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Chapter One
 
    
 
   The car slowed to a stop and a decade's worth of memories tumbled onto the sun-blanched asphalt.
 
   Hawthorne Manor.
 
   The hand-painted sign hadn't changed in years. Despite the thick stew of humid air filling the Louisiana landscape, the wood display remained inexplicably unaffected. There it sat—every meticulously scripted letter as crisp and clean as the stark white walls of the manor it lauded, oblivious to the passage of time.
 
   Emma Hawthorne tensed in the seat of the Mustang convertible and stared at her past. Uncertainty churned into unease, the effects of which sent terror flailing in her gut. Anywhere else, the view would have been gorgeous. The drive, lined on both sides with live oak laden with Spanish moss, was the South personified. At the end, Hawthorne Manor held court. Pristine, proud, the boastful antebellum home beamed, lording over its acreage.
 
   But it harbored the unspeakable. No amount of time could erase what happened to her on the other side of the expanse of green lawn. Nothing could change what she'd seen there. Some might say she was crazy — that she'd imagined or invented the whole ordeal — but her scars were all the proof she needed. Whether the shadows lurking behind the façade of the picturesque plantation were real or born of an overactive imagination, there was no way she was going back into that house.
 
   Especially not for a dead woman.
 
   Sparing a glance in the rearview mirror, Emma steeled herself against a trembling in her hands that threatened to overtake her body. She released a pent-up breath, her heart settling into a less acrobatic rhythm at the thought of leaving. She didn't have to stay here.
 
   Let the South win this one. She was going home.
 
   A split second later, something caught her eye. She blinked, trying to see through the swaying canopy of leaves and moss, certain a figure stood atop the widow's walk straddling the roofline of the house. But no one—
 
   Something brushed the car, rocking it. Swallowing panic, Emma tried to tear her focus from Hawthorne Manor, but fear kept her from looking anywhere else. Time and distance hadn't done her any favors; she was a fool for coming anywhere near this place, much less with the ragtop down.
 
   The car rocked harder. The something refused to be ignored.
 
   Panic tightened her throat. Fighting it — fighting the remnants of her past that beckoned and taunted from the walls of the manor home — Emma forced herself to look away from the house, toward the intrusion over her left shoulder.
 
   The first thing she saw was an aged set of gnarled fingers resting on the door, blue automotive paint showing through an ugly translucence.
 
   The second was the face — withered, centurion, and expressionless. Haunting.
 
   Familiar.
 
   Her.
 
   Emma screamed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It couldn't be her.
 
   Noah Garrett tore down the drive, slapping through a muggy afternoon haze comprised of mosquitoes and humidity. He couldn't know that scream, but he felt the connection the moment the sound of her fear pierced the thick air.
 
   Emma Grace.
 
   The one reason he allowed himself to stagnate on the old plantation, long after life and reason moved on without him. Long after she had.
 
   A blue Mustang sat at the end of the driveway. He wondered if it could be hers — even as he knew it impossible — but she was nowhere in sight.
 
   He slowed to a trot. The sprint left him drenched with sweat and not entirely disappointed his imagination had gotten away from him. His decade-old longing for another chance to see Emma Grace had never included himself as a dripping mess. He wiped the moisture from his brow, fast concluding the car must belong to a tourist. They often parked at the end of the drive and took pictures of the condescending mansion most thought beautiful. He assumed the intrusion seemed small to their frequent guests, but the constant ding of the hidden bell announcing a visitor could drive a man to the edge.
 
   As if losing Emma Grace hadn't already accomplished that.
 
   Noah closed in on the convertible, giving the nearby grounds a cursory look. The lawn was meticulous, the beds overflowing with sprays of purple garden phlox which trailed around the bend in the road and disappeared. A riot of white and rust-red irises backed the smaller purple flowers, their leaves deep green and glossy. Overhead, Spanish moss swayed only occasionally atop a maze of live oak, more likely a result of a passing swarm of insects than an actual air current. The land was still. If there were tourists snapping photos of the historic plantation — or doing anything else — he didn't see them. But someone had been there. The car was certainly real, even if that too-familiar scream had been a figment of his imagination.
 
   Wasn’t it always?
 
   Resigned to another night alone with his memories, Noah pivoted.
 
   And found himself nose to nose with Emma Grace.
 
   Astounded, he opened his mouth, then closed it. He wanted to reach for her, but his arms refused the notion; they hung uselessly by his sides, the effort futile. His mouth wasn't much on cooperation, either. Finally, he found his tongue. "Em—"
 
   Her expression cut him off. Green eyes wide, skin pale, her small frame shaking, she spoke. "I saw her, Noah. She's back." The words, nearly soundless, seemed to catch in the thick air. Lingering. Threatening.
 
   And ripping the heart from his chest.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Noah's fingers methodically caressed the condensation from his water glass, leaving Emma almost as mesmerized by the way the water dribbled and pooled on the polished tabletop as she was by the sight of his hands. Work-roughened even before the passage of an unforgiving decade, they'd always set electricity coursing through her. So many memories between them, so many touches. What she wouldn't give for the simple pleasure just to lace her fingers through his one more time.
 
   But she couldn't reach for him now. The distance was too great. Surely he'd moved on after all of these years. Regardless, she'd given up her claim on his heart the moment she left without saying goodbye. Finding him here, still under the shadow of their past, nearly broke her heart.
 
   "Are you sure you saw her?" Noah wasn't a worrier, but the strain in his voice conveyed his torment.
 
   Emma met his eyes. He knew the answer to his own question. To see her sitting in the chair across from his was evidence enough of the improbable.
 
   "She's here for the same reason I am… because of Grandmother's death. I can't explain why or how I know, but that's why she's here."
 
   For ten years she'd been content to stay away, but with the news of her grandmother's death she had been so compelled to get to the mansion she'd thought of little else since. Margaret Hawthorne had been like a mother. Emma's mother had died when Emma was too young to remember her. The majority of Emma's memories revolved around the portrait of her mother in the grand hall of Hawthorne rather than with the woman herself. Still, her grandmother had told a few stories that had seeped into Emma's heart over the years, eventually becoming part of her own recollections.
 
