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   Chapter One

   First Impressions

   
    E

   

   llen pulled up to the curb and took a deep breath. The September sun set behind the old house, framing it with a halo. Although the grass, the vines, and the one big tree out front were dead, there was something picturesque about the dilapidated building with its peeling yellow paint. Maybe it was Ellen’s vision of what it once was—or of what it could, one day, be. 

   “So, what do you think?” she asked her two best friends. “Isn’t it amazing?”

   “Well, it looks a little more like a ruin than a fixer upper,” Sue said from behind the driver’s seat.

   “That’s why we can afford it.” Ellen’s stomach tightened as she turned to Tanya, who was sitting up front. She hadn’t expected this outright rejection from Sue. “What do you think? Too much work?”

   “I don’t know, maybe,” Tanya said in a lyrical voice that meant she was considering it. “I need to see the inside before I can get a good feel for it.”

   Although her best friends were opposites in every way—where Tanya was tall, thin, blonde, and blue-eyed, Sue was short, plump, brunette, and brown-eyed; where Tanya slanted toward liberalism, Sue slanted toward conservatism—if one wanted to do something, the other always, invariably, climbed on board.

   Okay, maybe not always, invariably, but often.

   Ellen, being in the middle of her two friends in size, color, and politics, was usually the odd woman out, but if she could get one of them on her side, there’d be a chance.

   “Then let’s go look inside.” She stepped onto the street in the still hot air and gazed at the house as she waited for her friends.

   Sue cracked open her car door but didn’t get up. “Aren’t we waiting on Paul?”

   “He had to show another house at the last minute.” Ellen dangled the key her husband had given her. “Come on. This will be fun.”

   Ellen hid her frustration with Sue as they made their way up the cracked sidewalk of the dilapidated two-story Greek revival, with its broken window and rotted siding. Of the three friends, Sue had been the one pushing the idea of doing something like this. For six months, she’d been the one saying they needed an adventure, now that they were all empty nesters. And if the adventure could make them extra money for more vacations (Sue was addicted to Disney cruises), all the better. So why was she frowning? 

   “You’ve got to admit that this house is a lot better than the one you showed us last month,” Ellen said to Sue. “I mean, this one has major potential. Since it’s right here on the edge of the historic King William district, it would make the perfect bed and breakfast. Downtown San Antonio is just a few blocks away. The river is right over there. It backs up to a wooded green belt and is on a much bigger lot than most of the other homes in this area. This is the perfect spot.”

   “So now we’re running a bed and breakfast?” Sue’s tone was laced with sarcasm.

   “Selling a bed and breakfast,” Ellen explained. “If that’s what we want.”

   “I think it could be fun to run a bed and breakfast,” Tanya said as they carefully took the rickety steps up to the front porch between what were once amazing columns now strangled with dead vines.

   Ellen didn’t want a long-term commitment, but she wanted to keep Tanya’s support. “I’m open to that.” She put the key into the lock. “I mean, we can at least consider it.”

   Sue looked up at the ceiling of the portico. “Are you sure this is safe? It looks like it could all come crashing down on top of us.”

   The columns were rotten, as were most of the boards beneath their feet. “The state of Texas wouldn’t be showing it if it wasn’t safe.” Ellen looked up and saw three big holes. 

   “I think there’s a bird living in there,” Tanya said.

   “The state of Texas?” Sue asked. “What do you mean?”

   “The state owns it,” Ellen said. “It’s been pretty much vacant since the last owner died in 1994.” 

   “Well, I can certainly see why,” Sue said.

   Tanya giggled. “Oh, come on. Give it a chance.”

   “Apparently the last owner had no one to leave it to and the mortgage had been paid,” Ellen added. “And there was no will.”

   “That’s strange,” Sue said.

   Ellen’s heart ramped up as she opened the door. She’d been admiring this one for a few weeks on her way home from work and had been anxious to see the inside. Having already developed a strange attachment to this house, she hoped it wasn’t going to be disappointing.

   Why did she already care so much about this damn house?

   Maybe it was because she had become desperate for a change. She longed for something new to fill the void that was now her life.

   Oh, stop being so melodramatic, she told herself.

   They entered a foyer with stairs to the second floor. Her heart felt tight, like it was going to burst, and she felt like she was floating outside of her body looking down from the ceiling at them. The three of them together made her think of a Fruit-of-the-Loom commercial. Tanya was the banana. Sue was the bunch of grapes. Ellen was the apple. Why was she thinking of this now? What was happening to her? This whole experience of going in together to buy a fixer-upper was surreal. Up until a few months ago, it had been nothing but talk. Were they really going to do this? Ellen felt a weight pushing her down until she was back inside her own body. Instead of relief, she found herself dizzy and unable to breathe.

   She gulped in air and steadied her head with one hand.

   “Are you okay?” Sue asked.

   Ellen nodded and was finally able to take note of her surroundings. After blinking several more times, she was relieved to see the interior framing intact and most of the plaster still on the walls. It wasn’t as bad as she had thought it would be. Her mind began to imagine the place restored and fully decorated—the eighties’ wallpaper and shiny brass fixtures replaced with paint and chrome.

   “This is actually pretty nice in here,” Tanya said. “I wonder why it hasn’t sold yet.”

    “Well, now don’t freak out,” Ellen said. “The house has a reputation for being haunted.”

   Tanya and Sue gawked at one another.

   “What do you mean a reputation?” Tanya asked. “Has something evil happened here? Was someone murdered here?”

   “Now hold on, Tanya,” Sue said. “Don’t assume it’s an evil ghost. It might be friendly.” She turned to Ellen. “Tell us what you heard.”

   Ellen was pleased to see Sue’s interest in the house piqued by the mention of a haunting. “The state realtor told Paul that every time they got close to selling this property, the owners bailed within three days after closing.”

   Sue’s face lit up. “Did Paul get any more details? Did the buyers say what made them suspect a ghost was haunting this space?”

   Ellen shook her head, though she was tempted to make something up, just to keep Sue on the hook. “They all thought they heard or saw something in the attic. Should we look around?”

   “We might as well,” Sue said. “If we do make this into a bed and breakfast, a ghost could attract more tourists. The Crocket Hotel does really well with its history of ghosts.”

   Ellen beamed. Sue was practically pulling out her wallet to buy, and she hadn’t even seen the whole place. But now Tanya was the one frowning.

   “What’s wrong, Tanya?” Ellen asked.

   “I’m not getting a good vibe,” she said. “Did Paul say how many different buyers bailed? That concerns me.”

   Ellen had hoped neither would ask that question. “Um, six.”

   Tanya’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “Six different buyers? And they all bailed within three days of closing?”

