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  Chapter 1


My chainsaw slid through the last limb. I hit the kill switch and pushed up my goggles. Branches and trash littered the yard, but the only damage came from the murderous tree before me. It destroyed four of my roses. 
My neighbor Mr. Richardson stood there scratching his bald head. “Man, the Santa Anas were strong last night.” For a man in his sixties, he was clueless.
Tossing the wood into a pile, I took a deep breath, inhaling the sagebrush and eucalyptus the winds brought. The skies were clear of smog, but that wouldn’t last long. A fire would spark somewhere soon, blazing across acres, and the smoke would settle into the San Fernando Valley.
Mr. Richardson stooped to look at the remains of his tree. I had told him so many times that his sweetgum was diseased. I even told him I’d remove it, but he didn’t think I could. He still saw me as the little girl who played in the dirt. Funny how he had no problem with me doing all the work now. I knelt to examine one of my Ambridge Roses. The plant lay crushed on the ground, its delicate leaves and stems completely flattened by the fallen tree.
“Oh, it’s a shame about the rose,” Mr. Richardson said. “Maybe you can prop it up and give it a little water.”
I looked him in the eye and forced a smile. “I think it needs a bit more than that.” If I dug out the root, it might recover in my greenhouse. Like an archeologist, I gently brushed the dirt away. A green mist billowed and drifted out of the ground. As it dissipated, the limp rose stems stiffened. I rubbed my eyes. My stomach flipped.
“Ah, it’ll be fine.” Mr. Richardson continued to talk, but I couldn’t hear him.
Heat rushed to my face. “Excuse me,” I said as I hurried into the house, bracing myself on the door once inside. Each breath came in quick gasps, causing my head to spin. Slumping to the floor, I dropped my head between my legs. Breathe in, one, two, three, four. Breathe out, slow. In, out.
After a moment, it stopped as quickly as it came. I started having panic attacks after my father died. On his way to my high school graduation, another driver lost control of their car, swerved and crashed into my dad’s car. It knocked him into oncoming traffic. Six years had passed, and they hadn’t gotten any better. They’d actually become worse over the past couple of weeks. But I’d never hallucinated.
“Katelyn, get off the floor. I just cleaned it.” Nita, my stepmother, who I promised my dad I would look after, waved a spatula around. “Breakfast is ready.”
Nita, short for Anita, was three-quarters Mexican, one-quarter French, and a terrible cook. Yet, she insisted on cooking. Refried beans, tortillas, eggs, and salsa filled the plate—the fried eggs as stiff as a surfboard.
“I may have overcooked the eggs,” Nita said. She looked at me with her giant brown eyes.
“They’re fine.” I covered the eggs in salsa. 
“I’m going to put red highlights in my hair tonight. Want me to add some to yours too?”
"Nope," I said, not wanting her to touch my hair with chemicals.
“But it would be so pretty. It would brighten up the brown.”
“What’s wrong with brown?”
“It’s boring. That’s why I’m going to add red to mine.”
I arched an eyebrow and ate a forkful of beans—creamy, earthy, a hint of bacon, and the bitter aftertaste from burnt chunks.
“Oh Katie, look what I found yesterday at a yard sale.” She pulled out a hideous fish head bookend with an orange marble for an eye. “It’s a rainbow trout. I thought it would look great in the living room. The pink matches the peonies painting. I thought we’d put it on the coffee table? It might hide the stain, though it might get lost in the clutter.”
Oh, here we go again. Tirade in three, two, one.
“You’ve got to stop leaving your dirty dishes everywhere.”
One dish, just one from last night. “I’ll get it right after this delicious breakfast.” During my senior year, my dad converted the carport into an apartment for me to live in while going to college. However, I still spent most of my time in the main house. When my dad died, Nita broke down, and I went numb. We’d pulled each other away from the darkness. But she still pushed my buttons. 
“Don’t be short with me. Are you working today?”
“I’m working in the greenhouse.”
“So, no. I don’t understand why you don’t get a real job.”
“I have one. One that’s paying all the bills.”
“But you could get a degree. Or with your on-the-job-know how, you could get a nice job at the arboretum or something.”
We’d had this same “conversation” many times. Working as a gardener gave me the resources to work on my own projects, like creating purple tomatoes and emerald-colored roses. I’d taken a couple of horticultural classes at Pierce while I was in high school, which set me on my path. “I’m happy doing what I’m doing.”
