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CHAPTER
1



The bitter January wind had blown in a cold front. The clouds hung heavy and somber over the swamp. There would be rain. Possibly ice.


Jenny Carpenter wrapped a hand-knit shawl around her shoulders and gazed through the kitchen window of the house she’d bought last August. The tops of the Carolina pines bent in the wind. The weatherman said it was going to be quite a storm, and Allenberg County had already had one ice storm this year—on Christmas Eve. It was now just two weeks past New Year’s Day.


She turned away from the window toward the heart of her house. Her kitchen restoration was nearly finished. Yellow subway tiles marched up the backsplash behind the Vulcan stove. An antique pie safe occupied the far wall. The curtains were gingham. Everything about this room was bright and cheerful, in sharp contrast with the weather outside.


Jenny closed her eyes and imagined the smell of apple pie cooking in her professional baker’s oven. This kitchen would rival the one Savannah Randall had installed at the old movie theater in town. She smiled. Savannah’s strudel was good, but Jenny’s apple pie had still won the blue ribbon at the Watermelon Festival last summer. She could almost hear Mother sermonizing about pride, and her smile faded. She turned back toward the window.


She couldn’t remember a colder January. And Jenny hated even the mild winters that usually visited South Carolina. Today she had good reason to hate the season. Winter was getting the best of her.


She’d hired a crew to cut back the overgrowth on either side of the driveway, but they had called to say that they wouldn’t be out today, and probably not tomorrow. The movers weren’t going to show up today either, which meant Mother’s antique furniture would spend yet another night in the commercial storage space where it had been sitting for five years. Without furniture Jenny would have to postpone her plans to move in at the end of the week. Finally, Wilma Riley, the chair of the Methodist Women’s Sewing Circle, had called five minutes ago all atwitter because there was ice in the forecast.


The sewing circle had graciously volunteered to help Jenny sew curtains for the bedrooms and sitting room. The fabric bolts—all traditional Low Country floral designs—were stacked in the room that would soon be the dining room. But as Wilma pointed out, the gals were not coming all the way out to the swamp on a stormy day in January. So today, Jenny might be the only one sitting out here sewing.


It wasn’t just the weather that had her second-guessing herself. She’d taken a huge risk buying The Jonquil House. The old place wasn’t anywhere near downtown. If she’d been able to buy Charlotte Wolfe’s house, her bed-and-breakfast would have been located near the middle of things. And she would probably already be in business, since Charlotte’s house was in perfect condition.


But Charlotte had changed her mind about selling. She’d returned from California with her son, Simon. And Simon had married Molly Canaday, and they were all living happily in Charlotte’s beautiful house.


So Jenny had bought The Jonquil House, which was way out on Bluff Road, near the public boat launch on the Edisto River—a prime location for fishing and hunting. And you couldn’t beat the view from the porch on a summer’s day. She hoped to attract business from fishermen and hunters and eco-tourists anxious to canoe the Edisto or bird-watch in the swamp.


The Jonquil House had the additional benefit of being dirt-cheap, since it had been abandoned for years. But Jenny had to spend a lot of cash to shore up the foundation, replace the roof, and update the plumbing and electrical. Not to mention installing her state-of-the-art kitchen. Still, the purchase price had been so ridiculously low that, on balance, Jenny was financially ahead of where she would have been if she’d bought Charlotte’s house.


And if all went well, The Jonquil House would be open for business by March first, just in time for the jonquils to be in full bloom. There were hundreds of them naturalized in the woods surrounding the house. No doubt they had been planted by the Raintree family, who had built the house more than a hundred years ago as a hunting camp and summer getaway.


Those jonquils were the reason she’d chosen yellow for her kitchen walls. She couldn’t wait to take pictures of her beautiful white house against the backdrop of the dark Carolina woods, gray Spanish moss, and bright yellow daffodils. That photo would be posted right on the home page of the inn’s website, which was still under construction, too.


She was thinking about her breakfast menu when there came a sudden pounding at her front door. Her new brass knocker had yet to be installed, but that didn’t seem to bother whoever had come to call.


In fact, it sounded like someone was trying to knock the darn door down.


She hurried down the center hall, enjoying the rich patina of the restored wood floors and the simple country feeling of the white lath walls. Maybe the movers had changed their minds, and she’d be able to get Mother’s furniture set up in the bedrooms after all.


She pulled open the door.


“It’s about damn time; it’s freezing out here.” A man wearing a rain-spattered leather jacket, a soggy gray wool hat, and a steely scowl attempted to walk into her hallway. Jenny wasn’t about to let this biker dude intimidate her, even if he was a head taller than she was.


His features were stern, and his nose a tad broad, as if it had been broken once. Several days’ growth of slightly salt-and-pepper stubble shadowed his cheeks, and his eyebrows glowered above eyes so dark they might have been black. If he’d been handsome or heroic looking, she might have been afraid of him or lost her nerve. Handsome men always made Jenny nervous. But big guys with leather jackets and attitudes had never bothered her in the least. She always assumed that men like that were hiding a few deep insecurities.


“Can I help you?” she said in her most polite, future-innkeeper voice.


“You damn well can. I want a room.”


“Um, I’m sorry but the inn isn’t open.”


“Of course it’s open. You’re here. The lights are on. There’s heat.”


“We’re not open for business.”


He leaned into the door frame. Jenny held her ground. “Do you have any idea who I am?”


She was tempted to tell him he was an ass, but she didn’t use language like that. Mother had beaten that tendency out of her. It didn’t stop her from thinking it, though.


When she didn’t reply, he said, “I’m the man who sold you this house. I would like, very much, to come in out of the rain.”


“The man who—”


“The name’s Gabriel Raintree. My family built this house. Now let me in.”


She studied his face. Gabriel Raintree was a New York Times bestselling author of at least twenty books, several of which had been made into blockbuster horror films. His books were not on her reading list. And she wasn’t much of a moviegoer.


She’d never met Mr. Raintree. The sale of The Jonquil House had been undertaken by his business manager and attorney. So she had no idea if this guy was the real Gabriel Raintree or some poser. Either way she wasn’t going to let him come in. Besides, the house was not ready for guests. The furniture had not even arrived.


“I’m sorry. The inn isn’t open.”


His black eyebrows lowered even farther, and his mouth kind of curled up at the corner in something like a sneer. He looked angry, and it occurred to Jenny that maybe she needed to bend a little. The minute that thought crossed her mind, she rejected it. She had inherited a steel backbone from Mother, and this was a good time to employ it. She wouldn’t get very far as an innkeeper if she allowed herself to be a doormat.