   Ellen sucked in her lips and nodded. “But come on, guys. There’s got to be a logical explanation. Paul says there’s probably a draft in the attic that makes noises when the wind blows. He was supposed to be here today to check it out for us, but he’s really close to selling another property and had to meet the client for a second showing.”

   Tanya folded her arms. “Oh, come on. A draft wouldn’t fool six people. That’s odd. That’s really odd.”

   Sue had already started the tour without them. She called to them from the front room. “Come check this out. The fireplace seems in excellent condition.”

   Ellen stepped into the living room and was pleased with what she saw. “The hardwood floors and crown molding are in good shape, too.”

   The room was empty except for a single painting over the mantle that had the look of a Victorian portrait. The subject of the painting was a beautiful young woman with dark eyes and dark curly hair and pale skin. She wore a red brocade jacket over a white dress, and one of her breasts was nearly exposed. The painting was both sensual and enigmatic, for the woman’s expression was difficult to read.

   “You’re an art teacher, Ellen,” Sue said. “Do you recognize that painter?”

   “Just because I teach college art—part-time, mind you, as an adjunct—doesn’t mean I’m aware of every painter who ever lived.”

   “I was just asking,” Sue said. “Sounds like you might have a complex.”

   The truth was that Ellen’s memory was failing her. She used to be able to name off all the great painters of the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Romantic Period, the Modern Period, the Post-Modern-Period, and so forth, but somewhere along the way, between the ages of forty-nine and fifty-five, only a few of her favorites remained accessible in her mind.

   Tanya giggled, and Ellen ignored them as she continued to look around.

   Beyond the living room through a pair of columns was a dining room with an old wooden table and four chairs. It led through to the kitchen at the back of the house, attached to a laundry and mud room. The cabinetry was falling apart and would have to be gutted, but the bones were good. She also found a half bath beneath the stairs and another full bath shared by two bedrooms. Although both bedrooms were vacant, there was an old trunk in the bathroom. Ellen lifted the lid to find it full of dust and cobwebs, but nothing else. Except for the crack in the mirror above the sink, the bathroom was in decent condition.

   “Well, I’m pleasantly surprised,” Sue said at the bottom of the stairs. “It looks a lot better on the inside than on the outside, that’s for sure.”

   “What do you think so far, Tanya?” Ellen asked.

   “I don’t know. It’s nice, but I’m still not happy about the six buyers and the ghost.”

   “There are no such things as ghosts!” Ellen said, forgetting that she needed the ghost card to keep Sue interested.

   “Let’s go upstairs,” Sue said. “You go first, Tanya, since you’re the skinny one, just in case these stairs lose their integrity.”

   “Oh, it’s okay for me to risk my life?” Tanya teased. 

   “It’ll just be easier to carry the dead body out of here.” Sue chuckled. “If I broke the stairs and my neck along with them, the state would just decide to leave me here and burn the whole place down.”

   “Oh, stop,” Tanya said.

   “I’ll go.” Ellen tested the first step. “So far so good.”

   They made their way up the creaky stairs and were surprised to find that the second story had a completely different look from the first. Where the downstairs had eighties’ floral wallpaper, along with shiny brass fixtures still intact, the upstairs looked as though it hadn’t been updated since the house was built in 1860. The much older wallpaper was peeling off the walls in many places, and the floors were badly scratched. The second floor looked as dilapidated as the exterior of the house.

   “Well, this is disappointing,” Sue said.

   They entered the first bedroom to find it had its own bath. Both the sink and toilet looked ancient, and the tub was badly stained.

   “It stinks up here.” Tanya covered her mouth and nose. “It’s making me nauseated.”

   The second bedroom looked exactly the same, along with another horrid bathroom.

   “It’s very rare to have so many bathrooms in an old house like this,” Ellen said. “I wonder if it might have been turned into a bed and breakfast by the previous owner.”

   “The floorplan is conducive to that,” Sue agreed. “Back in the late 1800’s, it would have been called an inn.”

   “It had to be later than that,” Tanya said. “Weren’t they still using outhouses in the late 1800’s?”

   “Good point.” Ellen followed the others back to the hall. “I think in the thirties and forties a lot of these historic homes were turned into apartments.”

   “What is with these windows?” Tanya asked as she entered the third bedroom. “I noticed them in the other rooms, too.”

   Ellen crossed the floor to see what Tanya was looking at. There were strange holes in the window frame on both the bottom and the top. They were evenly spaced and perfectly round.

   “Burglar bars, maybe?” Ellen offered.

   “But those would be on the outside, not on the inside,” Sue said as she walked into another room. “Oh, wow. Look at this.”

   Ellen and Tanya followed Sue into the last of the four bedrooms.

   “Bars on the inside?” Tanya asked. “But why?”

   “Maybe this was a storm room or something,” Ellen said.

   “And look at this,” Sue pointed to the bed. The other rooms were vacant, but this room had a bed with an iron frame. “The frame is bolted to the floor. Try to lift it.”

   Ellen and Tanya both attempted to lift the iron footboard. It wouldn’t budge.

   “Someone was a prisoner in this room,” Sue said. “And maybe that person is the ghost that haunts this place.”

   Ellen turned her back to Sue and rolled her eyes.

   “I saw that,” Sue said. “I saw your reflection in the window.”

   “I’m sorry. I just don’t believe in ghosts.”

   “We know that,” Tanya said. “But just because you don’t believe in them doesn’t mean they don’t exist. I told you about that experience with Dave and his mother’s spirit. Do you think I made that up?”

   Ellen sighed. She didn’t want to have this conversation. “No, I don’t think you made it up. But sometimes people see what they want to see.”

   “You never did come up with an explanation for the story I told you,” Sue accused.

   A few months ago, Sue had told Ellen and Tanya that she had been awakened in the middle of the night several times by the sound of someone whispering her name. Her husband had been out of town, and her youngest had already moved into his college dorm. She had convinced herself that it had been her imagination—that maybe a tree had been rubbing against the window, making a sound like a whisper. But then her mother called her in the morning and said she hadn’t been able to sleep either, and when Sue had asked her mother why, her mother had said, “Because all night long, I kept hearing someone whisper my name.”

   Even Ellen had to admit that Sue’s story was pretty freaky. And she didn’t think Sue would make it up just to “prove” Ellen wrong about the nonexistence of anything spiritual in the universe. “You’re right. I have no explanation. But why is the default explanation always ghosts with you people?”

   She followed Sue and Tanya out of the bedroom to the hallway across from the stairs. There was a door they hadn’t opened. Because there were bedrooms with baths on either side of it, Ellen thought the only thing it could be was a closet. When she opened it, though, she found stairs leading up to the attic. At the top of the stairs was another door, and it was closed.