She huffed, but the doorbell rang before she could continue. At the door stood a short man with white hair and a white mustache. He reminded me of Colonel Sanders in a dark blue suit. He even wore the same glasses. With a light Irish brogue, he said, “Good day to ya. My name is Collin Daly. I’m here to speak with Katelyn Grey about her late aunt’s will.”

    
  Sitting on the couch, I asked again, “My what?”
“Yer Aunt Clara Stout. I know this is a shock, but as her sole heir, you’ve inherited everything.”
I stared at him, processing. “But I don’t have an aunt.”
“Aye, but you do. Yer mom’s sister.”
I turned to Nita, looking for a hint that she’d known. My mom died when I was a toddler. I knew little about her and virtually nothing about her family.
“Your dad never said anything to me.” Nita flipped through the stack of paperwork Mr. Daly had given me, which included birth certificates. The one for me listed a different birthplace than the one I had somewhere in my room. When I’d asked Mr. Daly about that, he bunched up his face and asked me if I was sure. I was. And I tried to find it to show him his mistake, but he said it didn’t matter. I was the correct person, and that was that. 
“If I’m this person, why didn’t she contact me?”
“I canna say, but I’m sure she had a reason. You just need to sign in the places I’ve highlighted.”
I could decline, sell, or donate without cost, but only after spending five nights in the family brownstone. And I had to be there by tomorrow or pay all taxes and monies due. Money I didn’t have. I looked at the airplane ticket in my hand. The room closed in. I don’t travel. I don’t leave town. I don’t want it.
I must have said some of that out loud. Mr. Daly smiled at me, the kind of smile that eased my fears. “It’s a direct flight, and I think you will love Old Moon Bay. This is your family’s legacy. Come, learn about your family.”
“But my work?”
“Here is a copy of the death certificate. You shouldna have a problem. My daughter will meet you there. You’ll need to sign papers once in residence. Your aunt left instructions for me to pick something up after meeting with you. It’s in a remote location, so I’ll meet up with you in a few days.”

    
  I paced circles in the backyard. The only thing I knew of my bio-mom was that she looked like me. Dad told me a few stories, but he always choked up before the end. I eventually stopped asking about her. I had nothing from my childhood, no pictures, no mementos, nothing. The potential to learn about a missing part of me was an incredible opportunity. But every time I thought of flying to the other side of the country, my stomach bottomed out. And despite the lawyer’s insistence, he could be wrong.
Nita popped out of the back door and shouted, “No other flights are available. Not one.” She’d been trying to book a flight to go with me despite my protest. “This is so unfair. I have to cancel Thanksgiving, and I can’t even accompany you.”
“You don’t have to cancel. I’ll be back.”
“Not in time to help. I can’t do it all by myself.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “I can’t afford not to go, and maybe I can learn about my family, my mom.”
“I understand wanting to know about your mom, but this is not the way. This aunt never contacted us. It’s hard to believe she cared about your mom, or you, for that matter. And we can figure out how to pay whatever fees there are.”
“This is the best option. Five days and I’m back. Easy peasy.” Though hardly easy, five days in a different town, different state. Five days of interacting with people. I shivered.

    
  Sitting on my bed, I reviewed the documents. I dug through my old shoe box of documents until I found my birth certificate. I shook my head. Impossible. It listed my place of birth as Old Moon Bay, not Woodland Hills. I know it said Woodland Hills. My dad told me how he snuck In-and-Out burgers into the hospital. My heart raced. Breathing didn’t help. Rocking didn’t help. I finally found solace in my greenhouse. The smell of dirt and fertilizer acted like an anchor. Pruning plants and thinning seedlings, something I’d done with my dad since I could walk, bolstered my courage.
When I went back to my room, I pulled out the envelope with the airplane ticket to double check the flight information. This time I took out the house key. It had a leaf-like image etched into its bow. That same symbol was carved into the frame above our front door. Is this for real? Did my dad stay in touch with my aunt? Why didn’t he tell me? What the hell is going on?
I pulled out my laptop and searched once again for my mom, as I had done so many times. Nothing ever came up. This time her name popped up under an obituary for Clara Stout.
“Clara Rhan Stout passed away unexpectedly at the age of 62. She was a beacon of light for Old Moon Bay. She was a Watcher, Guide, and Counsel. Clara was preceded in death by her husband Richard Stout and sister Esme Grey.”