   Emma never knew anything about her father — only that he died before she was born — so her grandfather filled the paternal role for much of her childhood until he, too, was gone. Her grandparents hadn't been the warm and fuzzy type, but they'd been there. It was unbelievable Margaret Hawthorne could be anywhere else. Emma needed to see it for herself, which is as good a reason as any she could come up with for going home again.
 
   Noah's chin lifted a notch. The tense, white shock that descended over his face when their eyes first met had been replaced by mixed amounts of curiosity and something she couldn't quite read — warmth? Melancholy? Maybe both. His fingertips still worked the water glass as he said, "Her will is missing."
 
   Emma studied his expression, still trying to read his emotions. "Missing? What happened to her high-priced attorney? Franklin something?"
 
   Noah nodded. "Randy Franklin. He was found dead in his office sometime between your grandmother's passing and the scheduled reading of the will. Needless to say, the will remains unread in light of the missing documents. They suspect it was his heart, and no one has made any noise about foul play. Nor does anyone know what happened to the papers."
 
   "And the contents?"
 
   He sighed. "Well, after you… left—" Noah stopped, his eyes downcast, but not before she read the dark edge of his sorrow. Swallowing, he continued. "There were no other heirs. Supposedly she granted the estate to me."
 
   Emma's jaw slackened. The idea of the hallowed plantation leaving the coffers of generations of well-heeled Hawthorne upper crust to be relegated to the caretaker's son was almost funny. Not because she thought any less of Noah, but because there'd been no secret her grandmother had. Margaret believed the servants had their place, and it did not include crossing the archaic lines of class to socialize with the wellborn, let alone to be gifted the deed to the property.
 
   Or so Emma thought.
 
   "She was a different woman after your accident." Noah spoke in a low tone, as if he could read the insult playing through her mind. "I wouldn't call her friendly, but there was some respect there. She came up with excuse after excuse for me to be in the house — silly stuff, like rearranging cabinets. I think it was because she missed you, and maybe… maybe she felt a little closer to you when I was around."
 
   The longing in his eyes transcended the years that kept them apart. Under the renewed intensity of a lover's gaze, she once again felt the seduction of being seventeen under a gaping moon, the light bathing the moment in perfection. Noah had coaxed his calloused fingers through her hair, holding her face tenderly as he pressed kisses to her swollen lips. Hidden in the gardens in the shelter of a gazebo, he'd captured her young heart — owned it — and made himself a part of her. For as long as she could remember, Noah Garrett had been just that.
 
   Hers.
 
   But what had come between them couldn’t be undone. Maybe if she could figure out how to let him go, she could move on.
 
   Maybe then he would.
 
   Emma cleared her throat. "Have you seen her?" She didn't have to say who. The way her voice broke on her provided all of the explanation he'd ever need.
 
   His finger came to an abrupt stop, abandoning its trek across the wet glass. He hesitated. "No. Not since that night."
 
   That night. The night of her accident. The night everything changed. But a dive off a roof would do that to a person. She shuddered, remembering the incredulous moment of free fall followed by the agonizing pain of hitting the shingles, the skin sloughing away with every impact.
 
   She left in an ambulance without any desire to come back. Not after what she'd seen that night.
 
   Then she remembered the figure she'd seen on the apex of the house at her arrival. "Were you up there? Today, I mean. I saw someone."
 
   She didn't have to tell him where. The widow's walk — a prominent feature on the ubiquitous Hawthorne Manor skyline — had been one of their favorite spots. As kids, they'd dared one another to cross the rails, sometimes leaning over them, others climbing across to sit atop the roof of the two story mansion. She'd culled bravery from the sheer force of the adrenaline required to stare down a forty-foot drop — albeit an interrupted one, thanks to the maze of rooflines — without backing away.
 
   Noah had never been afraid. At least not until the night everything changed.
 
   "No—"
 
   The door echoed with a sharp rapping, interrupting him. "Misteh Garrett? Sorry to interrupt you in there."
 
   She glanced over from her spot at the table to see a weathered old man with a voice borne from years of tobacco use. The old guy didn't so much as glance in Emma's direction. Instead, he spoke through the screen, addressing Noah, his voice heavy with the sound of Cajun.
 
   "I called on the Mustang," he said. "The tow truck’ll be here in a spell. Don't know what happened to the owners. I dug in the glove box. The car belongs to a couple from Alabama. No trace of ‘em."
 
   "Okay, Gil," Noah said, his brow raised. "I'll go meet the truck." He waited for Gil to shuffle off before addressing Emma. "That's Gil Conrad, the last groundskeeper your grandmother hired on. Not your car, huh?" To his credit, he didn't sound shocked.
 
   She took a great deal of interest in her fingernails. "No, I sort of borrowed it."
 
   "Your grandmother is probably rolling in her grave," he said, a glint of humor lighting his eyes. Margaret Gray Hawthorne was above everything but the law. She'd be so appalled at the notion of "borrowing" a car, she'd likely worry a hole through the lid of her coffin in an attempt to scold from the great beyond. "But it's just like yours, though."
 
   The softness in his voice startled her. The car was just like the one she had when she lived at Hawthorne; that was why she'd chosen it. Somehow showing up in her old ride erased some of the loss — took her back to a familiar place. She opened her mouth, but his sad smile caused her thought to flee.
 
   He stood, pushing the chair from the table as he rose.
 
   His muscles worked under the damp shirt, and energy tingled through her fingertips at the thought of drawing heated trails across his well-formed abs.
 
   Noah took a handful of strides toward the back door, pausing with his palm flat against the wood. "The woman," he said, looking over his shoulder. "I think I know who she is."
 
   Emma froze, her attention drawn back to the safety of the water glass. Hawthorne Manor had secrets — ones the old house would never release. They'd all die inside those walls before the truth would come out. But Emma had already given up so much. At minimum, she could learn why.
 
   "Who?" she asked, looking up when she summoned the words, afraid of what he might say to unveil her own sordid past.
 
   But she didn't get her answers.
 
   Noah was gone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The walk down the driveway did little to right the sense of vertigo which settled over Noah the moment he laid eyes on Emma Grace again.  For ten long years she'd existed for him only in his heart, in an aching, gnawing kind of way that put a formidable kink in his plans for moving on. Things between them were unfinished, but she'd left him without a way to run her down to make things right. Rather than moving on, he'd been left to wait for what he thought impossible — the chance to see her again, to put the past behind them.
 