   “I dare you to go up there alone,” Sue said to Ellen.

   “Fine. What are we, twelve?” It was dark, because the electricity hadn’t been turned on, and there was a door at the top of the stairs, blocking any light that might come through the attic.

   Even though she wasn’t afraid of ghosts, she was afraid of mice, rats, spiders, and rotting boards that caved in. Ellen tried not to show this fear because she had something to prove.

   When she reached the door at the top of the stairs, she found it locked from the other side. She pulled the key from her pocket and gave it a try.

   
   
   Chapter Two

   The History File

   
    E

   

   llen woke up from the same bad dream she’d had the night before, and the night before that. She’d had it too many times to count. In the dream, she’d been at one of her husband’s work parties or high school reunions—someplace where she didn’t know many people. And Paul had been there, too, having a grand time talking to everyone but her. In every dream, she would walk up to him, and he seemed unable to see her. She always woke up at the moment in the dream when she’d finally realized she was invisible.

   She’d shared the dream with her two best friends, and both Tanya and Sue had agreed that it was one more sign that they needed an adventure. They were all feeling invisible, now that their children had moved out.

   Tanya, who’d worked in civil service at Immigration for ten years before she’d quit to become a stay-at-home mom, had even discussed going back to school to start a new career. Ellen had to admit she was getting bored with the same part-time teaching job she’d had for twenty-five years at the same university, but she told her friends she’d rather sell her body for sex than start a new career.

   And Sue, who’d quit her job as an accountant to raise her family, had said, “You won’t make much money at that. You don’t even have sex with your husband.”

   Which wasn’t entirely true, but the way things were going, Ellen believed it wouldn’t be long before it was.

   It was strange to Ellen how different her husband was when her kids came home to visit. Nolan, their oldest at twenty-nine, was in medical school in Oklahoma, so they didn’t see him much anymore. Their second son, Lane, was in graduate school in Austin, and their daughter, Alison, was in her second year of undergraduate work at the same university as Lane. Ellen had thought she would at least see the younger two more regularly, but their lives had become busy, and it was hard for them to get home.

   But when they did, Paul transformed back to the man she’d married. He laughed and told jokes—reminding her of why she’d fallen in love with him in the first place. His sense of humor never failed. But when it was just the two of them, he’d come home from his office, or from showing a house, or from playing golf, or wherever it was he went all day long, and he’d walk in and sometimes not even say hello. Some evenings she’d be in the front room reading, and it wasn’t until she’d gotten up to get something from the fridge that she’d notice him in his recliner in the family room half asleep in front of the television.

   Maybe she was invisible.

   She went down the hall to the master bedroom, looking for him. They’d been sleeping in separate rooms for years because she couldn’t take his snoring. Some nights, she tried to sleep in the bed with him, but since he never crossed over to her side to stroke her cheek or rub her back anymore, there didn’t seem to be a point. If anything ever happened between them, it was up to her to initiate. He’d told her years ago that he wanted intimacy more frequently than she did, and he was tired of being rejected. It was up to her to let him know when she was interested.

   Yep. It was pretty romantic.

   A tear slipped down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. 

   When she reached their room, she found it empty. She walked through the living room to the kitchen, and then poked her head into the family room. Through the window overlooking the driveway, she noticed his pickup was already gone.

   Well, damn. She needed to ask him about a key to the attic. She’d mentioned it to him the night before, and he’d promised to call the state realtor today.

   Thank goodness he answered his cell phone. Lately, it was more of a one in four chance that he would.

   “There is no attic key,” he told her. “Ronnie said the key I gave you is the only one they have.”

   Ronnie was the realtor representing the state. “Where are you?” 

   She half expected him to say, “Don’t you know I’m with my mistress?”

   “Golf course. I gotta go.”

   It was where he went every Saturday morning these days—at least, that’s where she hoped he was going.

   Disappointed, she was about to hang up when he asked, “Did you find the file I left on your dresser?”

   “What? No.” She hurried down the hall to their room. “Yes. I see it. What is it?”

   She opened it to find a fax cover page, along with several documents.

   “It’s everything the state has on the history of the house.”

   Just when she thought he didn’t care. “Thank you, honey! Thank you so much!”

   “Sorry there wasn’t an attic key. Ronnie said he could have a locksmith there on Monday.”

   “That’s awesome! Thank you so much for taking care of that for me.”

   “I gotta go now.”

   “Bye.”

   She called Tanya right away to tell her about the history file, but, when Tanya answered, her voice was hoarse and shaky, as if she’d been crying.

   “What’s wrong?” Ellen plopped onto an armchair in her living room and opened the file in her lap, leafing through as she listened to Tanya talk about her mother. When Tanya said her mother hadn’t recognized her again, Ellen closed the file and said, “I’m so sorry.”

   “It’s just so hard,” Tanya said. “It’s like, if your own mother doesn’t know you…”

   “Deep down, she knows you.”

   “She thought I was one of her cousins. It’s like I don’t even exist.”

   “Your mother doesn’t have to recognize you for you to exist. I know who you are, and you’re an amazing person.”

   “Well, thank you, but I don’t feel amazing. I feel terrible. The woman who used to hold me and cuddle me and take care of me has no freaking clue who I am.”

   Ellen wasn’t sure what to say. “I have something that might take your mind off of it for a little while.”

   
   Ellen picked up Tanya and met Sue at Panera Bread with the history file. Once they had ordered their meals and were seated but hadn’t yet received their food, Ellen opened the file. “I thought it would be more fun if we found out about the history of this house together.”

   “Did we decide to buy?” Tanya asked. “I didn’t think we’d made a decision yet.”

   “No. No decision,” Sue said. “But I would like to hear the house’s history. What’s in the file?”

   “I have to see the attic before I can commit,” Tanya said before sipping her water. “And you have to agree to let me bring in that psychic I was telling you about.”

   “How much will that cost?” Sue asked. “Because I’ve always been told I have the gift.”

   “Did you sense something yesterday, when we were there?” Ellen asked.

   “Yes, as a matter of fact, I did.”

   “I’ll pay her fee,” Tanya said. “She’s really done a lot for me since Dave’s mother passed. She’s been able to tell us things that no one but Dave and his mother could know.”

   “We won’t be able to get into the attic until Monday,” Ellen said. “So while we’re waiting, let’s dig into this history file.”

   Their food was brought to the table, and after everything was settled, Ellen ate a spoonful of broccoli cheese soup and began to read.