Esme Grey. My mom. My throat tightened.
I searched for Clara and Esme in various combinations. It yielded nothing. After a brisk walk to the kitchen and back, I took a deep breath and tried again. Still nothing. Old Moon Bay, however, had a lot of information about it. The town’s official website described it as a “charming seaside town” in New England. Its claim to fame was its bioluminescent beach during full moons, the rare Willow Wisp Warbler, and Inkwell Alley—the most haunted alley in the United States. It was founded in 1632 by Dearg Black, Henry Chough, and Eira Dunnet. Eira? My middle name. Were we related, or was it a common name in those parts? When I clicked on the ‘learn more’ button, my screen froze. I couldn’t do anything but hard reboot my computer. It happened again when I went to the site. Bad site design.
The wind kicked up again. A tree branch kept tapping on the window. I went back to my aunt’s obituary. This time, I clicked three hyperlinked dots to expand the text. “Clara is survived by two…”
Two? Did I have another relative out there?






  
  Chapter 2


The thought of learning about my bio mother and a mysterious aunt filled me with emotional turmoil as I traveled so far from home. I hadn’t slept. I’d gripped my seat the entire flight, then dragged my feet through the airport to the taxi stand. 
The cab driver chattered the entire drive. Apparently, his mother-in-law moved in after the baby was born, two years ago, and pushed her way into everything. It drove him crazy. I didn’t mind him telling me his life story, it kept my mind off everything else. The entire drive I fiddled with my fingers, making invisible taffy from invisible marshmallows.
As we turned down the cobblestone street, I heard seagulls squawking in the distance. The sidewalk was dark with rainwater while the trees glimmered in the sunlight, each droplet reflecting light like a tiny mirror. Identical brownstones lined both sides of the road, each three stories high with skinny black shutters. Wrought iron rails led up stairs to tall, mahogany doors. Signs of life were everywhere: a toy truck sat on a step, a package leaned against a door, a rake stuck out of a pile of leaves.
The cab stopped in front of the one with chipped and faded bricks. Twigs jutted out of the planters. Grime coated the beveled windows and countless silky threads traveled from the doorframe up to a mass of cobwebs.
A heavy lump settled in my stomach as I stood on the sidewalk. I double-checked the address before heading toward the brownstone.
“Of course, it’s the creepy one,” I muttered under my breath.
A leaf with interwoven lines like the one on the key, and the one back home, adorned the door frame. I hesitated with the key in the lock. Closing my eyes, I turned it and pushed the door open. A surge of stale air rushed past me, as if the house had breathed a sigh of relief. A strange sensation washed over me like déjà vu mixed with the comfort of warm apple pie.
Time to learn about my family. My dad often told me, “Family is everything, it makes you, you. Good or bad, it’s your heart.” Yet he rarely spoke of my bio mom except to tell me she’d been his heart and very special. He’d then say our hearts were big enough to let more people in, like Nita. Nita who nitpicked everything I did or said or wore. Nita who needed everything perfect and would throw a fit when it wasn’t. Nita who rationed hugs and praise. Though I was wearing her down with my unwavering comfort in torn jeans and a t-shirt. I smirked.
My curiosity faltered when the room beyond the foyer was in complete darkness. The quiet didn’t help. No sounds ticked or buzzed or hummed. I bit my lip, regretting watching all those sci-fi-horror movies growing up. A mutant mushroom-creature may be hiding around the corner, ready to shoot me with spores.
As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I saw the outline of a table where the creature would have been. My suitcase slid from my grasp and landed with a soft thud. A faint antique-store odor drifted out. I crinkled my nose and turned a knob on the wall, which set off a hissing sound followed by a click. Yellow flames flickered to life and danced in ornate glass wall sconces in the kitchen.
An old-fashioned icebox, a fire-burning stove, and freestanding cupboards and shelves lined the room. Archaic cooking utensils ranging from odd-shaped spoons to griddle pans occupied any free space left on the walls. A knotty pine table sat in the middle of the room, leaving little walking space.
You’ve got to be kidding me. I raised my eyebrows. A minor earthquake and this room was toast, along with anyone in it.