“I need a place to stay,” he said, “for at least three months. I’m behind on my deadline.”


Three months. Good Lord, she wasn’t running a boardinghouse. But then, she supposed that if anyone could afford three months’ lodging at a B and B it would be someone like Gabriel Raintree.


The income would be nice. But she wasn’t ready for any guests.


“I’m very sorry. The inn won’t be open until March. If you need to stay in Last Chance, there’s always the Peach Blossom Motor Court. Or you could see if Miriam Randall will take you in. She sometimes takes in boarders.”


“Damn it all, woman, this is my house.” He pushed against the door, and Jenny pushed back.


“Not anymore,” she said.


He stopped pushing and stepped back from the threshold. By the deep furrows on his brow, she could only surmise that he was surprised anyone would stand in his way. She slammed the door on him to punctuate her point. Then she twisted the bolt lock and took a couple of steps back from it, her heart hammering in her chest.


Gabe stood on the porch breathing hard, trying to control his anger and a dozen other emotions he didn’t want to feel, chief among them a deep, gnawing loneliness.


The hollow feeling had been with him for a long time—even before his breakup with Delilah years ago. And now, this place and the memories it raised made the loneliness feel deep and wide, like a gaping chasm. There was something dark and frightening down in the depths of that empty place. Something monstrous.


He leaned on the porch railing and looked around at the familiar scene. His younger self had been happy and carefree here. Christ, it had been a long, long time since he’d felt that way.


And The Jonquil House was perfect for what he needed right now, a quiet place almost entirely off the grid where he could wrestle with his writer’s block and escape from his mistakes. Hiding out here in the middle of nowhere seemed like a good idea. He’d have solitude. He could be alone with his demons.


But a tiny little innkeeper stood between him and what he needed. It was worse than that—she hadn’t even recognized him.


He let go of a short bark of laughter. He should be happy. In Charleston, he couldn’t walk down a street without someone, usually dressed like a Goth, accosting him and wanting a piece of him.


He stared at the closed door. He was an idiot if he let that woman bruise his ego. Besides, he’d come here to hide out. And she’d just convinced him it was the perfect place for that singular activity.


He surveyed the overgrown drive, memories filling his head. Twenty-five years ago he would have been greeted by Zeph Gibbs, the hunting guide and caretaker. Lottie Easley would be back in the kitchen cooking up hoppin’-john and corn bread and fried okra. He could almost taste Lottie’s cooking.


And he longed to see their faces. But they were ghosts now. Especially Luke, the brother he’d lost twenty-five years ago in a hunting accident.


Ten-year-old Gabe had been there the day Luke died, but Gabe had no memory of what had happened that awful day. Those memories were locked behind a barrier as high and thick as Hadrian’s Wall.


His heartbeat echoed inside his empty chest. He had worshiped his older brother, and Luke’s death had changed everything.


He moved down onto the porch step and let the rain fall on his head and shoulders. It was quiet here. Peaceful. Precisely the kind of place he needed to get back in touch with his muse. The kind of place he needed to write the damn book that had been eluding him for almost a year. The kind of place where a lonely man could simply be left alone.


The muscles of his neck and shoulders tensed in frustration. If the inn wasn’t going to open until March, he’d have to come up with another plan.


But he didn’t want a Plan B. He wanted to come back here. Something in his gut told him that this was precisely the right place to be.


The rain was picking up, and sleet was beginning to mix with it. The roads were going to get bad before too much longer.


Either way, he’d have to stay the night at the seedy motel in town. But tomorrow, when the storm had passed, he’d come back out here and negotiate. The little innkeeper had her price. Everyone did.


Tomorrow he’d buy back The Jonquil House.


The wipers smeared the light from the motel’s sign as Gabe pulled his Lexus SUV into the parking lot. Peach blossoms blinked on and off, like opening flowers, but the neon was burned out in a few places, so that the sign read “each Bosom Moo,” which Gabe found vaguely hilarious, given the motel’s reputation.


He remembered the motel from his boyhood. It hadn’t looked nearly so run-down twenty-five years ago.


He sat in his car for a long moment, the wipers thumping a syncopated counterpoint to the recording of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto Number 1 coming from his top-of-the-line sound system.


Maybe he should turn around and head toward Columbia. Columbia might be a sleepy southern capital, but they had hotels there. Nice ones, with room service. He might be able to hide out in Columbia. Of course, he’d have to be careful not to go out to eat or walk the streets or any of those things. There were a lot of people in Columbia, and some of them were sure to recognize him. Someone would tweet about him. And his editor would come looking for him. And his crazy fans would find him and hound him.


But here, he was just one of the Raintree boys, come back to town after a long hiatus. If he wanted to be a hermit living out at The Jonquil House, the people here would let him be. Last Chance was full up to the brim with eccentric people and no one thought anything about it.


Besides, the fishing was better here.


He almost smiled at the thought, and then he remembered that it was the dead of winter and he’d pretty much freeze his ass off if he went fishing. And of course, he hadn’t been fishing in years. But if he lived here, he might take it up again.


He weighed his options as he watched the icy rain splatter on his windshield. In the end, the sleet made the decision for him. The Lexus might have four-wheel drive, but that was next to useless on black ice.


He checked in, took one brief look at the run-down furniture in the room, and then headed back out into the weather. There had to be a café or something where he could get himself some dinner.


It occurred to him that he’d almost never eaten out when he’d come to visit this place as a boy. Lottie had done the cooking. He’d have to find himself a cook, once he bought The Jonquil House back.


Just thinking about Lottie’s corn bread had his stomach growling. He hadn’t eaten since this morning, and he was feeling a bit light-headed. His blood sugar was low.


He reached for the roll of LifeSavers he always carried and popped one into his mouth. It was cherry-flavored.


He stood on the concrete pad under the roof overhang that protected his room door from the rain. It wasn’t a long walk from here into the heart of downtown Last Chance, but the ice was building on the sidewalks fast. The road, on the other hand, had been treated with sand and salt.


So he took a chance and drove the SUV slowly back into downtown. He found a parking spot in front of The Kismet movie theater. The old movie palace looked pretty good, especially compared with the run-down motel.


Looking up at the marquee, it finally hit him that it had been a quarter century since he’d set foot in this little town. Lethal Weapon had been the last movie he and Luke had seen in this old movie theater. Luke died three days later, on the Saturday before Easter.