   The document was an abstract of the house’s ownership, consisting of several pages. Ellen scanned through all of the legalese about the plot number and the county and builder information to get the gist of it. “German immigrants Theodore and Alma Gold, along with Alma’s sister Inger Bohrmann, had the house built in February 1860.”

   “It says that Inger Bohrmann was an invalid,” Tanya pointed out. “I didn’t know the records included details like that.”

   “Maybe that’s our ghost,” Sue said.

   Ellen continued, “In 1881, Theodore left the house to Marcia Gold, his only living descendant. Why would it say ‘only living’?” 

   “It must mean he had other children who were deceased,” Tanya said. “And maybe…”

   “Maybe they’re the ones haunting the house,” Sue piped in.

   “In 1930,” Ellen read on, “Marcia sold the house to Dr. Jonathon Piers.” She scanned through two more pages about changes in the property—this was when the bathrooms were added. “In 1972, Jonathon Piers left the house to his son, Jonathon ‘Johnny’ Piers, Jr., who lived in the house until he died in 1994, with no heirs. The state of Texas took possession of the property in 1996 after being unable to locate any surviving relatives or beneficiaries.”

   “Maybe the ghost is Johnny Piers,” Sue said. “Did the realtor say whether people thought it was male or female?”

   Ellen shook her head, biting her lip to keep from smiling. Tanya and Sue were taking this ghost thing way too seriously. Ellen just wanted to use her HGTV and DIY knowledge to rehabilitate the old house into something spectacular.

   There were a few more pages in the file about the six buyers who had closed on the house but had pulled out during the cooling off period. 

   “I wonder if we could interview some of the neighbors,” Tanya said. “We could pretend to be writing a magazine article or something.”

   “That’s a good idea,” Ellen said as she finished up her soup. “We really could write an article about our findings. A little publicity could help us fetch a better price when we sell.”

   “If we decide to get the house,” Tanya reminded her. “We haven’t decided yet.”

   Sue wiggled in her chair, like an excited schoolgirl. “I think we should go there tonight and have a séance. Then we could find out what kind of ghost we’re dealing with.”

   Ellen closed her eyes because she’d been about to roll them. “I don’t know.”

   “Sounds scary but fun,” Tanya said. “Why not? Dave’s out of town, so I’m home alone tonight.”

   “Tom’s going to be glued to the football game,” Sue said. “So, I’m free. What about you, Ellen?”

   “Seriously? A séance? Doesn’t that frighten you? If I believed in ghosts, I’d be too scared.”

   “But you don’t, so what’s the harm?” Sue challenged. “Besides, if it gets out of hand, we can break the circle.”

   “Huh?” Ellen had no idea what her friend was talking about.

   “You hold hands to create a circle,” Tanya explained. “That’s how you summon the spirit. You have to have at least three people and three candles.”

   “Once you break the circle, the séance ends,” Sue added.

   Ellen wondered how people who believed in the paranormal came up with their rules and rituals. If there really were such things as ghosts, why would breaking the circle stop them from harming you? 

   “We don’t know what’s in the attic,” she said. “Maybe a vagrant is living up there.”

   Sue flapped her hand through the air. “I doubt some homeless person will attack us, but I’ll bring my pistol, just in case he takes one look at me and decides to rape me.”

   Tanya giggled. “I’ll bring the candles.”

   “And I’ll make that dip you both like,” Sue added. “Do either of you have a box of crackers to go with it?”

   Great, Ellen thought. They were going to a strange house, purported to be haunted, at night, armed with a pistol, candles, a box of crackers, and Sue’s famous dip.

   
   
   
   Chapter Three

   The Séance

   
    L

   

   ater that evening, Sue picked up Ellen and Tanya and headed for the King William district. Ellen sat in the passenger seat holding the stainless steel bowl covered in foil and containing the dip Sue had made. Tanya sat in back with a pitcher of frozen margaritas in one hand and a re-usable grocery bag filled with candles, crackers, and who knew what else in the other.

   Somewhere—probably in her purse—Sue packed her pistol.

   To Ellen, this seemed like a dangerous combination, but she went along with it because she was outvoted and because she really wanted her friends to buy this house with her.

   Sue pulled up to the curb. Daylight savings hadn’t yet begun, so, although dusk was near, it was still light enough outside to clearly see the house.

   It looked creepy to Ellen, now that they were about to summon a supposed ghost.

   “I’m having second thoughts about this,” Tanya said. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

   “Oh, come on,” Sue said. “You’re this way about everything.”

   Tanya blanched. “I am not.”

   “You said that very thing last month as we were headed to the craft fair,” Sue pointed out. “And if I remember correctly, you said the same thing about the trip we took to Dallas last spring. I was literally in the car on the way to pick you up when…”

   “But Mikey was getting sick,” Tanya insisted.

   “It was the common cold, and he’s twenty-four,” Sue said with a laugh.

   “Fine,” Tanya said. “But it’s probably hot in there. We could go back to my place instead. Ellen, what do you think?”

   Ellen wasn’t sure what she thought. On the one hand, she was afraid of the neighbors wondering what a car was doing parked in front of a vacant property this late in the evening. She was also afraid of the possibility of a homeless man—or group of them—living in the attic. Her gut feeling was that all the supposed episodes with the buyers during the cooling off period had been caused by someone wanting to keep the house from selling.

   On the other hand, she really wanted to buy this property, even if it did look a little creepy right now. Her gut was saying leave, but her heart was in love with this house—with what it could one day be—and she wanted to spend time with it.

   “It won’t be hot for long with the sun going down,” Ellen finally said.

   Sue turned off the car. “Then it’s settled. Come on.”

   After Ellen put the key in the door and opened it, she paused on the threshold, waiting for whoever might be living there to clear out. She glanced back at Sue, who gave her a reassuring nod, and then she led the way inside, holding the door open for her friends before closing and locking it behind them.

   It was dark inside.

   “I almost had to cancel tonight,” Sue said as she made her way to the old dining room table, where she sat the bowl of dip. “My mom called about thirty minutes before I needed to leave to pick you up.”

   “We could have canceled,” Tanya said.

   “I know, but that’s not the point,” Sue said, pulling out a chair and testing it before putting her weight all the way onto it. “I hope I don’t break this thing.”

   “They seem sturdy enough,” Ellen said of the chairs, taking one across from Sue. 

   Behind Ellen, the kitchen was the brightest room in the house because it faced the west. The living room in front of her, on the other hand, appeared dark and eerie. 

   Tanya stood near the end of the table pulling things from her re-usable grocery bag: a plastic tumbler for each of them, a box of crackers, three large pillar candles, three paper plates, and a box of matches.