   But not so they could be together. All he could hope this time was for the opportunity to say goodbye. Problem was, now that he'd stared into those luminous green eyes he didn't know how he'd ever pull off that particular feat — at least not without giving her yet another piece of himself he'd never get back.
 
   Several yards ahead, a tow truck backed into the driveway. Orange lights flashed and a grating beep beep echoed through the humid air.
 
   Noah let out a breath, and with it went the tension he hadn't realized he held in the muscles of his arms and back. Not having to wait for the truck meant less time wondering if Emma Grace would be there when he returned to the house… or whether he'd just imagined her to begin with. But his heart knew better, flip-flopping at the notion that, for the first time in ten years, he would walk through the back door and his first love would be waiting for him.
 
   Noah finished with the tow truck driver and returned to the house, only to find himself alone in the kitchen. His gaze slid around the fully modernized room. A stone cooking oven still lorded over an entire wall, shelves built like stair steps in the brick artistry, but the rest of the room gleamed with gourmet conveniences unheard of when the structure was originally constructed in the first half of the nineteenth century. The oddities with Hawthorne Manor had existed even then, as the home had been built with a kitchen in the main house to supplement the customary outbuilding used for cooking. Before the advent of air conditioning, any cooking indoors surely set the house to sweltering temperatures in the torrid summers. But the kitchen wasn't the only thing to set Hawthorne apart. The most notable to the rest of the world was the tumbling roofline, full of gables and varying pitches uncommon to local period architecture.
 
   The distinction Noah remembered, however, would always be its ghosts.
 
   The occasional spirit didn't make Hawthorne different; indeed, most of the historic plantations lounging along the Mississippi River were rumored to play host to a few uninvited guests. As for Hawthorne Manor, Noah had witnessed plenty of questionable events, but one night left him with an unmistakable impression — one he'd likely spend the rest of his life revisiting. And regretting. The image of the decaying old woman, her clothing hanging in dark tatters from her frail limbs, who had sent Emma Grace tumbling over the railing of the widow's walk.
 
   Noah rubbed his eyes, trying to block the rerun from happening. But the memory came. It always did, and the only thing more devastating than the vision of the semi-transparent figure pushing closer to Emma Grace was the sight of her falling. The sound of her screams still tore through his nightmares. The odd roofline saved her from a straight plunge to the ground, but nothing could save him from the utter horror of watching her fall… or from the split second it took for everything to change.
 
   He found her in the foyer — Margaret called it the grand hall — staring at an ancestral portrait. His heart chose a jittery tempo, the sight of her flowing, sun-reddened hair sending jolts of awareness throughout bits of him that had long stagnated without her.
 
   She pivoted as if she sensed his presence. "I feel like a stranger here," she said, her gaze following a trail from his feet to his face, where they seemed to linger on his mouth. "I know I'm in my own house, but it's just been so long."
 
   Thoroughly warmed under her appraisal, Noah joined her under the painting of her grandfather, Doyle. Photographs may have largely replaced oil for recording the faces of familial history in most homes, but the modern generations of Hawthorne ancestors sat for paintings nonetheless. Only Emma Grace was missing from the wall; she was to have her portrait added for her eighteenth birthday, but she'd left before the day arrived.
 
   "You've been gone a while," he said, only half replying to her feelings of being misplaced in the mansion. The rest was his own observation, an umbrella of loss he'd lived under for far too long. "It's so good to see you again. I never thought… are you actually here?"
 
   She smiled, her face lighting with the kind of glow born of sunshine and playful chases across the sweeping lawns. "I've missed you, Noah. I don't know what took me so long."
 
   His heart leapt. Maybe it wasn't too late after all. If Emma Grace actually found a way to return to Hawthorne Manor after everything they experienced that night, then anything was possible.
 
   Under those odds, even they had a chance.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Margaret Gray Hawthorne had left nearly two hundred years of family history in the hands of the caretaker's son. The news was the sort to send scandal pervading to every corner of the parish, but just knowing of the gossip made Emma feel oddly closer to her grandmother. If she'd left Noah the plantation, then she must’ve — in her own way — loved him, too. And even if she hadn't, there had to have been a reason the rumor hit the mill. Margaret was not known for her warmth. She ran the rambling manor home like a general at war, demanding formality and barking orders even when the list of staff dwindled to three: Abigail, the cook and housekeeper; Henry, the gardener; and Wade, the caretaker and Noah's father.
 
   "How's your dad? And Henry and Abigail?" Emma asked, breaking a long silence brought on by the sinking of a fiery sun. It splashed orange on the horizon as it drew a shade over the scorching afternoon, suctioning the thick air into humid night. "I just realized I never saw any of them this afternoon."
 
   Noah tilted his head in her direction and the sky cast pink over his profile. They were sprawled on the lawn in a throwback to the old days, only this time there was no tumbling through the grass, no stolen kisses or breathless moments teetering on surrender. Just the two of them and a slight — albeit intimate — distance, but still almost as sweet as the memories brushing far too close to her surface.
 
   "We buried Henry a few years back and Margaret hired Gil on to take his place. Abigail had about a year’s worth of vacation your grandmother frowned her out of, so she's taking some time off. Dad retired last year, and I just sort of took up in his place. Now he spends most of the week in the city and weekends in the cottage on the grounds." His tone grew coarse, tainted with bittersweet. "I moved into the main house after you left. Abigail is getting up there in age, and the demands of keeping up with everything seemed to be greater every year. Your grandmother put me on the payroll, probably to keep me here." He tossed a sideways grin her way. "Reckon she didn't see why I'd stay without you."
 
   Emma smiled through the pain of his last sentiment. "You had your dad."
 
   He laughed and lifted his arm, delivering a useless swat to a swarm of buzzing insects. "Yeah, and how many seventeen-year-old guys want to hang around a stale old mansion known for its ghosts and its… oh, how can I describe your grandmother? Tyrants? And in the name of hanging around with their father, no less?"
 
   She tried to frown, but the mock insult fell flat when she saw the mischief dancing in his eyes. She settled for mild indignity. "Stale? What would Abigail think to hear you speak of her housekeeping in such a way?"
 