The memory caught him unaware. He tried not to think too much about Luke.


Maybe that was the missing puzzle piece. Maybe that was why he’d awakened yesterday and knew that he had to return here. Who knew.


He climbed out of his car and stood for a long time under the marquee. It wasn’t a first-run theater anymore, and that hardly surprised him. The signs on the front door said it was only open on Friday and Saturday nights. These days the movies came with dinner attached.


A light was burning in the theater’s lobby. He took a step toward the glass doors and peered in. The place was much as he’d remembered. A gifted carpenter had created a masterpiece when he’d set his hand to The Kismet’s lobby. It was awash with Moroccan motifs and Moorish archways. Gabe cocked his head to get an angle on the ceiling, but it was too dark. Once upon a time, the ceiling had been painted like a night sky with twinkling stars.


The theater was worthy of historic registry status, and it warmed him in some odd way to know that it hadn’t been left to molder.


A moving shadow just beyond the candy counter momentarily startled him, until he remembered that the owner of The Kismet had always kept a cat—a black one. The shadow danced again, casting itself eerily against the walls. Gabe cupped his hands around his face to get a better look.


A black man with gray hair, wearing a pair of faded overalls and carrying a toolbox, stood up from behind the candy counter.


Gabe took a step back, his heart pounding. He would know that man anywhere. That face was from out of the distant past. Why had he assumed that Zeph Gibbs was dead and gone?


The hairs on the back of Gabe’s neck rose, and the icy night got a little more frigid—cold enough to freeze him right where he stood while something hot and evil writhed in his gut.


The door opened. Zeph stepped out of the theater and stopped in his tracks. Time seemed to slow down as their gazes met and clashed.


“Gabe?” Zeph cocked his head.


“It’s me.”


“Lord a’mighty, what are you doin’ here?”


It wasn’t exactly a hearty welcome, but that didn’t surprise Gabe for some reason he couldn’t exactly articulate. Zeph had been a big part of his boyhood. This man had taught him to shoot a BB gun and bait a hook and walk quietly in the woods. And yet seeing him once again after a quarter century brought no joy.


“Hello, Zeph.” There seemed to be a torrent of words locked up inside him, but the simple greeting was all he could manage. Christ on a crutch, he had some strange feelings about Zeph.


Gabe had turned Zeph into a villain named Zebulon Stroud in the novel titled Black Water. And Black Water had taken Gabe to the top of the New York Times bestseller list. Black Water was also the first of Gabe’s novels to be made into a feature-length motion picture. Danny Glover had won an Oscar for his portrayal of the villain. Zeb Stroud was one of those characters people remembered, like Hannibal Lecter.


“You need to leave,” Zeph said.


“That’s going to be hard with all this ice.”


“Tomorrow then, when it melts.”


“Look, Zeph, about the character in Black Water, I sure don’t want you to take it—”


“This has nothing to do with that story. I’m not mad at you for that. But you can’t stay here.”


“I can’t stay here? Why not? I know The Jonquil House has been sold, but I can certainly book a room at the motel. In fact, I have.”


“Why are you here?”


“I was thinking about buying The Jonquil House back from that little woman who owns it now.”


“You can’t. You have no business being in this town. Not now. Not ever.”


This confused him. “Why not?”


“You know good and well why it’s a bad idea to come back here.” Zeph turned and locked the theater door.


Gabe couldn’t think of one good reason why he shouldn’t stay. But he understood why Zeph wouldn’t be happy about him being here. After all, Zeph was responsible for Luke’s death. The man probably didn’t want Gabe hanging around reminding him of that tragedy all the time. Granddad had never forgiven Zeph.


But Gabe could.


“Look, Zeph, I’m not my grandfather. I don’t blame you for what happened. I’m not here to rub your nose in it.”


Zeph turned around. He didn’t say a word, but he pressed his lips together as if he was trying damn hard not to say something ugly.


Gabe stuck out his hand. “I forgive you.”


Zeph stood there staring at Gabe’s outstretched hand as if he had been speaking in tongues or something. “What are you talking about, boy? You and I both know that’s not why I want you to go.”


“Then why?” He lowered his hand.


Zeph’s eyes unfocused for a moment. It made him look a little wild-eyed and crazy, like Zebulon Stroud. Staring into those black eyes was more than unsettling. The bad guy in Black Water had been a psychopathic killer.


But of course Zeph wasn’t like that at all. Luke’s death was an accident.


“You don’t remember, do you?” Zeph said.


“I don’t remember what?”


Zeph shook his head. “Lord have mercy,” he said, then blew out a long breath that created a cloud of steam.


“You mean about Luke?” Gabe said. “No I don’t remember exactly what happened. Afterward, you know, I went to see a therapist, and she told Granddad that it was just as well that I didn’t remember. But now I’m starting to think maybe that was bad advice. What happened, Zeph? You’re the only one who can tell me.”


“You should go back to Charleston. Don’t come here turning over rocks. You might not like what you find underneath.”


And with that, the man who’d once been Granddad’s hunting and fishing guide turned on his well-worn boot and strode off into the storm.















CHAPTER
2



By the time Jenny finished one curtain panel, the ice had grown so thick on the driveway that leaving The Jonquil House was no longer an option. She wasn’t all that troubled.


She had sandwich fixings and potato salad in her new Sub-Zero refrigerator, enough to feed the entire Methodist sewing circle. There was a pile of firewood stacked out back for a nice fire, which she could build in the front room, or better yet in the back bedroom with the iron bed.


The bed belonged to the house. She had found it rusting and broken in that little back bedroom. She’d brought it back to life with some paint and a new mattress. The curtains and bedspread for that room were not yet sewn, but Jenny had brought a couple of throw blankets in case someone got cold on this dreary day. There was also an emergency blanket in her car.


Tonight would be a good time to crawl under the covers and catch up on her reading. She was way behind on the current book club book, The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson.


It was odd to be reading a ghost story in January instead of October, when the book club usually tried to read something creepy. But the group had put together a list of classic genre novels and had been methodically working down the list regardless of month or season.


Not that Jenny was a huge fan of creepy stories. But she did love to read.


She was laying out the fire in the back bedroom when her cell phone rang. She checked the number. It was Maryanne, Jenny’s long-lost cousin who had turned up on her doorstep three weeks ago, on Christmas morning.