   “So why did you almost have to cancel?” Tanya asked Sue. “Is your mom okay?” She poured the pitcher of margaritas into each of the three cups.

   Sue took a sip of hers and said, “Mmm,” before saying, “You know my mom. Her whole life revolves around me. I can’t take a dump without her knowing about it.”

   “So nothing’s wrong?” Ellen asked.

   “Well, if you were to ask her, she’d say the world was coming to an end because I made plans without her. I really need to find that woman some friends.”

   “Surely she understands that you have a life,” Ellen said before taking a sip of her margarita. “Mmm. This is good, Tanya. Thank you.”

   Tanya sat at the end of the table between Sue and Ellen with her back to the foyer and staircase. Her eyes narrowed at the window across from her. “What’s that?”

   Ellen and Sue turned to the window.

   “What?” Ellen asked.

   “Never mind,” Tanya said. “I thought I saw something. It was nothing. Can you pass me that box of crackers? I’m starving.”

   Ellen handed over the crackers while Sue removed the foil from the dip.

   “I forgot a spoon,” Sue said. 

   “That’s okay.” Tanya took a cracker and used it to scoop dip onto her plate. “Can one of you light the candles? I didn’t eat dinner tonight, so I think I’ll pig out first.”

   “Just save some food for the spirits,” Sue said.

   Ellen frowned. “The spirits?”

   “You’re supposed to have a food offering, along with the light, to lure them to you,” Tanya explained.

   Ellen grabbed the box of matches, trying not to laugh. “So how does this work, exactly?” She struck a match and put the flame to one of the wicks.

   All three faces turned toward the ceiling when they heard a creak overhead.

   “What was that?” Sue asked.

   Ellen’s stomach dropped. “Do you think someone could be living up there?”

   “Maybe we should go,” Tanya suggested. 

   “Old houses creak,” Sue said. “I’m sure it was nothing. And if someone is living up there, I doubt he’ll come down and risk exposing himself. Anyway, it could be the ghost. Let’s get started.”

   Ellen struck another match and lit the other two candles.

   “We can’t break the circle, once we hold hands,” Sue said. “So let me finish this margarita real quick.” She cocked back her head and emptied her cup.

   Tanya laughed at Sue. “Do you want some of mine?”

   “No, I’m good. Finish eating so we can hold hands.”

   “So what is your mom doing tonight?” Ellen asked Sue. “Is she mad at you?”

   “She said she’s not mad, but I know better.”

   “Did you have plans with her before we made ours?” Tanya asked.

   “No. That’s the thing. We usually talk on the phone each evening, but we didn’t have plans. I guess she’s upset that I couldn’t chat on the phone. I told her I’d call her when I got home, but she said not to bother.”

   “I suppose you could have invited her along,” Ellen said.

   Sue rolled her eyes. “It crossed my mind, but, really, Ellen, she needs her own friends. Besides, she would have tried to take over the séance. You think I’m a believer, but you should see her. She’d probably start talking in tongues before we even held hands.”

   They all three laughed.

   Then Sue said, “Maybe I should have asked her to come along. She would have really enjoyed this.”

   Ellen realized then that Sue must have all the confidence in the world that they were dealing with a ghost and not a vagrant, or she never would have considered inviting her seventy-something-year-old mother. Ellen bit her tongue, though, rather than point out her feeling that the odds were much greater that the sound above them came from a squatter than a spirit. 

   The idea of someone in the house with them was making her nervous. Why had she locked the front door behind them? She’d been thinking about keeping nosy neighbors from walking in on them, but she should have been thinking about an escape plan.

   “Let’s get this show on the road,” Ellen said. “Before it gets dark outside.”

   “Scared, are we?” Tanya teased.

   “Not of ghosts,” Ellen said.

   Tanya stuffed her last dip-covered cracker into her mouth and swallowed it down with margarita before taking the hands of her friends. “Ready.”

   Sue reached across the table and took Ellen’s hand. “Remember, don’t break the circle until I tell you it’s okay.”

   Ellen nodded, feeling a lump form in her throat as something Tanya had said sent a shiver down her spine: Just because you don’t believe in ghosts doesn’t mean they don’t exist.

   The statement had been true. Ellen hadn’t believed one of her children would ever do drugs, and he had. She hadn’t believed her marriage could ever fall apart, and it had. She hadn’t believed she’d ever partake in a séance, and here she was.

   “Spirits of the past who dwell here,” Sue said with her eyes closed. “Move among us. Be guided by the light of our world and by the aroma of our food. Tell us who you are.”

   Ellen took a deep breath and waited. Nearly a minute went by, and nothing happened. “How long is this supposed to last?”

   “Sshh,” Tanya hushed her. 

   “Spirits of the past who dwell in this house,” Sue said again. “Follow the light of our world, and the aroma of our food, and come to us. Make yourself known to us. Is anyone here? If so, please rap twice.”

   They waited quietly for another minute. Ellen kept her eyes wide open, unlike Sue and Tanya. The living room behind Sue was almost in complete darkness now. Very little light came in from the windows in the kitchen. A shrub covered most of the dining room window, where Tanya thought she might have seen something.

   As Ellen looked at that window now, she too, thought she saw something: a face. “Holy shit,” she muttered, her heartrate accelerating.

   Tanya and Sue opened their eyes and looked at her.

   Whispering, Ellen said, “There’s someone out there. I saw a face. A man, I think.”

   “Don’t break the circle,” Sue warned. “It’s probably just a neighbor wondering why we’re here.”

   Ellen took a deep breath and tried to bring her heartrate back down to normal again.

   “Spirits of the past who dwell here,” Sue said again, gazing into the candlelight. “Rap two times if you can hear me.”

   Ellen froze: Two unmistakable knocks resounded on the ceiling above them.

   Sue and Tanya smiled as Ellen wondered what the hell was going on. She refused to believe a spirit had actually replied to their summoning.

   “Oh, thank you, spirit from the past,” Sue said. “We would like to ask you some questions. If we have your permission to proceed, please rap once. If you don’t want us to speak with you further, rap twice.”

   Again, unmistakably, a single knock to the ceiling.

   Sue and Tanya smiled again. Ellen wanted to leave. The vagrant was toying with them. It was the only explanation.

   “My first question,” Sue said. “Are you female? Please rap once for yes and twice for no.”

   A single rap.

   Ellen broke out in a sweat. “We should leave,” she whispered.

   “Sshhh.” Tanya glared at her and shook her head.

   “Do you live in this house?” Sue asked next. “Please rap once for yes and twice for no.”

   A single rap.

   Followed by loud pounding.

   “What the hell?” Ellen whispered, looking from one friend to the other. 