A whiff of cinnamon and coffee caught me off guard. Warmth caressed my cheek. I flinched. To my side, shadows raced across the wall. I turned to follow them and then laughed. “It’s the fire in the lamps,” I said aloud to reassure myself, though my heart still raced.
I took a deep breath and zeroed in on the icebox. Sadly, it was not a retro-style new fridge. No cool blast greeted me. Instead, a musty, soured-milk stench crawled up my nose. A sad faded box of baking soda sat on the bottom shelf; its days of odor elimination long gone. The ice compartment held a catch pan with an inch of moldy water. Furry black and brown chunks grew along the edges and sprouted in the water. I slammed the doors shut and willed my stomach to calm down.
What the hell? I thought my aunt had been living here, but how? She must have been in an assisted living facility and left this place vacant. That other relative must have been on the outs with Auntie Clara, too.
A wood-burning stove stood a few feet away. I grimaced at the thought of hauling in logs just to cook an egg. Dread crept in as I searched the kitchen for some shred of modern convenience. No modern appliances, no electrical outlets, nothing. My family had lived in the dark ages. Hopefully a diner was within walking distance.
I frowned at the sink before lifting the handle. Brown water sputtered out. This place would take me into debt, leave me there, and then go on vacation. I planned to sell it anyway; perhaps I could market it as a fixer-upper and let the new owner deal with it. A little cleaning here, an air freshener there, and there might be enough money left to find a place of my own back home.
Glancing around again, I fixed my gaze on the absurd icebox. If the rest of the place was as ancient as the kitchen, it might not sell for much.
The adjacent living room gave off a completely different vibe. Fern green walls, oak furniture, and walking space made it open and inviting. Or it would have been if overgrown vines weren’t blocking the windows in the French doors. Gaps allowed precious streams of natural light in. A small window off to the side lit the room’s focus—a floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall fireplace made of large stones interspersed with geodes. They somehow sparkled, even in the dimness.
Wow.
I ran my fingers over the cool rocks. On the hand-carved wooden mantel, several white candles had dripped over the edge, hardening into wax waterfalls. Between the candles, five porcelain figurines stood with the bored, upper-crust look of noblewomen. The first four echoed the seasons in their colors and styles of clothing. Shades of gray dominated the outfit of the fifth. The style matched the others; it was a set. A set of what was the question. The gray dressed figurine wore a translucent veil with some kind of pattern. Closer inspection revealed hundreds of tiny overlapping circles. The detail was so exquisite that I smiled.
She smiled back.
Stumbling backward, I tripped over the coffee table and landed hard on my butt. I stared at the figurine, but it looked bored again. Nervous laughter forced its way out. My heart pounded. I gasped for air. Closing my eyes, I counted and slowed my breathing. A six-hour flight and a half hour cab ride on nothing more than two cups of coffee and a bag of airplane pretzels had me seeing things. My breathing eased, but my head ached.
The doorbell rang, a welcome distraction. I hoisted myself up and hurried to the door, but not before I turned the statue to face the wall.
A petite, copper-haired woman waved from the open doorway. “Hello.” She leaned in, flashing me a brilliant smile. She wore a flowery thrift-store skirt and a burgundy-colored sweater, but what stood out were her vivid blue eyes.
“My dad told me I’d find you here,” she said. “You must be Katelyn Grey. I’m so excited to meet you. I’m Megalina, but everyone calls me Megan. I’ve got some papers for you to sign. Dad wanted me to help you settle in and to show you around town.” Energy bubbled off her. The only thing Megan had in common with her father was her height, and at one time, they likely shared the same hair color.
She laid out the papers on the kitchen table. Four documents that all said the same thing: I was in residence. Megan was a notary and stamped everything. “Perfect,” she said. “It’s all official. By the way, I’m sorry about your aunt. From what I understand, she was well respected and loved by the community.”
I shrugged. “I didn’t know her.”
Megan looked around the kitchen. “This place hasn’t changed much.”
“You’ve been here before? But you didn’t know my aunt?”
“Yes, and no, not really. I met your aunt when I was little. After my parents divorced, I moved with my mom to Minnesota.” She tilted her head. “You don’t remember me, do you?” When I didn’t answer, she continued, “We played together when we were kids.”
“Here?” Did I live here when I was a kid? Is that why it felt familiar? I squinted, studying her face. “Nope. No recollection, but honestly, I don’t remember anything from when I was little.”
