lost her breath once again.  His blonde hair had flaxen streaks running through it giving it a rich shine, and thick lashes tipped in gold fringed his deep blue eyes.

“Your house is haunted,” she croaked by way of greeting.

Drew cocked an eyebrow at the strange choice of greeting from the curvy woman in the red sundress. He had to force his eyes to stay level with her face, he had seen her from behind originally and the breeze had whipped that dress up high enough that he had gotten a tantalizing glimpse of pale, luscious thigh and lacy white panties that hugged her curves in all the right places. To say she was voluptuous was an understatement. She was simply divine.

“I beg your pardon,” she quickly whispered, a streak of crimson splattered across her cheeks as embarrassment rose up her throat and chin. “I’m Scarlett Dunne. You had placed an ad for a house sitter?” Her lips quivered as she fought down a gulp of air.  He was stunning and while annoyed at just how overwhelmed she felt by his incredible good looks she silently chastised herself for acting like such a childish schoolgirl.

With a smile, the man replied casually, apparently oblivious to Scarlett’s instant attraction to him.

“Haunted, huh? Well, it just might be although it’s not the original house. The one Lily and Logan lived in was burned down you know.”

“So you’ve heard of the legend? And yes, her husband burned the original house down right?” Scarlett couldn’t help but find herself amused, drawn in by the warmth of the man’s tone and his gentle nature.

“Yes, that’s right, he did. This house was built twenty years later, a gentleman named Horace Mann decided it was the perfect site to write his novel of unrequited love.”  He chuckled, continuing on. “He was from a wealthy family and a rather embarrassment that the family was only too happy to get rid of so they exiled him out to this property.”

“I remember that story. I heard he had a secret lover but no one ever saw her.” 

“Him,” Logan corrected with a grin that revealed perfectly white teeth, “Horace and his male lover lived out here until their deaths. The house sat empty for a long time, a few others bought it but always ended up selling it shortly after. I guess people are not that interested in small town ghosts these days.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It is a shame, however the last owners appreciated the privacy out here. Especially since they grew marijuana all along the shore.”

Scarlett blinked, “Seriously?”

“Oh yeah,” that grin came back, a devastating contrast of whiteness against tanned skin. “They only got caught because there was an unexpected freeze one night and they set some bonfires to keep the plants warm. One of them caught and the local sheriff happened to be downwind.”

Laughter spilled from Scarlett’s lips. She put her hand up to her mouth to stifle it, a gesture of habit, a gesture that was not lost on Drew. “You made that up,” she accused.

Drew was taken aback by the beauty of her laugh, her velvety brown eyes sparkled and twinkled and he found himself wanting to hear it again. 

“I’m actually quite serious. I’m sure if you’re feeling up to it we could go find a few bushes still hidden along the shore.”

That time she hid the laughter faster, muffling her smile. The very fact that she thought she had to suddenly made Drew’s heart contract. He wondered what had happened to her that she was so afraid to let someone see her smile. It was a beautiful smile too; she had a Cupid’s bow mouth that was made for laughter and kisses. He let himself look at the rest of her while she stared out at the lake: Brown hair piled up in a messy bun, an oval face set off by incredible eyes and a long slim neck that led to delicate shoulders and a curvy, generous frame. 

“So Mr. Hampton...” Scarlett began.

“Call me Drew,” he interrupted.

“Drew, I’m an artist and I need a place to live that is quiet and away from the city. For the last few years I haven’t been able to really find anything to inspire me, I don’t know if it’s the city or what it is, but I would love this job and I would take good care of your home. If you say you will hire me I will be available right away.”

Scarlett held her breath and the sounds of the lake: waves slapping softly against the grassy banks, crickets buried in the soft grass, the sighing of the breeze across the water, sounded too loud in the silence that followed her impassioned plea.
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