Right now, Maryanne and her baby son, Joshua, were living in one of the spare bedrooms in the house in town that Jenny had leased for years. The lease on the house was up at the end of January, and the plans were for Maryanne to move into the apartment above the beauty shop in town, where she’d be able to walk to her new job at the Methodist day care center.


“Hey, Maryanne,” Jenny said into her cell phone.


“Oh, thank goodness,” Maryanne said, her voice definitely strained on the other end of the line. “Daniel said the roads are just terrible. I was worried about you. You aren’t driving in this stuff, are you?”


“I’m fine. I decided to stay out here. I’ve got food. I’m going to try out the iron bed in the back bedroom. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m not used to having someone worrying about me.”


“Oh. I… Uh…”


If it were possible for Jenny’s heart to smile, it would have right at that moment. Mother had died three years ago, and Jenny believed that she was alone in the world until Maryanne had shown up on her doorstep. “It’s all right, Maryanne. I’m glad someone cares enough to worry about me.” Her throat tensed with the sudden emotion. “I only wish I had called to let you know what my plans were. I’m sorry.”


“Oh, don’t. We both need to get used to having each other. So did the movers come?”


“No, they didn’t. And neither did the landscapers or the sewing circle. And to top it all off, I had a run-in with someone claiming to be Gabriel Raintree who pounded on the door and demanded a room. I sent him packing. But other than that, it’s been quiet out here.”


“Gabriel Raintree the author?”


“Gabriel Raintree the former owner of The Jonquil House. Or so he claimed. He looked kind of like a wild man to me, if you want to know. I think it’s time to get that dog I’ve always wanted.”


“What did he want?” Maryanne’s voice sounded strained.


“You’re worried about me, aren’t you?”


“I am. I just found you, and I’ve wanted a real family for so long that I’m hanging on really tight. Maybe I should send Daniel out to pick you up. I don’t like the idea of big, wild men pounding on your front door. The Jonquil House is out there in the middle of nowhere.”


“So Daniel drove down from Atlanta? In the middle of the week?”


“Yeah, he did. He’s quit his job, and he’s moving back here. He’s going to join Eugene Hanks’s law practice as a junior partner.”


Wow. Things between Maryanne and Daniel were moving quickly. Jenny hoped they weren’t moving too quickly. Jenny knew how it could be when you were first in the throes of love. She had once had her own whirlwind love affair a decade ago—with a married man. Of course she hadn’t known he was married, so when reality hit, it hit with a gigantic crash that sent her reeling.


At least Maryanne knew Daniel wasn’t married. He’d divorced a few years ago. But Jenny wondered if Daniel loved Maryanne as much as he loved her little boy. And she was worried that the answer might be no.


Or maybe she was a tiny bit jealous. Romance seemed to be finding everyone in Last Chance these days. Except Jenny.


And when Reverend Bill Ellis ran off with Hettie Marshall last year, Jenny had been knocked for another serious loop—which had clarified everything for her.


She was not ever going to marry.


She was never going to have a child of her own.


She could either let that ruin the rest of her life or she could adjust her thinking. She opted for the attitude adjustment and decided she would embrace her single status and create a life worth living on her own. So she had written up a business plan, submitted it to Angel Development, secured a loan, and resigned from her job as a math teacher at the high school. And when March came, she would have her own business—one that she’d created for her own self.


She was thirty-six years old and in command of herself and her life. And the Lord had seen fit to send her Maryanne and Joshua this Christmas, so she wasn’t even alone anymore. What more did she need?


“Don’t send Daniel out into this storm,” she said into the phone. “I’ll be fine. I have a good book and firewood and food. And I’m used to being alone. So stop worrying about me, okay?”


“Okay,” Maryanne replied. “Sleep well. It’s your first night in the new house. You should have some champagne or something.”


“I’m not much of a wine drinker, but I’ve made myself a nice cup of hot tea.”


“That’s not very exciting. I’ll get Daniel to buy you some champagne, and we’ll toast to The Jonquil House when your furniture is installed.”


“All right,” Jenny said, although she would just as soon make a toast with something like ginger ale. She ended the call and lit her fire.


The chimney drew well, and soon the back bedroom was warm and cozy. She climbed on the new mattress, bundled herself up in one of the throw blankets, and folded the other to make a pillow.


She opened her book and began to read.


The wallpaper is yellow with delicate jonquils twining around green wreaths. She brushes on the wallpaper paste, places the sheet, and matches the pattern. She is happy. She is whistling a tune that her father used to hum when he walked through his peach orchard in the springtime.


What is that tune?


“I hate jonquils,” the voice says behind her.


She turns.


No one is there, just the little room with the iron bed. The jonquil paper will look perfect above the white lath. She turns back to her task.


But the paper disintegrates and the daffodils dance away from her in a gyrating, seductive way. They jump off the wall and twirl their way out the window in the back. She follows them through the window onto the porch and then into the yard.


“Flowers belong in the yard,” the voice says behind her. “Or on a grave.”


She turns. Still no one. The sun shines in pools of gold all around her. The jonquils are waving in the soft spring wind.


“It was daffodil time,” the voice says.


She looks up at the dogwood tree, its buds about to pop open. “Where are you?” she asks.


“Nowhere. Everywhere. You need a cat.”


“A cat? No. I need a dog. I want a dog. I’ve wanted one for a long time. Since the farm burned.” Her voice is emphatic. She still misses Brutus, her granddaddy’s long-dead dog. Mother hated dogs, but Mother is gone, and she can do what she wants now. “I want a big dog. The bigger the better.”


“Hmmm. I don’t think so. A spinster should have a cat.”


“I don’t like cats.”


“But you are a spinster.”


It is true. She’s not afraid of being a spinster. Being a spinster should not stand in the way of her having a dog, though. “Don’t give me stereotypes,” she says to the voice as she turns away, intent on enjoying the jonquils.


But the flowers wilt, turning brown and dead as if caught by a sudden spring freeze.


She is cold. Very cold. And alone. Her bones feel brittle. Her life feels brittle.


She is walking in the woods by the river. Someone, a shadow, is walking with her.


“It was springtime,” the voice says. She tries to see the shadow out of the corner of her eye, but it’s no use. If she tries to look, whoever is walking beside her melts into thin air.


“Who are you?”


“No one in particular.”


She is standing in a clearing holding a gun. She wants to put it down. She doesn’t like guns. But her hands are stiff and they don’t work. She is paralyzed.