“That’s okay. We were like four. I only remember bits and pieces. But I remember this kitchen and the garden. And I remember playing with you in the dirt out back and calling you Kay’in ‘cause I couldn’t pronounce Katelyn.”
I half-smiled. “That is weirdly familiar.” I searched my brain, trying to make a connection. It was just out of reach, but it explained why I didn’t feel uneasy around her—my usual sensibility around people I don’t know.
“I know you’ve had a long flight. Do you want to rest? Are you hungry?”
On cue, my stomach growled.

    
  Leaves floated to the ground, painting it in an artist’s autumn palette. The whole scene resembled an old-timey postcard of iconic America. Walking through the picturesque neighborhood should have felt pleasant, but an itch niggled along my back. I glanced over my shoulder but saw no one.
Megan seemed confident and cheerful. She had that carefree thing going for her, paired with fiery hair and porcelain-perfect skin. I tended to blend into the background. I had height on her though. She was at least a head shorter than me, possibly only five feet.
An acorn struck the ground, followed by chirping from an irate squirrel. He charged halfway down the tree to stop and glare. I gave him a hard stare right back. He twitched his tail and shot back up the tree.
“How do you like it here so far?” Megan gestured at the surroundings.
“It seems nice, but it’s colder than I thought it would be.”
Megan smiled. “It’s actually a fairly warm day for November.”
I pulled the sleeves of my sweatshirt over my hands and hoped the temperature didn’t drop during my visit.
“How much do you know about Old Moon Bay?” Megan asked.
“Only what the website said before it froze. It claimed to have the most haunted alley.”
“Oh, indeed it does. It’s packed with tourists in the summer. The town itself goes back to the 1600s when a colony from Europe settled here. Most of the descendants of the original settlers still own their family homes. Your place is one of those.”
I turned back to look toward the brownstone. If my family had lived there for hundreds of years, selling it might be bad karma. “What else can you tell me?”
“It’s a mismatched community, nothing close to cohesive in terms of planning, but it works. Oxbury is separated from us by an estuary—it’s more like a swamp, but estuary sounds better. Did you notice it on the way in? Some rare species of bird live there ...”
Megan’s voice trailed into the background when we arrived at the park at the end of the street. Massive, bare trees skirted the area. White horse mushrooms sprouted in clusters among fallen leaves, and the strong musty scent of mildewing plant matter permeated the air.
At the heart of the park stood a large gray fountain. A winged creature with the forelegs of a horse and the body and tail of a fish reared up in a half-scallop shell filled with browning leaves. Smaller sea creatures frolicked about it.
“It’s a hippocampus. They’re said to bring about a journey of discovery,” Megan said.
“It must be spectacular when the water’s on.” I wondered if the water spurted from the little sea creatures or squirted out from the shell.
“It is, but I can’t wait to see it filled with snow. I bet icicles hang off the wings.”
Imagining snow made me smile. It was as mythical to me as the hippocampus. My little suburb in the San Fernando Valley rarely dropped below forty degrees.
As we passed through the park, a rippling sensation flickered at my back. When I turned, a patch of iridescent color shimmered by the fountain. “Megan, do you see that?”
“No, what?”
“A rainbow. Well, something like a rainbow, but different.”
“Not overly helpful, but no, I don’t see anything.”
It had been distinctive and familiar, and then, poof, it vanished. Where had I seen that before? I was certain I had.
My thoughts shifted when we entered a stone-covered pathway with its own street sign. The “street” predated cars, and a horse and carriage wouldn’t have fit either. Teal-colored doors embossed with silver numbers brightened the narrow alley. Crossing an actual street brought us to a boardwalk, beyond which countless untamed white caps broke endlessly over the churning water of the Atlantic. Wind blew over the surface, shooting out icy ocean spray, making me shiver. This ocean’s dark beauty contrasted dramatically with the peaceful splendor of the Pacific.
“I don’t remember my mom,” I said, softly. “She died when I was young. Do you remember her?”
“I’m sorry, I don’t. Not really. I remember she always had a big messy bun on her head, and her laugh. I remember her laugh. It was infectious.”
“I don’t even remember that. I don’t remember the brownstone or this town at all.”
“That sucks. I’m sorry. But now that you’re here, maybe it will come back.”
I’d thought I’d been born in California. Why had my dad told me that? My face flushed; my breathing sped up. Deep breaths.
“You okay?”