   More pounding. It was the front door.

   “Don’t break the circle,” Sue said. “Let me ask one more question.”

   Before Sue could ask it, they heard a loud creak, like the sound of a door opening, followed by a slam.

   “That sounded like the attic door,” Tanya whispered, craning to look behind her without breaking the circle.

   The ceiling above them shuddered, as though someone were walking on the second floor.

   “Oh, spirit,” Sue said desperately. “Are you a friendly spirit? If so, please rap once for yes and twice for no.”

   A single rap, but not from the ceiling. This time, it came from the stairwell behind Tanya.

   “She’s friendly,” Sue whispered.

   “Unless she’s a liar,” Ellen said.

   Now someone was pounding on the back door.

   “It’s got to be the neighbor that was looking in the window,” Sue said.

   “I think we better answer,” Tanya said. “We should break the circle.”

   They heard another creak on the stairs behind Tanya. They all three turned in time to see a thin figure with white hair and a white dress run across the foyer toward the back door.

   “The ghost!” Sue cried in a mixture between a whisper and a squeal.

   “I saw her!” Tanya said, holding tight to Ellen’s hand. “Did you see her, Ellen?”

   “I saw something,” Ellen admitted.

   They heard more creaking and footsteps at the back of the house.

   “Don’t break the circle!” Sue warned again. “Wait and see if she speaks again.” Then more loudly she said, “Oh, spirit, please come to the light. If you like dwelling among the living, please rap once for yes…”

   Sue hadn’t finished speaking when the floorboards of the bottom floor shuddered with loud, quick, heavy footsteps.

   “That’s not the same spirit,” Tanya whispered.

   Sue’s mouth dropped open as she gazed at something behind Ellen’s back.

   Ellen turned to see a man with an axe in his hands. Ellen screamed and scrambled to her feet, shaking all over as she backed away from the man.

   “What the hell’s going on in here?” the man asked sternly, glaring at each of the women. “If you don’t vacate these premises immediately, I’ll call the cops.”

   “Who are you?” Sue asked.

   “I might ask you the same question,” he said.

   “We’re the new owners of this place,” Sue said.

   “The hell you are,” the man said. “I’d know if this house sold. I know the realtor.”

   “Ronnie?” Ellen asked. “You know Ronnie?”

   “That’s right,” the man said less sternly. He lowered the axe to his side. “You know him?”

   Ellen nodded as she caught her breath. She put a hand to her heart. “Man, you scared the heck out of me.”

   “How do you think I feel?” the old man, probably mid-seventies, said as he rubbed the gray whiskers along his jawline. “For a minute, I thought you were the three witches of Eastwick.”

   
   Chapter Four

   The Man with the Axe

   
    W

   

   ould you like some crackers and dip?” Sue offered the man with the axe.

   “No, thank you.” He scratched his head. “So have you already closed on the house, then?”

   “Not yet,” Ellen said. “My friends wanted to see if the rumors were true—the rumors about this place being haunted.”

   “Oh, they’re true alright. My wife and I have both seen her. You should have a chat with my wife before you buy this place.”

   “Come have a seat and tell us what you know,” Sue suggested.

   Tanya seemed to have swallowed her tongue. She was almost as pale as the ghost girl, or whatever it was Ellen had seen dart through the foyer.

   The man with the axe took the chair where Ellen had been sitting. Ellen continued to catch her breath near the wall with the window.

   She’d been so freaked out that she may have even peed a little.

   “We just saw the spirit,” Sue said. “She ran toward the back of the house. Did you see her when you came in?”

   The old man’s face turned as white as Tanya’s as he shook his head. “No. I didn’t see her.”

   “So she just vanished?” Tanya spoke for the first time.

   “I guess so,” the man said. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Like I said, you need to have a conversation with my wife.”

   “Who do you think the ghost is?” Sue asked. “A former resident of this house?”

   “Probably,” the man said.

   “I’m Sue, by the way. It’s nice to meet you, Mr….”

   “Forrester,” he said. “The name’s Bud Forrester.”

   “I’m Ellen.” Ellen took the chair on the other end of the table across from Tanya. She was not about to put her back to any of the rooms in the house. “And this is Tanya.”

   Tanya gave the old man a silent nod.

   “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Bud Forrester said without shaking anyone’s hand. “Like I said, the rumors are real. What are you doing here, having one of those what-do-you-call-‘em’s, with the Ouija Board or something?”

   “Séance,” Sue replied. “We were communicating with the spirit until right before you came in.”

   “What do you mean, communicating?” he asked with narrowed eyes.

   Sue explained, “We would ask a question and then ask her to rap once for yes and twice for no.”

   “And the ghost answered?” he asked.

   All three women nodded.

   He rubbed the scalp beneath his gray hair. “What questions did you ask?”

   “If she dwelled here, if she was female, if she was friendly,” Sue said. “We didn’t get very far, unfortunately.”

   “Well, I tell you what. You women have a lot of guts coming into this haunted house hoping to communicate with ghosts, that’s for sure,” Bud Forrester said. “But this here house is dangerous. You could have been hurt. You wouldn’t believe what we’ve seen.”

   “Like what?” Sue asked.

   “Gives me the creeps to talk about it,” Bud Forrester said enigmatically. “I tell you what. My wife and I would surely benefit if this house ever sold. It’s brought down our property values something fierce to have this disaster next door to us. But I wouldn’t wish this place on anyone. This here is a piece of hell, is what I think.”

   “Why haven’t you moved?” Ellen asked.

   “Oh, that’s out of the question,” Bud Forrester said, shaking his head. “My home has been in our family for generations. My wife’s mother grew up there and lives with us still.”

   Ellen sat up in her chair. “How old is she, if you don’t mind my asking?”

   “Ninety-five in October,” Bud Forrester said.

   “If you think this place is a piece of hell,” Sue asked, “why are you sitting here so calmly? I would think you’d be begging us to leave with you, to save our lives.”

   “I thought about it,” the man said. “But I was afraid you’d think I was a crazy lunatic. We really should get out of here, as soon as possible. Can I help you ladies out?”

   Tanya frowned. “We can manage, thank you.”

   They all four stood up.

   Something suddenly occurred to Ellen. “The back door was locked, wasn’t it?”

   “Yes, ma’am. I picked it,” Bud Forrester said. “I saw you through the window and was worried about you.”

   “That’s why you brought your axe?” Sue asked. “Because you were worried about us?”

   “I brought it for protection,” Bud Forrester said. “Like I said, this place here is something you don’t want to mess with. It was nice meeting you. Be sure and come by and chat with my wife before you close on this place.”