And then the gun goes off.


Jenny struggled to move her hands. They didn’t want to move, and she panicked. And then, all at once, they came up off the bed with a jerk, as if they moved in spirit before her body caught up. She opened her eyes and blinked into darkness. She was lying on her back on the iron bed.


What had happened to the overhead light? What had happened to the fire? What had happened to the springtime?


No, that wasn’t right. She’d been dreaming of the spring. She’d been dreaming of creepy wallpaper that came alive and marched around the yard. No doubt that dream had been suggested by the book she’d been reading when she fell asleep.


But the book didn’t explain the sudden loss of light.


She wrapped herself in the throw and padded across the cold wooden floor to the light switch. She rocked it back and forth a few times. Nothing.


It would appear that the ice had taken its toll on the power lines.


Still, that didn’t explain why the window was wide open. The icy rain soaked her turtleneck, even though the window was protected by the back porch. The wind must be howling out there.


She wrestled with the sash. It didn’t want to close, which was odd because the window was brand new. She’d replaced every single window in The Jonquil House. None of them should have opened on their own, or gotten stuck.


After a few freezing minutes of trying to close the window, she gave up. She gathered her two throw blankets and left the back bedroom. She was halfway down the hallway to the front room when the door behind her slammed closed.


The noise startled her. She gasped right out loud like a ninny. And then she realized that the open window had merely created a draft that closed the door. Old houses were like that.


She made her way down the hallway without further mishap, even though it was pitch black.


She didn’t have a flashlight in the house, but she had laid a fire in the main parlor’s fireplace. She’d also left a tube of long safety matches right on the hearth. So it didn’t take long to get the fire going.


She wrapped up in her throw and settled down on the hard floor for a long night of catnapping.


A whining dog came to Zeph’s cabin door an hour before dawn and pulled him from his restless sleep.


Another stray had come to him.


But he was almost knocked over by surprise when he opened the door and found a not-quite-full-grown mastiff. Black as night, with a little bit of brown on his face, the dog was like some haunt come back from the long dead. He looked exactly like Bear, Luke’s dog.


Poor Bear had been abandoned by the Raintrees when Luke died. That old boy had become Zeph’s constant companion for the next ten years until he was blind and lame and had to be put down.


Lord have mercy, Zeph still missed Bear. He still missed Luke. And telling Gabe to leave this evening had been one of the hardest things he’d ever done. He was glad Gabe didn’t remember what had happened, but the boy still needed to leave here and quick, before the ghost decided to haunt him.


It was no fun being haunted. No fun at all. And Zeph wasn’t going to let it happen to Gabe. Not if he could help it.


The dog standing out in the cold whined again, and Zeph realized that the critter wasn’t some dream born of Gabe Raintree’s sudden and unexpected return.


The critter was pitifully thin and dirty. Like every stray that came to Zeph, this dog was desperately in need of love. Helping the strays was Zeph’s penance. And so he took every one of them in with an easy heart.


He stepped into his boots, pulled on his heavy winter coat, and ventured out into the cold.


He had expected the dog to come to him, like all of them did. As if they knew he was there to help them. But this dog was different.


When Zeph got close, the creature growled and backed away. And then it turned tail and ran off a little ways. But it stopped and looked back. It sat down and waited.


The message was clear. The dog wanted Zeph to follow. So he went back inside and got himself a flashlight and his shotgun.


The ice hung heavy on the woods, and the footing was treacherous, but the rain had stopped and the moon had come out. It glowed blue and cold on the trees, making the icy Spanish moss look jewel-encrusted.


The dog headed straight to The Jonquil House, as if he were Bear come back from the dead. Zeph’s skin prickled with more than cold.


What was he supposed to do? He wanted Miz Jenny to leave the house, too, before she got caught up in the ghost’s web. But nothing was moving that woman. She was as determined as any steel magnolia he’d ever had the chance to know.


And now the dog was heading her way, because the ghost wanted to give Miz Jenny a dog. If she had a big dog like that, she’d need to stay out here. A big dog like that wouldn’t be happy in some small house in town.


The ghost made all the decisions when it came to strays. But this wasn’t right. Zeph didn’t want Miz Jenny to be haunted, any more than he wanted Gabe poking around, remembering things that were best forgotten.


He needed to stop this disaster before it happened.


But how? He had to do his penance. The ghost reminded him of that every waking day. And how in the heck was he supposed to get Miz Jenny to give up her house, or Mr. Gabe to leave town?


The dawn was just breaking when Zeph and the dog reached their destination. The dog scooted into a thick clump of rhododendrons planted at the corner of the house and went to ground, like that big black critter knew exactly what was expected of him.


The ghost was behind Zeph now, even though he couldn’t see it. He wasn’t surprised. He was bound to the ghost by a lie.


Zeph was supposed to stay here to see that the dog was delivered to Miz Jenny. The dog was exactly what Miz Jenny wanted. Hadn’t she told just about everyone in town that she was going to get herself a big dog just as soon as she moved into the inn. And tonight was the first night she’d spent out at the house.


And now, if she got a dog, she’d be putting down roots real strong.


He wanted to run up those porch steps and warn her, pure and simple, but if he did that, they’d be coming to get him and put him in some VA hospital in the crazy ward. People gave lip service to their belief in ghosts. But he knew darn well that folks would be looking at him sideways if he started telling the truth.


Gabe startled awake with a strangled cry. He opened his eyes onto the dingy yellow wallpaper in his motel room. It took a moment to get his bearings and remember where he was. Sweat trickled down his face. His damp sheets were twisted around his torso.


He sat up, trying to catch the fading threads of the dream that had so disturbed him. There had been a dog. He’d been walking through the woods feeling happy and complete. And then the dream morphed into the familiar nightmare that always ended with him standing in a clearing with a gun in his hand.


He pushed away the unpleasant part and focused on the dog. It took a moment before he remembered. The dog was Bear, Luke’s old dog.


Christ. Gabe hadn’t thought about Bear in decades. The dog had disappeared from his life along with his older brother. What had happened to Bear?


The question seemed urgent. Had the poor dog died in the accident, too? Or had he merely been abandoned?


The dog occupied Gabe’s thoughts as he showered, dressed, and took his daily meds. By the time he left his motel room, the sun was coming up, and the temperature was rising enough for him to attempt a slow stroll into town.