“Just a sec.” I leaned against the rail and closed my eyes. I pictured my garden, dew on the flowers, the smell of the earth. My heart beat slowed. When Megan asked if I was okay, I lied and said I was just tired and hungry.
“Come on, Noden’s Net is just up ahead.”
Noden’s Net featured a large open tank with lobsters and crabs crawling over each other, vying for the top position. Colorful glass buoy floats and fishing nets hung from the ceiling, and fish sculptures decorated the walls. The homey aroma of fried potatoes mingled with the bright vinegary tang of coleslaw. The fish shack offered every kind of seafood boiled, baked, and fried.
The Cap’n’s Feast started calling to me when a stocky man in a dark blue apron marched toward us. He looked like he’d spent a lifetime in the sun with his leathered face and sun-bleached hair.
“Megan.” He nodded once. “How’s your dad?”
“Well.”
Megan scarcely answered before he shifted his attention. He looked at me through squinted eyes. Heat rose up my neck. I wanted to say something, but I just stood there.
Megan cleared her throat. “Katelyn, this is Max. He owns this place. Max, this is Katelyn Grey, Clara’s—”
“Niece.” His lip rose in a snarl. “Yes, I heard. Your death, it seems, has been greatly exaggerated.”






  
  Chapter 3


I stood there like a dragonfly stuck with a pin. People around the restaurant turned to stare, their conversations dropped to hushed whispers. The heat in my neck intensified and traveled to the top of my head. 
“What are you talking about? Who said she was dead?” Megan asked.
Max glowered. “The Grey family died twenty years ago. Interesting how a toddler managed to survive the crash—without anyone knowing—only to show up years later, and right after Clara passed away.”
“I-I, a lawyer—” My throat dried up. “Megan’s dad came to me.”
He barked out a laugh. “Really? He just came to you? Out of the blue? Granted, you at least bear a resemblance to Esme, but don’t worry, these things sort themselves out. They always have.”
His tone dripped with disgust—disgust for me. I didn’t know him, and he didn’t know squat about me. I always tried to be kind. I didn’t judge people, and I didn’t lie.
My breathing sped up. My vision blurred. I shot for the door. Someone pointed at me as I passed, and I ended up slamming the door into my foot when I pulled it. It took a long second to realize why the door wouldn’t open all the way. I moved my foot and squeezed through the opening, banging my hip into the wall on the way out. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I wiped the little traitors away. So much for small-town hospitality.
The wind pushed in dark clouds. Fog clung to the ocean. When Megan caught up, I whirled around. “What? Do you also think I’m a fake? I—”
Megan stopped me with hands held up in front of her. “You know I don’t. I have no idea what that was about. I really don’t know what to say other than my dad will straighten it out. Trust me. He doesn’t make mistakes. And I really do remember you. Period.” She arched an eyebrow and smiled. “Besides, you go with the house.” There was no doubt in her voice. She leaned in and said, “And I told Max that, too.”
“I know, I know. I’m sorry I snapped at you.” The tension in my shoulders eased.
“Katelyn, don’t worry. Max can be a brute, but he mellows with time.”
I hiccupped. Megan patted my back, and I took a slow, steady breath. “I’m okay. And please, call me Katie.”
“Will do, Katie.” Megan’s eyes widened, a smirk on her lips. “We can sneak into his place tonight and put protest signs around the lobster tank that read ‘Eat chicken’ and ‘Vegan is so in right now.’”
I shook my head and chuckled. “What do you mean by I ‘go with the house?’”
“I don’t know. Or rather, it’s hard to explain.” Megan clasped her hands behind her back, and we continued down the waterfront. “You know how a cactus belongs in a desert or an orchid in the tropics?”
“Sure.”
“It’s like the house is your natural environment.”
“Did you see that kitchen?”
Megan snickered. “How about we grab some sandwiches and take them back?”
“Lead the way.”
We strolled down the street, looking in shop windows. Walking calmed my queasy stomach. One shop had shells, rocks, and a massive display of brightly colored corals. A poster hung on the front door advertising Tide Pool Walks, the last of which ended three months ago. I itched to take it down.
“Forgive me for asking, but you don’t seem like the lawyer-y type,” I said.
