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She can see dead people. 

They can see she's absolutely rubbish at it.
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Preface

* * *
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Cecily Ashworth had spent twenty-three years perfecting the art of anticipating other people's requirements before they'd quite finished having them.

She could forecast annual leave conflicts in February, sense a brewing HR tribunal from three departments away, and had once defused an incident involving the Christmas party, a photocopier, and the Finance Director's novelty tie with nothing more than a tactful email and a strategic memory lapse. Her spreadsheets had spreadsheets. Her contingency plans had contingency plans for their contingency plans. She had never, in her entire professional life, been caught unprepared for a meeting, a mediation, or a redundancy—even, as it turned out, her own.

What she had not prepared for was inheriting a guesthouse. Or seven ghosts. Or the way the Victorian governess would passive-aggressively rearrange the tea towels while the 1970s disco enthusiast argued about the Spotify playlist, or how the local villagers would start queuing outside her kitchen door with questions about their departed relatives, or the thoroughly unsettling discovery that she was actually rather good at talking to dead people—considerably better, in fact, than she'd ever been at talking to living ones.

The summer season opened in six weeks, and Cecily's detailed project plan had not accounted for spectral mediation, amateur psychic consultations, or the growing suspicion that perhaps spending two decades implementing other people's decisions had left her uniquely unqualified for making any of her own.

She was, she thought, about to discover whether that was entirely true.
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Chapter 1
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THE TRANSPARENT GENTLEMAN

* * *
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Cecily was elbow-deep in her aunt's airing cupboard, hunting for clean linens, when a transparent Georgian gentleman walked through the wall and informed her that Tuesdays were his bathing day and she'd need to vacate immediately.

She stepped back, clutching a flannel sheet that appeared to predate the invention of elastic, and watched the gentleman — who was dressed in a powdered wig and what she could only describe as aggressively ruffled shirt cuffs — drift past her toward the ancient copper bath in the corner. He carried himself with the sort of dignity one typically associated with people who had never once queued for a bus.

"Right," Cecily said, to the empty room.

The gentleman paused and looked back over his shoulder, which involved rotating his entire transparent torso in a manner that suggested Georgian stays hadn't done much for spinal flexibility.

"Have you not gone?" he asked. His accent placed him somewhere between BBC Four and a toothpaste advert. "I require privacy for my ablutions."

"This is my airing cupboard," Cecily said, hearing the absurdity even as she committed to it. "I inherited it. Along with the rest of the house."

"Then you've also inherited me," he replied, with the weary patience of someone explaining something obvious to someone dim. "Captain Reginald Ashworth-Kent, late of His Majesty's Navy. The copper bath was installed for my particular use in 1784, and I have maintained the same bathing schedule for the past two hundred and forty years without interruption." He paused. "Well. There was the business with the dry rot in 1923, but we needn't dwell on unpleasantness."

He turned back toward the bath, already beginning to fade at the edges in a way that made Cecily think of old watercolours left too long in the sun.

"You can see me, I take it?" he added, not looking round.

"Apparently."

"Pity. The last proprietor couldn't. Made Tuesdays much simpler."

Then he was gone entirely, though the flannel sheet in Cecily's hands felt distinctly colder than it had thirty seconds ago.

—-
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An hour later, Cecily was sitting at the enormous kitchen table with a pot of tea that had gone tepid and a list titled "Reasonable Explanations" that had remained stubbornly blank. The kitchen itself was the sort of room that featured in Sunday supplements under headings like "Period Charm" and "Original Features," which were both estate agent euphemisms for "expensive to heat and probably haunted."

In this case, apparently quite literally.

She'd inherited Seabrook House six weeks ago, following the death of her Great-Aunt Eudora, whom she'd met exactly three times. Twice at family Christmases where Eudora had dispensed peppermints and cryptic advice about never trusting a man who ironed his own shirts, and once at her mother's funeral, where she'd squeezed Cecily's hand and said, "You've got her stubbornness. Good. You'll need it."

At the time, Cecily had been too numb to ask what she'd need it for.

Now, apparently, she needed it for negotiating bath times with deceased naval officers.

The house stood at the end of a winding lane in a Sussex village that the twentieth century had visited briefly before deciding it rather preferred somewhere else. The sort of place where the post office sold stamps and sympathy in equal measure, and where everyone knew everyone else's business with a thoroughness that would have impressed MI5. Cecily had driven past it twice before finding the nearly invisible turning, marked only by a weathered sign that read "Seabrook House — Guest Accommodation" in letters that had faded to the colour of old promises.

The solicitor had described it as "a going concern with significant potential," which Cecily now understood to mean "barely going at all and significantly concerning."

Her mobile phone sat on the table beside her notepad. She'd picked it up four times in the last twenty minutes, thinking she might call her sister, or possibly her former colleague Marcus, or even the local doctor's surgery to inquire about sudden-onset hallucinations brought on by stress and poor life choices.

Each time, she'd put it back down.

Because here was the thing: if she was hallucinating, it was still better than going back. Back to her bedsit in Croydon. Back to her job as a training coordinator at a firm that made industrial gaskets, where she'd spent five years teaching middle-aged men how to use the updated expense reporting system. Back to a life that fit her like an ill-tailored coat she'd been assured was "perfectly serviceable."

At least a hallucination was interesting.