He walked north on Palmetto Avenue, past Christ Episcopal and the First Methodist Church, up to the old Coca-Cola bottling plant. Twenty-five years ago, he’d watched the bottling process from the front windows. But it looked as if the building hadn’t been used for bottling in quite some time. It was under renovation, with a big sign on its front saying that it was the future home of the Last Chance Artists’ League.


The restoration of the downtown area seemed to be well under way. He passed a number of shops that seemed to be thriving. He crossed Chancellor Street and headed into the Kountry Kitchen.


Entering the café was like walking into the past. The place was awash in red vinyl and 1950s chrome. He took a seat at the counter.


“Hey there, stranger.” A busty waitress in a pink uniform strolled down the counter, bearing a Bunn coffeepot in her hand. “Coffee?”


He nodded and noted the name monogrammed above her pocket. Flo.


It was such a stereotype he almost laughed. If he’d put a waitress named Flo into one of his books, his editor would have run him out of town. He smiled as she poured her magic elixir into a heavy white crockery mug.


“So,” she said, leaning her hip into the counter. “You get stranded by the storm last night?”


“Yes.” Maybe if he gave her monosyllabic responses she would get tired and leave him alone. He wasn’t the kind of guy who chatted up waitresses.


He was the kind of guy who liked being alone.


“Staying at the Peach Blossom?”


“Yes.”


“Brave. But I reckon you didn’t have much choice. So where you from and where’re you going?”


He looked up. “Flo, honey, I’d like a couple of eggs sunny-side up and some bacon on the side with wheat toast and some grits. And I’d like that served with a little bit of peace and quiet, if you don’t mind.”


The waitress’s eyes grew round, but she was smart enough to get the message. She turned away with a small “I declare” muttered under her breath.


For the next five minutes, he was able to sip his excellent coffee in blessed solitude as he stared out the front windows, watching Last Chance, South Carolina, roll out its morning sidewalks.


His eggs arrived about the same time that a couple of blue-haired ladies showed up and occupied the booth right behind him. He wanted to tune them out, but their conversation about the new Methodist minister in town was so loud it was impossible not to listen.


When one of them said, “I think he’d be perfect for Jenny,” his ears pricked. He wanted to know if the Jenny in the conversation was the same tiny woman with the hazel eyes and the big glasses who was now the owner of The Jonquil House.


For some reason, he disliked the idea of the church ladies trying to match the innkeeper up with someone like a preacher. She didn’t exactly strike him as minister’s wife material. He didn’t know why. She certainly dressed like a preacher’s wife.


He was reaching for his wallet when one of the ladies behind him raised her voice. “Excuse me, young man, but aren’t you Gabriel Raintree?”


Christ. Was there no place to hide anonymously?


He swiveled toward the ladies. The woman who had spoken had cottony white hair plaited into a couple of crown braids. Her glasses fit right in with the 1950s motif of the café. They tilted up at the corners and were festooned with rhinestones.


She was wearing a purple pantsuit.


“You are Gabe Raintree, aren’t you?” she said. “I remember you from when you were just a little boy. I remember your granddaddy, too. I heard he passed a few years ago.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said putting on his Charleston good manners. There were folks all over the state who remembered Governor George Raintree. Which should have been enough for the old man. But no, Granddad had wanted to build a political dynasty, first with his son, Colin Raintree, Gabe’s father. And then, when Mom and Dad died in a boating accident, Granddad had put all of his dynastic eggs into Luke’s basket. Death had robbed Granddad of his beloved son and grandson, and he’d taken his bitterness out on Gabe, who had never really measured up.


The little old lady studied Gabe through her trifocals. “I can’t say as I ever voted for your granddaddy. But you look a lot like him.”


“I do?” No one had ever said that to him. Not ever. Granddad had been a strikingly handsome man. Everyone said so. Gabe wasn’t handsome to start with, and he’d broken his nose three times during his college wrestling career, which hadn’t helped one bit.


The old lady snorted a goofy-sounding laugh. “You’re the spitting image of him. So what brings you back?”


“Excuse me, but do I know you?”


“Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m Miriam Randall. I’ve lived in this town my whole life.”


“Oh. You’re the lady who sometimes takes in boarders, aren’t you?”


“I used to, but I’m out of the boardinghouse business. My nephew has my house all torn up with renovations. Why do you ask? Are you looking for a place to stay?”


“I spent last night at the Peach Blossom Motor Court.”


“Ah, I see.”


“I had been hoping to stay at The Jonquil House.”


The little old lady flashed her dentures at him. “I’m sure you know the way. When you get out there, you tell Jenny hey for me. Tell her I’ll be out one of these days to see what she’s done with the old place. I’ve heard she’s brought it back from the grave.”


A cold shiver touched Gabe’s spine. The Raintrees had been responsible for letting the house go to ruin. He didn’t like feeling responsible for that.


“Miss Carpenter told me yesterday that the inn won’t be open until March,” he said.


“Oh, I’ll bet you could sweet-talk Jenny into giving you a room. That girl has a big heart inside of her, but she rarely gets to use it.”


“Actually I was thinking about trying to buy the house back from her.”


The half smile on the old lady’s face faded. “Son, you take my advice. Don’t you ask Jenny to sell that place. It’s her pride and joy. I reckon it’s kind of sad that a woman like Jenny has to love a house, but then she’s given it a chance, despite its creepy reputation and disreputable condition. And you have to love a woman who sees the worth in something that everyone else says is better off left alone.”















CHAPTER
3



Jenny was up at dawn and drawn to the window in the living room. A pale version of the sun, partially obscured by high cirrus clouds, sparked on ice-caked branches.


The power was still off, and the house was cold. She needed to build another fire, but first she needed to deal with the window she’d left open. She headed off to the back bedroom, only to discover the window closed and locked—precisely the way it had been last night before she drifted off to sleep.


Had the open window been part of a dream? It had seemed so real last night, and yet there could be no other logical explanation.


She had dreamed the whole thing, probably because she’d fallen asleep reading that creepy story written by Shirley Jackson. Jenny crossed the room and picked up the offending book from the bed where she’d left it. Jenny was thinking the unthinkable—she might stop reading The Haunting of Hill House.


Wouldn’t the book club be surprised? She’d been the only one who’d actually read all thousand pages of Atlas Shrugged. The Haunting of Hill House wasn’t much more than a novella, but she didn’t want to finish it.