“Ha, no, I’m definitely not a lawyer. Currently, I do clerical work for my dad. I’m also a notary and a legal document courier. It’s boring, but it’s a job. Back in Michigan, let’s see … I was a cook, a hotel maid, a nanny, and performed in dinner theater.” She shrugged. “Nothing clicked for me. So, I came here.”
“Any clicking here?”
“Yeah, sort of.”
The next place had rows of t-shirts, all various colors strewn together as if a rainbow threw up. In the next storefront, a palm reader sat at a table covered with a purple velvet cloth. She dressed in the expected uniform: a peasant blouse, a skirt layered with colorful fabrics, a sparkly red scarf wrapped around her head, and rings adorning every finger. She held the palm of a teenager, who bit her lip while the woman traced lines in her hand.
“What kind of town is this again?”
“Touristy.” Megan raised her hands and wiggled her fingers. “It’s known for ghosts and hauntings, not just the alleyway but the lighthouse, the library, even the ocean has a haunted ship. The town caters to all types of visitors, from the true believers to the skeptics to the just-looking-for-fun types. You should have been here for Halloween. It’s our equivalent of Mardi Gras.”
The fortuneteller looked up from the girl’s palm and nodded at me, a slight smile on her lips. The sky darkened and droplets of rain tickled my cheeks. I closed my eyes and lifted my face, letting it wash away my troubles.
“We better get back,” Megan said.
“I can handle a little rain.”
“A little rain with skies like that,” she said, pointing to dark nimbus clouds, “turns into torrential downpours here.”
We rushed into a market and picked up some sandwiches and a few basics, like coffee and cookies. A block down, I stopped short outside a bakery’s window to admire the fresh baked bread. The yeasty bread smell took up space on the sidewalk.
A clap of thunder boomed so loud I ducked. I followed, rain slapping my face and stinging my eyes. It became impossible to avoid puddles. A car sped by and showered us in water. By the time we stepped into the brownstone, two blocks away, my shoes squished with water.
“Man, that rain is intense,” I said.
Silence followed.
The rain stopped.
I cracked a smile. Megan raised an eyebrow, and then we broke out in laughter. Wet, cold, tired, and hungry—and I was laughing. It felt good.
Still chuckling, I pulled the perishables out of the bags and turned to the refrigerator. “Ack! I forgot there’s no fridge. Maybe I could stick the milk outside to keep it cold, or maybe keep it on the counter. I think it’s colder in here than outside.”
Megan inspected the icebox, and after experiencing the same reaction I had earlier, she said, “Outside, sounds like a plan.”
“You know, I don’t even know if this place has a bathroom. I was distracted when I got here.” By the freaky statue that smiled at me.
Megan chuckled. “Of course there is. A lot of these old places kept up the vintage stuff for historical tours.”
“If you say so. I’ll be right back.” The top of the stairs led to the master bedroom. Around the corner was a tiny bathroom with an actual toilet. It flushed. Phew! And there was a shower with hot water. Dusty but not grimy. Wind rattled the windows in the bedroom opposite the master. The dark blue walls and white furniture gave the room a nautical vibe. I started up the stairs to the third floor when I heard a bang.
“Sorry,” Megan shouted.
I hurried back downstairs.
She gave me a sheepish smile. “I was moving stuff to make room and backed into a pan, knocked it right off the wall.”
“It happens. There’s a shower with hot water. Do you want to shower to warm up? I’ll lend you some clothes.”
“Nah, I’m okay. But I’ll take a towel.” She shivered. “And maybe the clothes.”
After getting Megan something dry to wear, I excused myself to shower. The hot water was so inviting I wanted to stand under it for an hour. I settled for just getting the chill off. But when I stepped into the living room, the icy air sent shivers down my spine. I grabbed the afghan from the living room couch, pausing and offering it to Megan. She waved me off, so I wrapped myself in the blanket as tightly as I could, cursing the small decorative holes in the weave. Who makes a blanket with holes?
We’d piled our clothes in the kitchen sink. “Dryer?” Megan asked.
“There’s no electricity.” There may have been running water, but the lights were still gas.
“Meh, there might be downstairs.”
I raised an eyebrow and headed to a narrow staircase at the back of the living room. The light switch on the wall teased me by clicking, but nothing turned on.
Each stair groaned under me. I hoped it was a normal creaking and not an I’m about to break and send you crashing through the stairs creaking. Praying for working lights, I felt along the wall at the base of the stairs until I found a switch plate with three levers. Flicking the first did nothing, probably the stair light. The second switch turned on two ceiling lights in the basement—electric lights. Maybe they did set up the place up for tours.