   "She'd probably agree," he said, sobering a bit. "The house… it has a petulant streak."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   Through the deepening dusk, a flash of uncertainty somersaulted across his face. "Most of the old standbys," he said. "Cold spots. Musty odors we can't get rid of."
 
   "It's an old house."
 
   Noah appraised her, eyes full of questions he didn't ask. "Yeah, that's it."
 
   He tucked his hands behind his head and stretched a leg across the grass. The simple movements spurred memories within her, each one resurfacing in delicate coils of heat. Although there was no mistaking the man he'd grown into, there was a boyish quality in his expression which persisted, making her feel the kind of wild freedom that went along with the days they spent together. It awakened the part of her that needed him — a piece of her soul fed by the endless possibilities and boundless joys of a new love.
 
   Emma sighed, a quiet sadness she kept to herself. If only the world hadn't stolen her innocence before Noah had the chance, how different her life would have been.
 
   As for ghosts, there was no need to mention them. They both knew all too well Hawthorne harbored a few uninvited guests. And there was one in particular she'd like to know about. Emma had been dying all afternoon to learn the identity of the woman she'd seen on the widow's walk, but time and time again she stopped short of asking. A big part of her didn't want to know, and further worrying her was why Noah hadn't told her the identity of the ghost after confiding he knew who she was. The latter consideration served only to make Emma more fearful of the truth. But whatever compelled her to come home that day demanded she learn those secrets. It wasn't anything from which she could hide, even if she wanted.
 
   Fearful of the truth, Emma focused on his face — her place of solace. The warmth and acceptance therein momentarily jolted the question from her lips. She stopped short of reaching for him, but the impulse control didn't deter her from thinking of how his skin would feel under her fingertips, of all the places her hands could go. In some ways, she wished their love hadn't been so pure, so full of innocence, because with him on her heart, nothing else would ever measure up.
 
   The idea was yet another truth she'd have to accept or bury.
 
   She swallowed, searching anew for the courage to broach the subject with Noah. "You said you knew who the woman was?"
 
   The dark wasn't enough to disguise the shadows taking over his horizon when she said the words out loud. Storm clouds gathered, showcasing the hurt in his eyes.
 
   "Noah, I'm sorry—"
 
   "No, don't be." He smiled, a gentle, sorrowful quirk of his lips. "I'm the one who brought it up earlier. Then I walked out the door, and I stopped believing you were even here and I worried if I told you the truth, you'd be gone again. I'm afraid once you find out… well, it's selfish, but I don't want to let you go. That night ten years ago is probably the only memory of ours I don't treasure," he added with a small laugh. "But you have a right to know who you saw up there."
 
   Emma swallowed a decade's worth of regret. Why had she left him? Her family? If only she had a choice back then… "Who is it?" The words came in a reverent whisper, as if they knew the importance of their mission, the impact of what they'd bring her.
 
   "Not here," he said, the refusal surprising her. He sat, brushing bits of the lawn from the t-shirt stretched taut across his back. Then he tipped his head toward the hulking form of Hawthorne Manor and offered a grin that didn't meet his eyes. "I'll show you."
 
   Emma eyed the dark structure, finding little comfort at the thought of going inside where the aforementioned ghost lurked.
 
   "I won't let you get hurt again," he said, threads of laughter finding his words.
 
   She glanced at him in utter bemusement. "Fair enough," she said. "Your turn to fall off the roof."
 
   He didn't look particularly amused with her words, but he didn't say anything as she rose to walk with him to the house.
 
   Inside, the shadows were deep and thick, and the cold sweeping through Emma left her rethinking the value — or at least, the wisdom — of learning the truth. And the feeling intensified with every flight of stairs until they were standing at the entrance to the attic.
 
   "Isn't this a bit cliché?" she asked, keeping her distance from the closed door. "Ghosts? The attic at midnight?"
 
   "Maybe," he said, devilish inflection coloring his voice. "But this is where the secrets are. Besides, it's not midnight."
 
   "Forgot my watch," she countered, her tone wry. His pseudo-dark timbre sparked chills through her limbs, but she forced them aside and allowed him to usher her through the door.
 
   "Ladies first," he said, exaggerating his scant Southern drawl.
 
   "I bet," she told him over her shoulder. "Keeps you from having to go first."
 
   "Hey, I never said gallantry didn't have its perks."
 
   "Yeah, I hear you," she said, wincing as he pulled the chain on the overhead light. The bare bulb was the only fixture, and the scant output threw coarse shadows around the space.
 
   With the meager help of the light, he picked his way through a few wooden crates, each one piled so thick with dust it appeared as if it had been there every one of Hawthorne's nearly two hundred years.
 
   "What are you looking for?"
 
   "Journals," he said, disappearing behind a support beam, lost to the shadows. "Although 'looking' might not be the right word. I know where they are." He emerged after a bout of shuffling and a handful of seconds, a thick packet in hand.
 
   "Anyone I know?" she asked, curiosity charging past the unease filling her heart.
 
   "Depends," he said, settling on the dusty floor. "Did you know Doyle had a first wife?"
 
   Emma's mouth dropped open. "My grandfather was married before?"
 
   Noah flashed a conspiratorial grin. "Yep. Margaret was the second Mrs. Doyle Hawthorne."
 
   The room spun, an unwelcome sensation in the maze of spider webs and darkness. "Who…?" Emma fought against the shock for her voice. "What happened to the first? Who was she?" And why did the news fill her with such an awkward sense of herself? For a man to remarry after the death of a spouse wasn't unusual, especially a young man. Her grandparents were both in their early twenties when they were wed, assuming there weren't more pieces of her family history on the verge of being upended.
 
   He unwound a faded purple ribbon from an aged book, the paper yellowed with time. With a gentle hand, he turned the pages. "We need to be careful with these," he said. "The paper is brittle. It tends to crumble, especially at the edges." Several pages into the book he stopped and held it so Emma could see the scrawling penmanship. "Her name was Alma. Seems she was a friend of Margaret's, at least in the beginning."
 
   "Friends before or after Alma married Grandfather?"
 
   "Before," he said, nose in his reading. "Margaret was Alma's matron of honor."
 
   Emma relaxed a notch. "That doesn't necessarily mean they were pals. Some sort of social protocol may have dictated the wedding party."
 
