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  Content Warnings


Ghosts, more ghosts, ghostly gun, attempted rape in dream sequence, mention of spousal abuse, annoying man who won’t take NO for an answer. 
All that and a coyote attack.






  
  PROLOGUE


1898 
“Clawson’s a good man, Amelia.”
Her father was in good spirits that night, his cheeks pink instead of grayish. He was sitting up in the wing chair in the downstairs office he had turned into a bedroom five years before.
“He’s very charming,” Amelia said, looking down at the petticoat she was mending and setting her chair to rocking again. “But he’s cold and… hard.”
She shivered, thinking instead of the man who had ruined her life and left her trapped by her fears.
When she looked up, her father was staring at her intently. “He’s not like Schmidt.”
“He’s slightly more of a gentleman, but there is no love inside him.”
Her father sighed. “You’ll have to marry him. You’re almost thirty.”
“I would rather stay here and take care of you, Da.”
“Clawson said he’ll sell his house in Twinsburg and move in here, at least when the two of you aren’t down in Columbus for the legislative sessions.”
Mr. Clawson was a thirty-five-year-old widower and a representative in the Ohio legislature. Panic rose inside her. “I can’t leave the house. I can’t go to Columbus with him. I have no desire to be a politician’s wife.”
Her father smiled, but his eyes carried the weight of the years and illness that were wearing him down. “He seems to be an honest politician, at least. You’re a capable hostess and could be an asset to him. And you’ll be able to keep this house in the family.”
Her father was a brilliant scholar, but had only his salary from the small local college and no savings to speak of. Over the years, he had gradually sold off his parents’ farmland to the neighboring farmers, keeping only a single parcel that he rented out. Amelia wouldn’t be able to stay in the house alone forever; she would need at least one servant to run errands and do the outdoor chores.
Amelia thought of the neighbors, the Wilsons, who had bought most of the land. At one time, before Schmidt had attacked her, she had hopes that Gus Wilson, her best friend growing up, would marry her. But they had argued before he went to Ohio State University to study agriculture, then he came home married. His wife was pretty, shy, and fair: Amelia’s opposite in every way. Amelia took care of the two Wilson children sometimes and gave them snacks when they came to her kitchen door.
The Wilsons would take care of her if she couldn’t afford a servant. She shook her head. It wouldn’t be fair to Gus and even less fair to his pretty wife, who sometimes seemed jealous of their revived friendship.
“Amelia, love…”
She shook her head again and folded the petticoat, wishing for her mother, wishing for courage. 
“We’re out of time. I have to see you settled before I die. Clawson is a gentleman, he has a steady income, and he will let you stay in this house.”
“Oh, Da, you’re going to live for another thirty years.”
He shook his head. “The doctor said my heart could go at any time.”
“He said there’s no way to know.”
“Clawson will take care of you. You can have children.”
She stopped rocking. She’d always wanted children. She hadn’t met any young men in the last ten years, other than a few scholars her father had brought home to discuss geology. But she shook her head. “I don’t love him and he doesn’t love me.”
“We’re out of time, Amelia. I’m about to die and you’ve had an offer of marriage. It’s too late to refuse.”