The room spanned the length of the brownstone, the red brick walls unadorned. Faded splatters in various colors stained the concrete floor. Chipped cabinets, dark shelves, and a cracked brown leather couch surrounded a 70s era round table with one leg replaced with a metal pipe. A slight, stale scent made my note itch. Flipping the third switch turned spot lighting on a washer, a dryer, and a hot water tank at the far end of the room.
Stepping onto the basement’s cold floor sent a round of shivers up through my sock-covered feet. After stuffing the clothes into the dryer and turning it on, I hustled back to the stairs. A shelf filled with preserves caught my eye. I didn’t think people still made their own preserves. Off to the side, the shadows hid a crafting nook and a wine rack filled with dusty bottles.
To the right of the stairs, a dark, medieval-looking door with an iron ring pull handle stuck out like a water lily in a rock garden. I gave the ring a tug. The door gave about an inch before snapping closed. No keyhole, or latch, so I wrenched it again. It wobbled, but didn’t open. I was too cold to fuss with it and made a mental note to find a toolbox or a crowbar once I was warm again.
The smell of coffee greeted me in the kitchen. Megan fiddled with a copper kettle on the stove. Trace amounts of heat escaped the oven. I moved as close as possible to it without leaning on the thing.
“You know how to use one of these?” I asked, waving my hands over the stove.
She nodded and motioned to a door below the stovetop. “There was already some wood in there. I added some paper for kindling and lit it with a match.” She pointed to a small metal canister on a shelf.
The kettle gurgled. Megan lifted the lid and studied the contents. I joined her. The kettle was not a kettle, but a percolator. Megan poured the coffee into mugs. We sat at the table where I added milk to mine, and she added lots of sugar to hers. The coffee tasted more bitter than I expected, so I added another splash of milk to tone it down.
“I still don’t get the whole electricity downstairs but nowhere else thing. Sure, I get keeping it historical, but I’m pretty sure they have—what is that?” Behind Megan, on the wall, was an old-fashioned keyhole. No door, no knob, just a keyhole.
A door with no key and a key with no door. What was I missing?
“I’ve seen a few keyholes like that around town,” Megan said. “One’s on the side of city hall. This town is loaded with weird stuff. Like on the bay walk by Noden’s Net, there’s one gas lamppost in a string of electric ones. And part of the library is only open at night during certain times of the month. And there’s a tunnel under the courthouse that leads to a cove.”
“Pirates?”
“No. Weird, right?”
I took a bite of my sandwich. Thunder roared, the lights sputtered, and the brownstone went dark.
“How did that happen? I didn’t feel any wind or draft,” I said through a mouthful of food. I turned the light knob off and on. When the lights didn’t restart, I turned it off and made my way to the living room to look out the back window. Rain started slamming against the house.
“Looks like the entire block is out,” Megan yelled from the foyer.
My ears popped.
The geodes in the fireplace wall began to glow, which grew into beams of light combining to cast a soft white light into the room.






  
  Chapter 4


Yellowish lights along the room’s baseboards flickered. One after another, they stabilized. 
“Katie, do you see the lights?” Megan rushed into the living room. She saw the fireplace and came to an abrupt halt, splashing coffee onto her hand. “Oh Geez, would you look at that?”
The fireplace drew us in. Megan put her hand close to one rock, letting the color illuminate her hand while I tapped on a blue geode. It didn’t sound hollow. I put my face within an inch of the rock, but couldn’t see a bulb or wires. “I bet the backs were chopped off so light could shine through them.”
Megan stooped to inspect the baseboard lights. “What about these? They’re all over in the kitchen and entry too. They even go up the stairs.”
“I’m not sure.” I followed the lights into the kitchen. Though dimmer than the geode lights, they gave off enough brightness to allow us to get from one room to another without walking into things. The lights, flush to the wall, squished like gummy bears when pressed. The absence of a mechanical hum suggested the power source wasn't a generator. “Crazy. They’re like emergency exit lights.”
Megan came into the kitchen and pushed at the wall lights. “These are so cool. I never would have suspected these were here. Great camouflage.”
“Yeah, it’s just part of the wall. Maybe it’s like that stuff in glow sticks.” The light didn’t have
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