   Noah glanced up. "Fair enough. But Alma speaks highly of Margaret. Or writes highly of her, as the case may be. But a month or two after the wedding, Alma's tone changes. Here" — he gestured with the book — "they sound like best friends. Alma praises Margaret's new gown — apparently your grandmother made it herself — her piano playing, even her charm with a couple of young suitors, as Alma calls them. She also wrote in great length how Margaret is pursued by Alma's two brothers and wonders which is most deserving of the prize." He shrugged, a boyish grin playing over his mouth. "Seems Margaret was quite the catch. Anyway, within a thirty day period," he said, skipping ahead in the journal, "things took a turn for the worse. Here, Alma refers to Margaret as a harlot."
 
   "Ouch." Emma tried — none too hard — to imagine her grandmother doing anything that might quantify her as a harlot, but the closest Emma could muster was evidence of tyranny. That she could believe. "Alma, huh? The woman scorned."
 
   "That's what I'm thinking." Noah folded his legs and propped his elbows on his knees. The sight prompted a long-buried memory of the two of them at a Fourth of July fireworks celebration. She'd wound up settled between his legs, her back nestled against his chest with his arms draped loose over her shoulders. The bayou summer had nothing on the heat generated between them that night. A casual observer would have never guessed the emotions cartwheeling through her core, but it was precisely the kind of warmth that defined her relationship with Noah.
 
   He had a way of stirring butterflies inside her, whether they were skipping rocks on the Mississippi or disheveling one another in the depth of the gardens. Even though their relationship never ventured beyond the timid, early explorations of two shy teenagers, they'd belonged to one another in the ways which mattered. In the purest, most innocent sense, there was always love.
 
   "Alma's opinion of your grandmother went downhill from 'harlot' but the rest, for the most part, isn't repeatable in mixed company."
 
   She still battled unease and a general air of foreboding in the stifling attic, but Emma couldn't help but laugh. "Right. So what happened?"
 
   "Alma's journal entries continued to get nastier, until they stop."
 
   They stopped? "Why did she stop? Does it say?"
 
   Noah culled a newspaper clipping from the small stack in front of him. Without a word, he held the yellowed paper so Emma could see the newsprint.
 
    
 
   TRAGIC DEATH AT HAWTHORNE ESTATE
 
   Alma Louisa Hawthorne, twenty-three years of age, fell to her death on Thursday at her home. The wife of Doyle Hawthorne of Hawthorne Manor, Alma was expecting the couple's first child at the time of her spill. Evidence of foul play is currently under investigation.
 
    
 
   Emma tore her eyes from the paper and stared at Noah. "Foul play?" she whispered. "As in murder?"
 
   Noah nodded, his face somber. "Looks like that's what they were getting at. Can't find what came of the investigation, though. Your grandparents were married six months later, almost exactly a year after he tied the knot with Alma. I'm sure the timing set a few tongues to wagging." He opened another journal. "This is Margaret's.  It's kind of creepy how they're all kept together in one place if you ask me."
 
   The humid attic took on a sickly chill. "Can you imagine losing your wife and your unborn baby in such a horrible accident, both at once?" And why was it kept a secret? In the seventeen years she lived in Hawthorne Manor, not once had she heard of Alma or her grandfather's unborn baby. Or, stranger yet, the accident. Even if the family chose not to discuss the incident, it was quite odd for the servants not to talk — especially about a death with suspected foul play. "Anything on how she died?"
 
   He shook his head. "Not in the papers." Fishing through newsprint, he added, "Mostly just the standard announcement stuff. Your grandparents' marriage. Your mother's birth." He paused and glanced at Emma, then returned his attention to the paper in his hand. "Her death. Did you know your grandparents had a little boy? Your mom’s baby brother."
 
   "Yes." Even on the lone syllable, Emma's voice shook. The deaths — aside of Alma's — weren't news to her. The Hawthorne family had more than their share of tragic endings of late. With both of her grandparents gone and no surviving children, Emma truly was the last of the family line — a fact which no doubt made her absence over the last few years especially difficult for her grandmother. Without Emma, Margaret Gray Hawthorne had been quite literally alone in the world, save for the company of her servants. What Emma wouldn't give to go back and change everything — to have a second chance to be with her grandmother and with Noah.
 
   He caught her eye. "Well, brace yourself." Longing filled his expression — as if he wanted to hold her, to gather her close and keep the words from coming to his lips — but instead of reaching for her, he simply stacked the books into a neat pile and wound the purple ribbon into place. "Somehow, Emma Grace, I don't think you'll expect to hear this next part."
 
   Emma's temperature rose a degree or two hearing her name roll off his lips, but his tone did little to settle the unease threading the room. The cold spot in the attic dissipated into the oppression of humidity, then the heat of fire. The pressure in the room nearly killed her, but Noah sat calmly — studying her — his face traipsing with mild concern, if not indifference. The heat… didn't he feel it?
 
   His mouth moved, but a distant buzzing kept the words at bay. A movement in the corner of her eye had Emma's attention darting to the shadows.
 
   In a single horrifying second, she was certain they held the face of the old woman. Noah's words came back to her: I think I know who she is.
 
   He was still talking. Emma tried to hear him, but the translucent figure in the corner — there, but lurking just out of focus — swept the sound from the space.
 
   Then, as suddenly as she appeared, she was gone. As if someone flipped a switch, through muffled, muted airwaves, finally Noah's words broke through.
 
   "Rumors… reported… your grandmother killed Alma."
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   For the most part Noah had corralled his disbelief over seeing Emma Grace again, figuring he'd tuck it away for now and maybe examine it when she left, for he knew she would. In the meantime, he'd just enjoy the moment. He'd revel in the way those soft waves of reddish-brown hair caressed her back, leading his mind back to the days when his fingertips made the same trails over her bare skin. He'd let his heart lounge in the nearness of her and let the warmth of what they once had — and what still lived within him — linger inside, strengthening his soul for whatever would come of this whole situation.
 