The kitchen door swung open, and a woman walked through it. Not through the doorway — through the door itself, emerging from the pine panels like someone stepping out from behind a curtain.

She was dressed in high-waisted Victorian black, with her hair scraped back in a style that looked both severe and severely uncomfortable. Everything about her suggested disapproval, from her ramrod posture to the way her mouth had settled into a line that suggested smiling was something other people did.

"You must be Miss Blackwood's niece," the woman said. It wasn't a question. "I am Miss Prudence Hartwell. I served as governess to the Ashworth family from 1867 until my untimely death in 1889." She said this the way other people might mention they'd lived in London for a bit. "Your great-aunt was most accommodating. I trust you will be the same."

Cecily opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her conflict resolution training from work suggested that mirroring body language and maintaining eye contact established rapport, but the training manual had never addressed whether this applied when one party was deceased and slightly translucent.

"How many of you are there?" Cecily managed.

"Seven, at present. Though Mr. O'Connor doesn't count as he's only here Thursdays and alternate Saturdays." Miss Hartwell sniffed. "Something to do with unfinished business at the pub. We don't inquire too closely."

"Seven ghosts."

"I prefer 'permanent residents.'" Miss Hartwell's expression suggested this wasn't open to negotiation. "We maintain certain standards. Captain Ashworth-Kent has informed me that you've already been made aware of his bathing schedule. I breakfast at seven o'clock sharp in the morning room. I require porridge, served plain, and absolutely no conversation before eight."

"I don't actually have guests booked until—"

"I'm not referring to guests," Miss Hartwell interrupted. "I'm referring to Sir Edmund, who insists on holding court at the breakfast table in his nightshirt." Her voice could have etched glass. "It's unseemly."

"His nightshirt."

"If one can even call it that. It's more of a linen tunic. The man died in 1643 and apparently decided that constituted a permanent exemption from developing any sense of propriety."

A third figure materialized near the range cooker, this one considerably more robust than the previous two. He had shoulder-length curls, a pointed beard, and was indeed wearing what appeared to be a long linen shirt that ended just above his knees. A wide leather belt cinched the waist, and he wore tall boots that would have looked perfectly at home on a Cavalier recruiting poster.

"Propriety," he boomed, in an accent that suggested too much time at the Globe Theatre, "is the refuge of those who've forgotten how to live." He swept into a bow that somehow managed to be both graceful and faintly mocking. "Sir Edmund Blackwood, at your service. Third son of the Earl of Worthing, veteran of Edgehill and Marston Moor, and—"

"—A perpetual nuisance," Miss Hartwell finished. "Must you be quite so loud? Some of us are attempting to maintain a civilized household."

"Civilized?" Sir Edmund's laugh rattled the copper pans hanging from their hooks. "Madam, you take your breakfast in a glorified barn wearing a dress that looks like mourning for joy itself, and you dare lecture me on—"

"This is a perfectly respectable morning gown, and at least I'm not displaying my knees to all and sundry—"

"It's a nightshirt! Nightshirts don't have knees!"

"Gentlemen wore breeches to breakfast! Even in your barbarous century—"

Cecily stood up. The chair scraped against the flagstones with a sound that should have interrupted the argument but didn't. Miss Hartwell and Sir Edmund continued their debate with the comfortable rhythm of people who'd been having the same disagreement for several centuries and had no intention of stopping now.

She'd done this. She'd actually done this. She'd taken the redundancy package from Gasket Solutions Ltd. She'd declined Marcus's half-hearted offer to put in a word at his new firm. She'd told her sister that no, she didn't need help, she had a plan, thank you very much. She'd driven down to Sussex in her eleven-year-old Nissan with everything she owned in four suitcases and a bin bag full of kitchen equipment from Argos, fully prepared to transform her life into something purposeful and her own.

She had not prepared for this.

Although, if she was being honest, she'd spent five years mediating disputes about milk usage in the staff kitchen and whether Janet from Accounts could be asked to turn down her radio. At least this was a different sort of absurd.

Cecily walked to the pantry, located the flipchart she'd optimistically packed along with her cottage pie dishes and insurance documents, and dragged it back to the kitchen. Miss Hartwell and Sir Edmund had progressed to a detailed historical analysis of appropriate morning dress across four centuries. Neither of them appeared to require oxygen, which certainly gave them an advantage in prolonged debate.

She set up the flipchart, uncapped a marker, and wrote "BREAKFAST CONCERNS" across the top in her neatest handwriting.

Both ghosts stopped mid-argument.

"What," Sir Edmund said slowly, "is that?"

"It's a flipchart. We're going to work through this conflict using a structured framework." Cecily heard herself speaking in her training coordinator voice — calm, professional, and suggesting that everything could be resolved with sufficient whiteboard space and proper action items. "I'd like each of you to share your perspective, then we'll identify common ground and establish agreed-upon boundaries."

Miss Hartwell blinked. Or at least, Cecily thought she blinked. It was harder to tell with transparent eyelids.

"We're going to talk about your feelings," Cecily continued, "and then we're going to develop a breakfast protocol that respects everyone's needs."

Sir Edmund stared at the flipchart. Then at Cecily. Then back at the flipchart.

"Can you even see this?" Cecily asked.

"No," Sir Edmund said.

"Ah."

She looked at the flipchart, standing there with its cheerful white blankness and complete invisibility to half her audience. This, she reflected
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