Shivers racked her body, but whether they were from the scary scenes in the book or the bitter cold seeping into her house, she couldn’t say. Thank goodness her new stove ran on gas. She put a kettle on for tea, then bundled into her puffy winter coat and headed out to the woodpile behind the house for some more firewood.


The backyard was ringed by densely overgrown woods. In the spring, it would come alive with a carpet of daffodils, and then later the wild azaleas and dogwoods would bloom. A small corner of the yard was thick with blackberries, and come autumn she’d pick them and bake them into pies for her guests. She loved this backyard, even now, when all was withered, brown, solitary, and iced over as if God, the ultimate baker, had given the world a sugar glaze.


She hadn’t taken more than four mincing steps over the frozen ground before a rude noise broke the serenity. A car came up the gravel driveway around in front, its engine growling like some beast in the cold quiet, its tires crunching on the ice.


She turned and made her way back to the wraparound porch and the front of the house. She hoped the vehicle in her drive was her furniture delivery or the landscapers, but she knew it was neither. No one but a fool or a power company worker would be out on an icy morning like this.


All at once the cold morning chill invaded, finding its way through her winter coat, wool sweater, and cotton turtleneck right down to her flesh and bones. Her neck hairs prickled in a way that had little to do with the cold.


A big, black Lexus had just pulled into her parking lot, but before she could ascertain who this unfamiliar car belonged to, the rhododendrons along the front of the house rustled and out glided a great big dog, as black as the car. Jenny had never seen a dog quite like this one, with long hair and a huge head that made it look almost like a miniature lion.


Its ribs were clearly visible, and she knew right then that this dog was hers to take care of. It was the strongest sensation. A feeling of connection and even love that warmed her from the middle out.


She had dreamed of this dog last night. And here he was like a gift from the heavens, ready-made to love and to feed. And feeding people was, more or less, her calling in life. Not that a dog was a person, exactly, but this dog needed feeding in the worst way.


She forgot all about the strange car and hurried to her porch steps. “Here boy,” she called to the dog. “Come on, don’t be scared. I’ll take care of you.”


The dog took two or three steps in her direction, his big brown eyes looking sad and lonely. She connected with his expression. And she felt something deep down give way. Here was a friend for life.


But everything changed an instant later when the driver of the Lexus emerged. It was the same guy who’d darkened her door yesterday claiming to be Gabriel Raintree and demanding a room. He looked about as shaggy as the dog, with uncombed hair, unshaved chin, and attitude radiating from his piercing black eyes.


The pricey Lexus seemed a bit out of character somehow. She’d expected him to have a black-and-chrome Harley stashed someplace. But then it was an icy morning, and this must be his alternative form of transportation.


The dog looked over his shoulder and then stopped in his tracks. He turned and then shot forward, barking as if he knew he was supposed to be a watchdog, or perhaps he was just auditioning for the post.


In any case, the dog was effective. The man backed up a step and then promptly lost his footing on the ice.


Down he went with a curse. The dog came to stand directly over him, barking until the frozen swamp echoed with the noise.


Uh-oh. Visions of personal injury lawsuits danced in Jenny’s head. Maybe taking in a stray was a bad idea. The guy had been kind of unpleasant yesterday, but she didn’t want to see anyone hurt.


She carefully moved down the porch steps. “Here boy,” she said in a calm voice.


The dog turned his back on the prostrate man and bounded up to her. She flinched, even though she knew somewhere in her mind that showing fear was absolutely the wrong thing to do. This stray was large with a capital L, and he’d already knocked one person down. Obviously he was going to need the full dog obedience course once she fattened him up so his ribs weren’t so prominent.


The dog continued barking, but his big brown eyes didn’t look crazy or feral or anything like that. “It’s okay,” she said in a soothing voice. “You’re going to be okay now. You’re home.” The dog finally sat down, and she gave him a tentative pat on his lion-like head.


The dog whimpered a little. As if he wasn’t entirely sure she was going to be kind. Jenny’s heart melted a little more. The poor guy had clearly been mistreated by someone. And obviously half starved.


While she was soothing the dog, she asked the man, “Are you okay?”


He didn’t answer right away because he was too busy swearing.


“Is there something I can help you with?” she said in her best innkeeper voice. The man rose to his knees and then to his feet. He tested his weight on his left foot and let forth a manly grunt of pain. He limped over to the porch step and sat down.


“You’re hurt?” Jenny asked.


“You need to keep that animal in check.”


The man stared daggers at the dog. After a moment, the dog lowered himself and made a little whining noise while looking up at the guy. Jenny didn’t know what to think about this. Obviously the dog had passive-aggressive tendencies.


“Don’t you feed him? He looks half starved,” the man said.


Jenny decided not to rise to the accusation in his voice. “Why are you here?” she asked calmly. “I told you yesterday that the inn isn’t open for business.”


“I’m here to make you an offer on the house.”


“What?”


He reached down and rubbed his ankle. “Ow!”


“You need to get some ice on that.”


“Are you going to invite me in?”


“Are you really Gabriel Raintree?”


He cocked his head and looked up at her. “Of course I am. Do you want to see my ID?”


“As a matter of fact, I do.” She folded her arms across her chest, which was kind of hard to do because her winter coat was big and puffy. But she felt like she needed the whole arm-folding thing. She needed to look serious and in charge. Because this guy looked like the kind who would seize control of any situation if given half a chance.


One of his black eyebrows arched, and his lips pressed into a grim line. But he also reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, and opened it up to his driver’s license. He held the wallet out to her.


She minced her way across the frozen ground, the dog following her movements with a wary eye. She plucked the wallet from the man’s outstretched hand.


He was, indeed, Gabriel Raintree.


She handed the wallet back. He managed a somewhat ironic smile and said, “Have trust issues, do you?”


She didn’t dignify his comment with a response. “Why are you here?”


“To buy back the house.”


“It’s not for sale.”


“Of course it is. We just need to negotiate a price. Everything is for sale… Jennifer?”


“I’m Jenny Carpenter. And I’m cold. Come on inside. I’ll get some ice for your ankle and call Doc Cooper for you.”


Gabe sat on the porch step eyeing the dog. There was no question about it, he’d had a dream about this dog last night. It looked like a purebred mastiff, exactly like Bear, only starved to death.


He glanced up at the woman. She didn’t look like the kind of person who would abuse a dog, but Gabe had learned that the world was full of people who didn’t look like what they truly were.