   Emma Grace hadn't said anything when he told of the rumors swirling about Margaret's involvement in Alma's death. Of course, one bit of hearsay didn't make for an absolute truth, but Margaret's hand-written rundown of the grapevine gossip did nothing to dispel his curiosity. But he couldn't speak for what Emma Grace thought, and at this point neither had she. She'd merely exited the stuffy attic, leaving behind the warm scent of honeysuckle and a longing within him for the way things used to be. Her departure filled his heart with a panic that she might keep right on going, taking the last pieces of him with her.
 
   It wasn't a matter of if but when.
 
   Still, him facing those particular demons would be no less difficult than Emma Grace facing her own — of that he was certain. Death had such a way about it.
 
   Noah remained in the attic after she left, unsure of where she'd go, but giving her a good head start to wherever it was. He sensed she might need it. Finding out a grandparent had been accused of murder — let alone to think the accusations might be true — would derail almost anyone. Even though the past was long buried and the truth, whatever it may be, lacked any real impact on the present, it had to shake up Emma Grace a little to hear her family wasn't what she thought. She had no one else in the world. Her mother had died when Emma Grace was just a toddler, marking another tragic accident in the history of Hawthorne — a history which got a bit darker with each envelope he breached in search of any clues to Margaret's missing documents.
 
   But as powerful as the need grew in his throat to escape the plantation home and its dark secrets — in particular before he had the misfortune of joining the ranks of its victims — Noah couldn't walk away without doing one last thing for the place: offering it the closure he'd spent the last decade so desperately wanting for himself.
 
   Although Hawthorne was the only home he'd ever known, he wasn't attached. More of the fondness and sense of responsibility he held for the place vacated his conscience with every secret unfurled, but the fact remained that the greater part of Noah left when Emma Grace did. Anything he had left in Hawthorne, he didn’t want. He just didn't want anything else, either, so he stayed.
 
   As for the missing will and the rumors of his inheritance, he couldn't deny his curiosity but no amount of supposition would change one thing: he didn't desire the house. He didn't want its ghosts or its tragedies, and he didn't want to carry the weight of its sordid past on his shoulders. He'd rather play host to the good memories, even though they weren't enough to keep the myth of the majestic Hawthorne alive — at least not in his mind. He'd probably never drive by and admire the gleaming white façade with the tunnel of live oaks and the fingers of Spanish moss like the tourists so often did. Not without thinking of a blue Mustang, anyway.
 
   Nor would he ooh and aah over the sprawling staircase. Instead, he'd see it and remember the thrill of sailing down the banister after Emma Grace. Other folks might see the grandeur of the front hall, but he was much more likely to remember the string of profanity forced on his young ears when Margaret realized they'd oiled the rail to make the slide faster — not with the expensive English oil she preferred. Rather, they'd used cooking oil from the kitchen, spurring Margaret to use the broom to chase them in a most unladylike manner clear across the yard, shouting threats and obscenities he'd yet to forget.
 
   He treasured those memories — survived on them day in and day out — but Noah didn't want to own Hawthorne. What he wanted was to put the house to rest in his past. If the rumors were true and Margaret had left the estate to him, he knew he could sell it to an organization or a person who would appreciate its history. In doing so, he'd be able to give his dad and Gil and Abigail something with which to walk away — a way to restart away from the shadows of the manor. If the will was never found, and without Emma Grace's claim as the last Hawthorne heir, the state would take over the house and they'd all be free of it, but such a resolution would do little to settle the questions rumbling about in his gut. Noah wanted closure, and he knew the same desire was the reason behind Emma Grace's reappearance.
 
   Not a beginning, but an end.
 
   Restless, he paced the bland circle of light offered by the dust-coated bulb dangling overhead. He'd been in the attic a few times, but he hadn't ventured far from where he stood. The space was huge, and the variances in the rooflines and pitches left plenty of avenues unexplored. He didn't know why in the world Margaret would stash a will in the attic, but the idea had become cliché for a reason — it must have happened before. But, he reasoned, most folks weren't afraid of an old woman — a ghost, of all things — lurking in the shadows of their attics.
 
   Noah was.
 
   He made a move to kill the light, but before he touched it a flicker on the outskirts of his forty-watt island caught his eye. He tipped his head to examine the bulb, wondering if it had somehow moved, but his fingers had yet to find purchase on the pull. He tried to study his surroundings, but a cursory examination of the area proved difficult thanks to the spots marking his vision, leading him to the rather predictable conclusion that staring at a light bulb had not been in his best interest. But whatever compelled him to look past the merger of light and shadow into the dark corner was stronger than his fear — stronger, even, than common sense — so he eased into the darkness.
 
   And saw her face.
 
   Indefinable pain exploded through his skull and wracked his body, bringing him to his knees. Through the power of tunnel vision, he was rocketed back ten years in time. There he stood in a nervous sweat, seventeen years of courage all gathered and reserved for the moment he'd ask her for the world. Weeks of planning had come down to a single act: the caretaker's son palming a dime store ring intended for an heiress.
 
   Emma Grace was his.
 
   He was close enough to reach for her — to revel in the flirtatious, come-hither grin she wore as she backed away from him on the roof, her hair blazing under the kind of moonlight that set the world on fire. He'd touched his lips to hers, and the weight of a decade had yet to fade the light pressure of her hand stroking his cheek as she fell into his arms. They'd shared their last kiss; it was a reality he never saw coming, and yet he wouldn't change a thing if he had known. Things were like that with them — always perfect.
 
   Until the moment she'd caught his lip between her teeth in a playful nibble that still drew an intimate surge through him when he thought of it. Then she'd run the length of the walkway, hair flying, bare feet smacking the wood. Two rails stood between them and nothing, and the world was theirs.
 
   Then he blinked.
 
   In the infinitesimal moment of darkness Emma Grace screamed, and Noah watched from a helpless distance in disbelief as the form of an old woman appeared between them. The leering, decaying figure carried the scent of swamp rot — a horrific stench on a gentle breeze — and pressed relentlessly closer to Emma Grace. She'd scrambled, running backward, and before he could say stop, before the word forced itself from his brain to his mouth, she'd taken one step too far and plummeted over the railing. The sound of her sliding — screaming — echoed through every why and what if he'd collected over the years, as if any amount of wishing could change a thing.
 
   Before the echo of Emma Grace's cries had died in his ears, the woman twisted and sneered — a lurid, heartless upturn of her face. It was the last thing Noah remembered before he blew right through her, running in terror to the edge which had taken Emma Grace, as if he could somehow catch her and make things right.
 