   “Would tomorrow afternoon work for you?” Ellen asked.

   “Yes,” Bud Forrester said as he headed toward the back door. “Come at three. I’ll tell my wife to expect you.”

   As Tanya and Ellen started packing things back into Tanya’s re-usable grocery bag, Sue said, “Let’s try to contact the spirit once more, now that the old man is gone.”

   “What?” Tanya shook her head. “I say we get out of here.”

   “I agree,” Ellen said.

   “But maybe she’ll come back and tell us who she is,” Sue said.

   “I think I’d like to get my psychic to come out here,” Tanya said. “She can find out what we need to know without the séance. I’m a little spooked after seeing that apparition. Aren’t you?”

   Ellen nodded. She was more than spooked. Her whole belief system had been upturned. Although she wasn’t completely convinced that she’d just seen a spirit, she also didn’t think the girl looked like a real person. She was as thin as a skeleton and as white, too. The white dress hung down to her ankles. She hadn’t been wearing shoes. And how could a young woman manage to live in the attic all these years? Maybe she wasn’t alone. Memories of a novel she’d read as a girl made her shudder. It was called Flowers in the Attic and was about a mother who imprisoned her children in the attic, where they had to grow up and fend for themselves. The brother and sister eventually fell in love because they had no one else. 

   “But it was exactly what we were hoping for, wasn’t it?” Sue said, bringing Ellen from her reverie. “I really want to buy this house now more than ever. Now that I know the spirit is female, friendly, and willing to talk to us, I’m excited. Aren’t y’all?”

   Ellen still wanted the house, even if she wasn’t excited about its resident. “I’m still interested. What about you, Tanya?”

   “If you two agree to let me bring my psychic to interrogate the spirit, then I’ll be more inclined. I just want to make sure no one was murdered here and that there’s nothing evil haunting this place.”

   “How soon can she come?” Sue asked as she put her arm through the strap of her purse and picked up the bowl of dip.

   “I’ll give her a call. Maybe she can stop by Monday while the locksmith is here. I’ll see.”

   “Do you guys want me to pick you up around 2:30 tomorrow?” Ellen offered.

   “That sounds good,” Sue said, leading them to the front door. “I’m anxious to hear what Mrs. Forrester has to say.”

   “I didn’t much care for Mr. Forrester,” Tanya said. “He gave me the creeps.”

   “Me, too,” Ellen agreed.

   They hadn’t yet stepped out of the house when they heard a flurry of footsteps inside. 

   Tanya hastened outside and into the front yard faster than Ellen realized her friend could run. 

   Sue stood on the threshold as though she might go back inside.

   “Come on, Sue,” Ellen said, pushing her out the front door. “Let’s go.”


   Chapter Five

   Mrs. Forrester

   
    T

   

   hat evening, Ellen arrived home to find Paul had fallen asleep to the television. She took a shower, and by the time she got out, she saw the familiar lump of his body beneath the sheet on his side of the bed and heard the buzz-saw sound of his snoring.

   She’d wanted to tell him about the ghost girl.

   Disappointed, she found her Kindle and went down the hall to Nolan’s old room, where she’d slept for the past five years. As she tried to get into the new mystery that she’d started a few days ago, her mind kept wandering back to the séance, to Bud Forrester, and to the slim white figure that may or may not have been an apparition.

   The girl had to have been a living, breathing person. There were no such things as ghosts.

   Ellen heard a creak in the attic above her and for a moment worried that the spirit may have followed her all the way home to prove she existed.

   It was the wind, of course. It was nothing.

   So if the girl was a living, breathing person, what would she be doing in that dilapidated old house? Maybe she’d been abducted and made a prisoner. Maybe Bud Forrester was her captor. Maybe that’s why he didn’t want anyone in the house!

   Ellen sat up in the bed and glanced at the digital clock on her son’s dresser. It was just after ten. It was definitely too late to call Tanya, but Sue might be up. Ellen teetered with indecision. 

   No. It could wait. Besides, if the girl was Bud Forrester’s prisoner, how would she have been able to run freely in the house? Wouldn’t she have made her escape after Bud entered through the backdoor?

   Ellen lay back down on the bed. 

   If the girl had been a prisoner, she would have cried out for help.

   And, if she were a living, breathing person, then someone would have found her out by now. Six different buyers wouldn’t have been so easily fooled.

   Could it have been the margarita?

   Ellen sighed and closed her eyes. The questions spun round and round in her head, making it almost impossible to fall asleep. She couldn’t wait to talk with Mrs. Forrester the next afternoon, and she was equally anxious to have the locksmith come on Monday after work to open the attic door.

   
   The next morning, Tanya called.

   “I’m just not up to going to that creepy man’s house,” Tanya said. “You two are going to have to go on without me.”

   “Come on. Don’t be a wimp.”

   “Sorry. I’m tired and don’t want to get dressed today. I just want to lounge around and do nothing.”

   “Are you still planning to meet me tomorrow to see the attic?”

   “What time?”

   “I still don’t know yet.”

   “I’ll see how I feel. I may try to get in touch with my psychic.”

   “Call her today, Tanya. Please. I’ll split the fee with you.”

   “I knew that if you ever had an experience like Sue and I’ve had, you’d believe.”

   “I’m not saying I believe.”

   “Sure, you’re not.”

   After Ellen hung up, she called Sue.

   “Do you mind if my mom comes along?” Sue asked. “I’ll drive.”

   “I don’t mind. Tanya’s bailing anyway.”

   “What a shocker.”

   
   Ellen was waiting by the curb when Sue pulled up. Since her mother, Jan, was already in the passenger’s seat, Ellen climbed in back.

   “Hello, Jan,” Ellen said. “How are you?”

   “I’m just fine, but I’m worried about Sue.”

   “Mother…”

   “What’s wrong with Sue?” Ellen asked.

   “Well,” Jan started. “All I said is did she remember to put on deodorant this morning, and I got an earful. I bet you don’t talk that way to your mother, Ellen.”

   “I’ve said a lot worse, believe me.”

   “Well, that’s too bad,” Sue’s mother said.

   In the rearview mirror, Sue smiled at Ellen.

   Ellen was always surprised by how Sue allowed her mother to bully her. Sue barely said two words the whole way to the historic district.

   Jan, on the other hand, had plenty to say, and she spoke as though her daughter wasn’t even in the car with them. Ellen wondered if Sue felt invisible, too.

   Ellen sucked in her lips and held back tears. Tears seemed to come too easily these days. A commercial with kittens and babies would get her faucets pouring in no time. This time of her life was so different from any other. Was the natural course to recede into the realm of death slowly, starting with invisibility? Maybe Jan resisted by holding on to her role as Sue’s mother with an iron grip. Ellen and her two best friends needed to hold on to something, too. They needed this house project. They needed this adventure to keep them from fading into the darkness.