All people had the capacity to do monstrous things. He knew this as an undisputed fact of life. It was the bedrock upon which he based every single one of his stories. People sometimes said that he wrote paranormal fiction, but that wasn’t true at all. He never used any paranormal phenomena in his stories. He didn’t need do. His villains were all human beings.


He flexed his foot, and the pain shot up his leg.


Damn it all to hell and back again. His ankle felt like someone had branded it with a hot poker. He tried to stand up, but when he put weight on the joint, he almost collapsed again onto the icy drive.


“You are hurt. Oh, dear,” Jenny Carpenter said. She stood there in one of those brown, puffy winter coats that looked like a cocoon. She had her brown hair piled up on top of her head in a messy bun, and her glasses made her look vaguely owl-like.


And yet, for all she was trying to look like a plain Jane, she was anything but. Her face had a classic Greek quality to it, with a bow mouth and a long nose—not exactly the modern standard for beauty, but beautiful nevertheless. Her complexion was like fine bone china. And something almost ethereal emanated from her, like a warm fire on a cold day.


How could a person like her starve a dog? But then the scariest monsters were the beautiful ones.


He gestured toward his left ankle. “I think I’ve sprained it or something. I don’t think I can make it inside without some help.”


“Oh.” An uncertain look crossed the woman’s face, as if she was still trying to decide if he was a scoundrel or something.


“Will you come here? Please?” He was losing his patience—mostly with the hot pain radiating up his shin.


“Oh.” She picked her way across the icy ground.


“I’m going to have to use you like an old man uses a cane,” he said. Then he laid his hand on her tiny shoulder. It seemed impossible that a woman this small, this compact and thin, could hold him up. But she put her shoulder into it, and he draped his arm across her back. Together they limped across the ice, up the steps, and into the house.


The house wasn’t much warmer than the outside. Off in the kitchen, a kettle was whistling briskly.


“That’s my tea,” she said. “And I’m sorry it’s so cold in here. We don’t have any heat because the power’s off. I’ll build a fire and warm things up. For now, the only place I can put you is in the back bedroom. It’s down the—”


“I know where it is,” he said.


“Oh, of course you do.”


“That was Luke’s room,” he said, and a frigid wariness slithered down his back. He didn’t want to visit Luke’s bedroom. When he’d come here yesterday looking for a room, he’d assumed he could have his old one back. His room had been upstairs with a view of the backyard and the river beyond.


The woman paused a moment, as if she, too, was feeling the same uneasiness. “There are people in town who say that Luke haunts the house,” she said.


“Do you believe in ghosts?” he asked.


“No. But I imagine you do.”


“No, actually, I don’t. I’ve never written a single story about a ghost. I think they’re trash. People can be evil enough without inventing ghosts.”


“That’s a bright view of the world, isn’t it?”


He said nothing in response as they made their way down the hall. Jenny Carpenter might be tiny, but she was warm and sturdy. She smelled like something floral and spring-like. She wasn’t a monster. No one could smell that good and be evil. It was impossible.


The place felt strange. Something was off, and Gabe couldn’t put his finger on exactly what. The rooms were bare, the floor too shiny, the air cold. Bone-numbing cold.


But when he arrived at the threshold of Luke’s room, the house seemed to change its mind about him. Warmth flooded through him. And not only because he became aware of Jenny’s body next to his. Stepping into Luke’s bedroom was like coming home.


Luke’s iron bed was still there in the same place he’d left it. The room was empty of Luke’s things, of course. Still, there was something of Luke that haunted the place.


He wanted the house back now more than ever. The fact that it came with these memories and a black dog made the need that much more urgent.


The woman at his side helped him onto the bed, then she bustled off like a good innkeeper and came back with a blanket, a cup of tea, and a ziplock bag of ice for his rapidly swelling ankle.


“I’ve called Doc Cooper. It’s going to be a while before I can take you to town for an X-ray.”


“Why is that?”


“You may have been crazy enough to come driving on icy roads but I’m not insane, Mr. Raintree. The sun is up, and the ice is melting. And you will survive. Would you like some ibuprofen for the pain?” She held out a bottle of pills.


“Are you a nurse? You have nurse-like qualities.”


She cocked her head and gave him the tiniest of unintentional smiles. She managed to look utterly adorable in a shabby-sweater, turtleneck-girl way. “Are you suggesting that I’m thinking about chopping you into little pieces like that nurse character did to the author in Misery?”


“So you’re a fan of horror stories then?”


“I read Misery because it was a book club selection one October a few years back. It was a hard book for me to finish. And no, I’m not a fan of horror or, quite frankly, any of your works.”


“You belong to a book club?”


“I do. Do you want these pills or not?”


“No, I’m okay.”


So she belonged to a book club. She gave all the appearances of one of those unmarried women who spent most of their free time with their noses poked in a book. People who rocked on the front porch while simultaneously visiting all kinds of places and lives. All vicariously.


He loved readers.


But this particular reader had possession of his house, and he wanted it back.


“Miss Carpenter,” he said, “you can keep your pills. What I want is my house.”


“I’m sorry, Mr. Raintree, but The Jonquil House is no longer yours, and it’s not for sale.”


“I’m prepared to offer a lot of money to get it back.” He mentioned a sales price that was easily three times what The Jonquil House was worth.


Her eyes widened. Clearly the number had shocked her. He was on his way to feeling smug when she shook her head. “I’m not selling the house. I’ve dreamed of opening a bed-and-breakfast for years and years. I’ve put all of my heart and soul into restoring this house, not to mention all of my life’s savings. I’ve come to love this place. And I’m not about to sell it back to the man who neglected it to the point that it was almost falling down.


“No, Mr. Raintree, you cannot have it back. Not for any price.”


Why on earth would Gabriel Raintree sell her a house and then try to buy it back at an inflated price?


Her vivid imagination began to spin all kinds of scenarios. Was there treasure in the crawl space? Had Blackbeard’s pirates buried something out in the backyard where the jonquils grew? Was there a floorboard loose somewhere concealing a secret hidey-hole with a cache of jewels?


She shook her head. What was she thinking? Obviously her imagination was running wild. There were no secret passages or pirate treasure or hidey-holes. Just the house. So his actions made no rational sense.


She sliced up some of the ham that she’d intended to feed to the sewing circle. She put it on a paper plate and headed back to the front of the house, where she found the dog sitting right by the porch steps as if he were waiting on someone.


He was one big puppy, and by the size of his paws he wasn’t fully grown yet. Once he’d put on weight, he would probably outweigh Jenny.
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