   Then he was on his knees, begging to wake up from the nightmare that had just played before him.
 
   And that was it.
 
   The attic grew cold, the brittle air sucking Noah from his past. He blinked, his unfocused eyes settling on a murky disturbance of air. Had he seen the woman at all? Glancing around, he was startled to find himself kneeling on the plank flooring in a deep recess of the attic, far from the relative safety of the light. Then confusion gave way to the cold. Terror crept into his bones, and was left with one simple thought.
 
   He had to get to Emma Grace.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Was it the scene of her grandmother's crime? Emma tried to laugh to herself, but it came as little more than a nervous stutter. The widow's walk atop the roof of Hawthorne Manor may have made lasting repercussions on Emma's own life — to say nothing of Alma's — but it was Emma's favorite spot in the entire state of Louisiana. With the roof dropping from underfoot on both sides, the velvet sky seemed to surround her. She used to try to count the stars with Noah, but their attempts to touch the dark always ended with their fingers twined together. There was always a moment where their quiet laughter drifted to an end, and in its place was the kind of awareness which came with falling in love. And oh, how she loved him. And this night… the sound of it took her back and changed her all over again.
 
   Truthfully, she had no intention of revisiting the spot of her fall. Even as she climbed the winding stairs into the cupola which led to the widow's walk, she resisted the trip. She'd regain nothing but any hard edges time had scoured from her memories. Be they good or bad, the hurt and loss of her recollections would be real.
 
   But to her surprise — and in spite of her inner protests — Emma's first steps on the walkway in a decade were light, her heart oddly free. Even when her thoughts went to Noah, they came with peace and no trace of the regret she'd harbored for so long.
 
   Enjoying the sensation, she sank into the familiarity of her home and stared over the railing at the sprawling plantation. In the distance, moonlight skated across the ruddy surface of the Mississippi, the small ripples of waves lobbing on a distinct course to the south.
 
   She was home.
 
   Alma.
 
   Alma's home. Alma, who met her end in that precise spot. Could the irony exist?
 
   Alma!
 
   The apparition grew from a shimmer — a mere blip in the atmosphere — to a fully embodied spirit, all in the space of time required for Emma's jaw to drop. The instinct to run kicked in, and with it the terror of her fall came back to her.
 
   But she didn't run. Emma's spine steeled. She would not back off. Not this time.
 
   The silence was awkward, Emma unsure. But Alma didn't chase Emma. Instead, she seemed to beckon her.
 
   Emma took a hesitant step in Alma's direction.
 
   Then another.
 
   Alma retreated, matching Emma's distance with some of her own.
 
   Where was Alma taking her?
 
   Their cadence took them to the cupola and the entry to the widow's walk.
 
   "Emma Grace!" Noah's voice cut through from a great distance, frantic. "Emma Grace!"
 
   From the corner of her eye, she spied him on the lawn. But she didn't dare look away from Alma, as if she could keep the specter from disappearing by holding the woman's form captive in her gaze. I won't fall, Noah, she thought, hoping he'd somehow feel her words.
 
   Alma gathered her skirts and faded through the small doorway. Literally — she was gone.
 
   Emma passed through the threshold with caution, finding herself alone in the eight-sided structure. The glass and wood shut out the sounds of the night, and she could no longer hear Noah calling her name. Just dead silence.
 
   Then, inexplicably, she saw it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Noah had never run so fast in his life. Not even the night Emma Grace tumbled off the rooftop. In those moments, his legs had been concrete. Now, he flew, his feet thunderous on the two-hundred-year-old staircase, his arms tearing at the woodwork as he skidded through doorways trying to get to her. If he stopped to think about what he was doing, he might slow down, but it was as if his body demanded this second chance to get to her in time.
 
   The crude wooden ladder to the cupola had been replaced at some point with a spiral metal staircase. When he reached it, he grabbed the wrought iron railing and used his own momentum to fling himself around the center pole. The clanging of his shoes in the bare space was deafening, but nothing slowed him. This time he'd save Emma Grace or he'd die trying.
 
   As soon as his head broke the plane of the cupola floor, he spun in a circle, fighting the last few stairs with sideways and backwards steps. The space was small… she couldn't have gone far. She couldn't be…
 
   Then he saw her. She knelt on the floor, her attention drawn to a painting leaning against the wall. He immediately recognized the frame and the style of the artistry as one of the Hawthorne ancestral portraits, and it only took a quick glance to know who was pictured.
 
   "Alma."
 
   Emma Grace glanced up, as if she'd just noticed him. He could have woken the dead with his chase through Hawthorne Manor — and he had no desire to know how literal that statement might be — and his sweet Emma Grace appeared as pleasantly surprised to see him as if she'd just opened her door to find him waiting with an armload of wildflowers. Instead, he was gulping humid air and dripping sweat on the dusty, unfinished hardwood floor while she sat in some sort of ethereal glow.
 
   "You think it's her?" she asked.
 
   "It's her." He nodded, still trying to keep his chest from heaving. He didn't know how he knew. The woman in the picture bore little resemblance to the loathsome, ignoble creature he'd had the misfortune of meeting twice in his lifetime, but the most recent encounter had yet to leave his retinas and the first had been burned on his memory. It was definitely her.
 
   Emma Grace stared at the image of the ghost, her face an unreadable melting pot of emotion. "This picture wasn't here earlier," she said.
 
   Of course not. Now things were moving themselves around the manor.
 
   "Let's put it in the hall, Noah." Her voice quiet, almost indiscernible over his heavy breaths, she added, "Alma should be with the rest of the family. I think she'll be at peace that way."
 
   Though tempted to question Emma Grace’s logic, he didn't. Truth was, he didn't care where the portrait was. He wanted to go back to her eighteenth birthday — the first for either one of them they hadn't shared — so they could roll their eyes over her sitting with the artist. Her birthday would be the day her portrait was added to the stern lineup greeting visitors to Hawthorne. There should have been a big party and a grand unveiling, but there had been none of that.
 
   Instead, the house had been a tomb. He remembered it well.
 
   "Anything you want," he said. And he meant it.
 