   
   Sue parked in front of the old Greek revival and pointed it out to her mother.

   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” her mother said. “It’s a good thing you’re an only child.”

   “What does that have to do with anything?” Sue asked.

   “Because you’re going to need every dime I leave you if you invest your money in that pile of wood.”

   “You haven’t seen the inside,” Ellen said. “This place has amazing potential. We plan to restore it to its original grandeur.”

   “Well, hopefully I won’t be around much longer,” Jan said. “For your sake, Sue.”

   Sue gave Ellen a look in the rearview mirror that said if she only knew.

   They walked up the sidewalk to the Forrester’s light-blue two-story Victorian. It had a wide front porch framed by two enormous oak trees. Ellen’s throat felt suddenly dry and tight at the thought of seeing the man with the axe again. Maybe Tanya had been right to bail.

   
   When Bud Forrester answered the door, he was friendlier this time, though that wouldn’t require much, considering his behavior the evening before. The fact that he was no longer brandishing an axe did wonders for his new and improved disposition.

   He welcomed them in and led them through a foyer to an old-fashioned living room, where Mrs. Forrester was waiting in a wheelchair—at least, some of her was. She was so large that the majority of her was not actually in the wheelchair.

   Sue didn’t have to say her thoughts for Ellen to know what they were: For once I’m not the biggest girl in the room.

   “Goodness gracious,” Jan muttered as they entered.

   Sue and Ellen exchanged glances of sheer and utter embarrassment. They shouldn’t have brought Sue’s mother.

   Ellen smiled at the woman in the wheelchair, who pretended not to have heard Jan. Ellen extended her hand as Mr. Forrester introduced them all. Sue introduced her mother, too.

   Amelia Forrester asked to be called Millie, and then she offered everyone iced tea or lemonade. Everyone wanted iced tea, so Bud left the room to get it.

   When Millie Forrester smiled, she was quite pretty in the face. Her nails were also nicely manicured, and she wore tasteful, dainty jewelry on her fingers, ears, and very large wrists. She spoke with a mixture of southern drawl and German accent, which reminded Ellen of Paul’s parents in New Braunfels.

   “Please sit down and tell me what you want to know about the Gold House ghost,” she said sweetly.

   “We want to know everything.” Sue sat in one of two beige armchairs as her mother took the other. 

   “Keep in mind that the house next door isn’t the only haunting in this area,” Millie said. “I was just talking with the Robertsons, who live in the Victorian on the other side of the Gold House, and they could tell you some things that will keep you awake at night, that’s for darn sure.”

   “Do you call it the Gold House because of its color?” Ellen wondered if maybe it was once a deeper yellow than it was now in ruins.

   “Oh, no,” Millie flapped a hand in the air. “The Golds were the original owners. It’s been the Gold House for as long as I can remember.”

   Ellen recalled the names in the file: Theodore and Alma Gold.

   “There’s also an old legend,” Millie added. “It’s just an old story, but they say that Theodore brought German gold to this country and buried it somewhere on the property. So I guess the name may have a double meaning for some folks.” Millie laughed.

   “You don’t think the legend is true?” Jan asked. “Has anyone looked into it?”

   “Oh, sure. For decades.” Millie said. “Even Bud has gone over with his metal detector hoping to find something. He’s spent hours over there. Other neighbors, too, especially old Mitchell Clark. I’m telling you, if there was gold, they’d ‘ve found it by now.”

   To Ellen, the legend made the house even more interesting. She smiled at the idea of her and Sue and Tanya digging every square inch of the grounds. This really could be an exciting adventure.

   “Let’s get back to the ghost girl,” Sue said.

   “Where should I begin?” Millie asked.

   “Why don’t you start with the very first time you saw or sensed her,” Sue suggested.

   “I thought you said she was a young woman,” Jan said. “Or was she a child?”

   “She’s a very young woman, I think,” Millie said. “Perhaps a teen. We don’t know for sure. We don’t know much about what she must have been like alive. We’ve found no records for her whatsoever. We have researched all the hauntings in this area, and this and that, but haven’t quite figured out the one next door. So I can only tell you what I’ve learned about her since her death.”

   “Please go on,” Ellen prompted.

   Millie looked up toward her ceiling, retrieving the memories. “The first time I ever saw her was a couple of years after the Gold House went on the market—1998, I believe. I had just had my final back surgery a few weeks before. I remember because I was feeling very hopeful that I might walk again after nearly thirty years—I was in a car accident in my twenties, not long after we were married.”

   “Oh, I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” Jan interjected.

   “Thank you,” Millie said. “So on that particular spring morning in ’98, I was out in my garden—I used to have a beautiful rose garden, and this and that, and it’s still there, but overgrown with weeds and not as productive as it once was.”

   “My garden is overgrown now, too,” Jan said. “I used to love to work in the front beds, but it’s gotten harder over the years.”

   Ellen wished Jan wouldn’t interrupt. “Please, go on, Millie.” 

   “Anyway, Bud had wheeled me out to the garden on the side of our house, next to the abandoned one next door. I had a pair of pruners and was pruning and just a talking away. Talking is good for plants, you know.”

   “I talk to my plants, too,” Jan said with a satisfied smile.

   Ellen sat forward. “So, then what happened?”

   “Well, Bud was mowing the front yard, and wasn’t there to see it, but I saw something dart across my backyard. We didn’t have fences back then, either. It was all open just as you see it now. A creek used to flow behind the houses, but it’s all dried up. Anyway, I turned and saw a girl with white hair and a white dress and just as thin as a skeleton disappear into the abandoned house.”

   “Are you sure she was a ghost?” Sue asked, with a glance toward Ellen. “How do you know she wasn’t just some kid messing around?”

   “That’s what I thought she was, at first,” Millie admitted. “Even though she was ghostly pale and thin, and this and that, I assumed she was alive.”

   “What changed your mind?” Ellen asked.

   “I was leaning over the roses, and this and that, when I felt a tap on my shoulder that made the hair on my neck stand on end. I turned to see her gaunt, pale figure looking down at me. The sun was just behind her head, shining right in my face, but I could see her well enough, and I felt a coldness overcome me. She narrowed her eyes with the oddest expression and said, ‘You ain’t ever getting out of there.’ It made me shiver.”

   “What did she mean?” Jan asked.

   “Before I could ask, she ran off,” Millie said. “But later, when I found out that my back surgery was a failure and I would never walk again, I came to believe the ghost was telling me that I would
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