  
  Chapter one

Present 
“The story around here is that it’s haunted.”
Annabelle Smith stopped rewrapping her thick black and white scarf against the chill inside the old house and turned to her real estate agent with a smirk. “Seriously?” Bullshit.
“Oh yeah. I thought you should know.” 
The agent reminded her of her father: balding, tall, skinny, and earnest. The agent was a lot chattier, but then, his job was selling stuff, while her dad was a chemistry professor who greatly preferred the lab over lectures. According to people she’d met who’d had her dad for class, he was clear, concise, and willing to explain things as many times and in many ways as they needed to understand. Sadly, he’d confused the hell out of her by explaining things in ten different ways when she asked for help with math and science when she was growing up.
Annabelle looked around the front parlor of the square, wood-sided farmhouse she’d fallen in love with the week before. 
“It rocks in the rocking chair.” The agent winced at her expression. “That’s what they say.”
Her eyes fell on the only furniture in the whole place, the huge rocking chair, wide enough for one and half people. She wondered how fat the ghost was. “Seriously?”
“Well, on top of being a really soft market, none of the locals want it. I didn’t show it to you before because you said two bed at the most. It’s a great old house and in really good shape: oil heating, central air conditioning, new hot water heater, new roof and gutters three years ago. It’s a great deal for being a hundred and fifty years old.”
A hundred and sixty-two, Annabelle amended mentally. “It should be all right. The ghost is probably my great-grandfather or something. We’ll have a chat.”
She wondered briefly if buying this house was a symptom of the euphoria she’d experienced all semester—she was thirty-four and had just started a tenure track position teaching math at the small local college, the same one where her great-great-grandfather had taught. Great-great-great? Maybe four greats. No, maybe just one great? She’d have to pull out the family tree. 
She thought the search committee offered the position on her own merits, but a few members had gotten excited when she pulled out a printout of her family tree with Andrew Turner perched on a high branch in her maternal line. She had handed around a few faculty photos from the late nineteenth century. Her mom did this sort of thing – genealogy with visual aids – for fun, along with her scholarly history research. 
When she was offered the job, Annabelle had been thrilled beyond measure. A Ph.D. who didn’t get a tenure-track job within a couple of years after getting their degree had almost no chance of getting one – ever. That she got one after six years of traveling adjunct work was a miracle. She lived on a rollercoaster between fear that she would mess up and the euphoria of loving her job. 
She ran her hand down the dark-stained, rough wood of the archway between the foyer and the living room and forced herself to be positive. Nothing was going to screw up her career. She was putting down roots in the community by buying a house. 
The weekend before, she had programmed the address her mom gave her into her GPS and driven out to the narrow lane to check out the house. The For Sale sign in the yard had seemed like an apparition, and she’d called the agent who had been helping her look at properties while she sat in the driveway. She wasn’t much for coincidence and metaphysical signs from the great beyond, but she’d jumped at the chance to see this house. “I’ll take it.”
The agent held the front door open for her. “I don’t mean to be indelicate…”
Indelicate? Seriously?
“…but has your mortgage pre-approval come through?”
She shrugged. “I think it will. The loan officer said she’d rush it. I’ve never had a debt I haven’t kept up on. With my parents’ help on the down payment, it won’t be a huge loan. I teach math; it would be crazy if I couldn’t balance my own budget.”
She’d done her undergrad cheaply at the state university where her parents both taught, but grad school costs had been killer, even with an assistantship. Itinerant adjunct teaching work hadn’t paid well, either, and she had lived on beans and ramen when the student loan payments came due.
The real estate agent nodded. “Let’s go back to my office. We’ll get everything ready to make your offer as soon as you get your mortgage approved. I’ll tell Shirley the nibble looks like it’s going to work out.” He waved a hand at the For Sale sign with Shirley’s name, number, and photo. “The owners are eager to sell, and the house has been on the market for a year. You can probably talk them down a bit more.”
Annabelle lingered outside for a minute after the real estate agent pulled out of the gravel drive, looking at the huge, bare trees between the house and the field behind. In spite of her heavy coat, she shivered in the chill October breeze. 
Heavy clouds scudded overhead. A shadow passed over the upper left window and a face peered out. 
“Hey!” She yelped up at it, then looked around to see if the agent was nearby still. Someone was in the house. 
Then the cloud blew away and the face just wasn’t there.
Of course there wasn’t a face. A trick of the light. Seeing ghosts would be crazy.