   Noah reached for the portrait, his fingers closing gingerly over the aged frame. He didn't love the feeling of Alma's painted eyes boring into him. In fact, the feeling of being watched was so strong he felt sure she was there with them, but he wasn't going to look. Instead, he focused on the frame, noting without surprise it matched the others downstairs. The realization led to the question of where exactly the portrait would go, but it was one he didn't have to ask.
 
   It would occupy Emma Grace's vacant spot. There was nowhere else.
 
   He barely had a measureable grip on the frame when noise ripped through the room. He and Emma Grace traded looks. Then he tipped the portrait forward and peered through the moonlit space to find a manila folder taped to the back. The paper was loose, the light rustle echoing through the cupola. Curiosity growing, he slid a finger under the flap and carefully extracted the contents.
 
   Inside was Margaret's will.
 
   Emma Grace's eyes brightened with excitement. "The will! Why would Grandmother leave her will on Alma's portrait?"
 
   Noah glanced up from the pages in his hand. "There's a note." He paused, scanning ahead before sharing the words with Emma Grace. "She didn't want the estate settled until Alma's portrait had been returned to its proper place on the wall with the others."
 
   "Then let's put her there." Without another word, Emma Grace rose from her spot on the floor and started down the stairs.
 
   Noah tucked the documents back into the envelope, then hoisted the portrait. He settled the painting safely in his arms, but didn't follow her. Instead, he watched her go, lost in the bitter sweetness of her leaving.
 
   She must have missed his footsteps, for she paused and shifted to see him. "Noah?"
 
   He stood motionless, his heart churning in the utter silence as she made her way toward him. She was beautiful. So stunningly beautiful he couldn't breathe. Years of wanting her came together, colliding in that one instant and stealing the oxygen from his lungs.
 
   Emma Grace's eyes were locked on his. Her return didn't stop at the top of the stairs. She didn't slow when she neared him.
 
   She didn't stop at all.
 
   Before his mind fully comprehended what was happening, she'd leaned into him and pressed her lips to his. Her mouth was impossibly cool, an unbearable contrast to the heat simmering between them, skewering his every thought. But he didn't think. He couldn't.
 
   He could only surrender.
 
   Every dream, every yearning for her existed in that moment.  If he had any sense he'd have dropped the portrait and swept her into his arms. He'd have cradled her face in his hands, stroked her cheek, and buried his fingers in her hair — anything to convince his heart she was real, she was there. But he did none of those things. Instead, he froze, clutching the painting of the woman who ripped apart his world, his mind refusing to believe what sent his body reeling: Emma Grace had always been his.
 
   Far too soon, she pulled away. She smiled, a sad one full of understanding, and in those precious seconds, he knew.
 
   She was saying goodbye.
 
   Noah had the will. He should be thrilled, but there was only one thing on his mind.
 
   Emma Grace had her closure.
 
   Soon she'd be gone.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Morning dawned bright — the last kind of day Noah wanted on the horizon. If the universe were the least bit cooperative, it would have drizzled gray rain, but instead the sunrise had poured through the windows, lighting the portrait of Alma where it hung in the front hall along with the others. Twenty-some Hawthorne ancestors with cold stares fixed on the caretaker's son.
 
   Peace. The notion felt ridiculous, as if another picture along the stern row of faces could make a cosmic difference. But it would only take one. All he had to do was think of how his life would be different if Emma Grace's were there, and he knew.
 
   She was gone.
 
   Noah stood in the garden watching heavy purple and yellow blooms sway in the soft morning air. He gripped his coffee cup, clinging to it because there was nothing else left on which to hold. Not even the plantation. Margaret had left it to some sort of preservation group — a puzzling move considering she'd spent a small fortune updating and modernizing it. A visitor hoping for a glimpse of life in the eighteen hundreds would be sorely disappointed by the state-of-the-art amenities, but perhaps the grounds and outbuildings would prove to be a bit more suitable for tourists.
 
   Even though the rumors regarding the deed to Hawthorne Manor hadn't been true and Noah wasn't granted the keys to the estate, Margaret had been more than generous with him, his father, Gil, and Abigail. Aside of leaving a small stipend for the house, Margaret split her fortune between them.  They each had more than enough to start over, to leave Hawthorne Manor and its secrets and ghosts behind. After putting up with Margaret's demanding nature, the windfalls had arguably been well-earned. More importantly, they were much appreciated.
 
   All that was left was goodbye.
 
   "Found them car owners."
 
   Noah glanced up, startled, to see Gil standing next to him. He hadn't heard the gardener approach.
 
   The old man shuffled his feet, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. Even in the sweltering Louisiana summer, Gil stayed true to his uniform of overalls and long sleeve button up shirt. "They were hitchhiking. Said the car darn near drove itself to the estate. As soon as they got it stopped in the driveway, they hit the road and hoofed it. Don't even want the thing back."
 
   "Is that so?" Noah hid a smile. "You know what they say about these old places. They all have ghosts."
 
   "Mmph." Gil leaned down to pluck a weed from alongside a stone set on the ground. "Spirits. If we got any here, don't reckon they'll rest easy with old Missus Hawthorne barking orders. Can't see her leaving this place even now — especially not if that granddaughter of hers is still hanging around." He reached to brush the granite, his fingers lingering for a moment before letting go. "Terrible way to go, falling from such height. From what I hear, the old woman's spirit was dead and gone the day they lowered that child's casket into the ground."
 
   "I think you're right, Gil." Noah couldn't vouch for Margaret, but he knew he'd lost a great part of his own being that day. They — whoever they were — said time had a way of healing old wounds, but it didn't seem much for erasing what his heart knew. Still, he'd been given his second chance.
 
   Noah had found peace.
 
   He knelt before the grave and took in the words, just as he had a thousand times before.
 
    
 
   Emma Grace Hawthorne
 
   Beloved granddaughter of Margaret Gray and Doyle Hawthorne
 
   October 20, 1983 - June 30, 2001
 
    
 
   A light breeze rustled the landscape, and with it came a breath of closure a decade in the making. Ten years had passed, but finally he sensed Emma Grace was free. Saying goodbye.
 
   "I love you, Emma Grace." She wasn't around to hear the words, but he said them anyway. Then the wind curled around him, carrying the scent of honeysuckle, and his heart swelled.
 
   Maybe she'd heard him after all.
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