  
  Chapter two

The first dream came the Sunday after Thanksgiving, her second night in the house. 
She was halfway down the stairs when she got distracted by the wall. It wasn’t painted off-white anymore, but had beige wallpaper with little pink flowers. She shook her head and bent down to peer through the archway to the left. 
The parlor was full of furniture. She rushed down the last few steps and into the room. It was lit only by the embers in the fireplace and a… Was that an oil lamp? A woman sat in the wide rocking chair, the one the last owners had left in front of the fire. The woman rocked slowly as she bent over her sewing.
“Mother?” Annabelle heard herself ask, though that woman wasn’t her mother.
The woman looked over her shoulder at Annabelle, corkscrew curls that were losing their curl frizzing beside her ears. The woman smiled fondly, her round cheeks creasing. “Amelia.”
“Is Da home yet?” Annabelle spoke again in a voice that wasn’t hers.
The woman sighed. “He was going to dinner with the other professors after the last class. You know how they are.”
Annabelle shrugged. They would stay up all night arguing about evolution and rocks. She realized she wore a lacy, white nightdress with a pale blue dressing gown. And she was short and skinny and had no boobs.
Annabelle had been chubby as a child. What did it mean to be stick-like in a dream?
“Go back to bed, Amelia.”
“You should sleep too, Mother.”
The woman sighed and stood. The wrinkles around her eyes were deep and she was enormously pregnant. “I don’t sleep much anyway, between the backaches and the baby kicking.”
The woman stumbled and caught herself on a small table that teetered precariously. She bent forward and breathed heavily. “Amelia, get your coat and boots and run over to the Wilsons’ house. Ask Mr. Wilson to go for the doctor and to fetch your father from the college.”
“But Gus will see me in my nightclothes.”
Her mother groaned loudly.

      [image: ]Annabelle startled awake.
A floorboard creaked out in the hall, and she picked up her cell phone, ready to dial 9-1-1. “Who’s there?” Her voice was high, tight, and raspy.
Her heart pounding, she tiptoed to her door. 
Nothing. 
She turned on the hall light and shivered as a gust of cold air engulfed her. 
Old houses make noises. Old houses have drafts.
Her dad told her to get a big guard dog, because she was two hundred yards from the nearest neighbors, who were wintering in Florida. Empty cornfields ran behind the yards and on the other side of the shabby, potholed narrow road. The nearest human at any given time was a glum adjunct instructor who was house- and dog-sitting for some guy on sabbatical. The dog was a big yellow lab mix that would probably drop a drool-soaked ball on an intruder’s foot instead of growling. 
I could sure use that dog right now.
Her heart thumped as she peeked into the other three bedrooms and tiptoed to the top of the stairs. She shuddered from cold and fear and sneaked down to the empty foyer, trying to hear past the creaking of the stairs. The wall was eggshell white, no flowers. 
The windows and doors were closed and locked. Nothing moved. The furnace kicked on with a clunk, and Annabelle jumped about ten feet straight up and dropped her cell phone on the scratched hardwood floor. 
“Good thing that’s not a fragile smartphone or anything,” she muttered as she bent to retrieve it. She ran her finger over the screen to check for cracks and typed the code to unlock it. It seemed fine. “I need some rugs in here.”
A curtain fluttered, and she clutched the phone to her chest with trembling hands. She went to the window and felt the forced air heating blowing right at it. “I should turn that vent around so it heats the room, not the window.”
A few minutes and a glass of water later, she was ready to go back up the creaking staircase. 
Just as she was nodding off in her bed, a voice whispered, “Sleep, my Andrea.”
Who? 
She sat up and squinted all around in the darkness. Nothing. No one. Of course not. That would be crazy.

      [image: ]“You moved all your stuff without calling me?” Ryan’s voice rose in a whine. “I would have helped.”
Annabelle could probably have bench-pressed Ryan Lucas. If she had ever bench-pressed anything in her life, being on the wimpy side. He was cute enough, with a lanky frame, and bragged a lot about working out. He wavered back and forth between being a nerd who got excited about equations and believing he was some sort of player. 
Ryan seemed to have called dibs on her, seeing as they worked in the same department and there was a serious dearth of single people over twenty-two in a small college town. There was something about him, that player thing she supposed, that made her wonder if he hit on any woman who crossed his path. She hadn’t heard any rumors of misconduct with students, so his private life was off-limits. 
She just didn’t want to be part of his private life.
“My dad was here with a truck and it wasn’t that much stuff.” She had a twinge of guilt that her sixty-three-year-old dad had carried half of everything she owned. He was probably sorer than she was, which was saying something. “I didn’t want to interrupt your Thanksgiving and your time with your family.”
Much more false humility and she would sound like she cared what he thought, so she stopped and glanced down at her lunch and then over her computer monitor, hoping he would get the hint and go away. 
“I coulda come up early. You shoulda called my cell
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