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The boundaries which divide Life from Death 

are at best shadowy and vague. 

Who shall say where the one ends, 

and where the other begins? 

—Edgar Allan Poe
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Sunday, Oct. 21

Two weeks was plenty of time for the ghost to introduce itself. It hadn’t, which confirmed my suspicion the tale attached to my new—old—house was nothing more than a local legend.

Since late September, I’d spent hours here after work and on weekends in a pre-move cleaning marathon. I hadn’t encountered a single misty form floating around, rattling chains, or engaging in any other kind of paranormal nonsense.

Today was moving day, and anything already living here was going to get a roommate whether it wanted one or not. I parked my Jeep Cherokee and gazed through the windshield at the structure’s peeling white clapboards. 

Ornamental lightning rods with colored glass balls spiked up from the roofline, and flame-colored leaves drifted down from the huge maple tree that stood by the back door like a sentinel. 

The house was built in 1910 and looked solid enough to stand for at least another one hundred and eight years. This was reassuring because I’d been running on iced coffee and dreams since signing the papers for the acreage.

While those substances were doing a fine job of holding me together, the resulting buzz made me question a few life choices.

Especially this one.

I got out of the Jeep and released Raider, my Belgian Malinois, from his crate. He trotted to the enclosed back porch and stood, tail wagging and ears up hard, as leaves swirled and collected behind the worn, wooden spindles of the screen door. That ornamental trim was one more item on a checklist of things that needed to be repainted, repaired, restored, or removed. 

The twang of country music blasted up the lane, and a minivan pulled up next to my Jeep. Kerri Grimm, my accomplice in all things from dog show road trips to kennel club political maneuvering, shifted her vehicle into park but didn’t get out. She stared at the house. She turned the radio down, as if that would help her see better.

I pulled a box containing the final remnants of my previous life out of the back seat and braced myself for what was coming. My reflection in the window stared defiantly back at me as I bared my teeth. Generous smile, slightly feral at the moment. Great skin for mid-thirties. Okay, late thirties. Medium height, medium build, curvy in the right places. I have my mom’s wavy auburn hair and my dad’s dark hazel eyes. My folks would have loved this house. 

My name is Jess McCallister. Not Jessica. Absolutely not Jessie. The only person allowed to call me Jessie was my Grandma Wallace, her gentle tone chiding me for whatever bad decision I was sleeping with. Eleanor Wallace died two years ago, and I’m sleeping alone these days, my dog not-withstanding.

“I can’t believe you bought this place.”

Kerri’s tone, somewhere between impressed and horrified, didn’t invite a reply. Together, we gazed up at two-and-one-half stories of early 1900s architecture.

Original millwork trimmed the wrap-around porch, and faded, blue-gray fish scale shingles at the roof peaks reminded me of the house where I’d grown up. That echo of my childhood was only one of the reasons I bought it. Four bedrooms, two baths, original woodwork, front and back staircases, pocket doors, and oak and walnut inlaid floors had me making an offer before the realtor finished the initial walk through.

Plus, the house held a permanent place in the history of Lenox County. I pushed that out of my mind.

“Questionable curb appeal,” Kerri said in her best it’s-your-funeral tone. “Although Halloween is coming so the haunted look is in.”

“It’s not haunted. It’s just old.” I handed her the box of dish towels and coffee mugs and pulled out another one. 

She didn’t move. “You can’t argue with its history.”

“I’m not. Every old house has a history.” 

“Not like this one.”

We were not having this conversation again. I started toward the back door along the jigsaw puzzle of broken cement and dead grass that called itself a sidewalk. Clumps of scarlet and gold gaillardia bloomed madly near the foundation, confirming a previous owner had been an avid gardener. Another previous owner put a new roof on both house and barn.

Yet another brought all the wiring and plumbing up to code. I was eternally thankful for the former owners and their infrastructure upgrades. They’d saved me a lot of headaches, and that was a blessing because there were a lot of headaches left.

The late afternoon light softened the air of neglect that hung over the place, letting the house present itself as rustic, the word realtors use when they want to make “fixer-upper” sound more attractive. Thanks to a string of short-term owners who didn’t stay long enough to address cosmetic issues, the farmstead had descended into the genteel shabbiness decorators capitalized on in six-figure cul-de-sac homes in nearby Cedar Rapids.

Fox Hollow Farm didn’t look superficially old and battered.

It was old and battered. 

“This is a lot,” Kerri said cautiously as she looked around. With a scattering of freckles across her nose and her walnut brown hair pulled into a ponytail, she looked more like a high school sophomore than the mother of two teenage boys, partner in a family construction business, avid dog obedience trainer, and volunteer at the county historical society.

“House, outbuildings, and forty-five acres.” I gestured eastward, where gently rolling land reverting to native prairie gave way to old-growth timber edging the Iowa River. I’d sold my unimaginative, Mid-Century Modern ranch in Cedar Rapids with zero regrets and bought Fox Hollow against Kerri’s and her husband Matt’s advice. My realtor hadn’t even been excited when the previous owners accepted my low-ball offer, but this timeworn old property at 1984 Cat’s Back Road, Sand Creek Township, Lenox County, Iowa, was going to be my happily ever after.

“I still don’t get why you bought a place that’s going to be nothing but work.” 

Kerri’s words poked at the tiny grain of doubt that embedded itself in my mind the minute I signed the papers making me Fox Hollow’s official owner. The place was a lot. And I was alone. I straightened to my full five-foot-six-inches and glared at her. Juggling the box, she raised her hands, palms out in a gesture of peace.

“Hey!” she said, glancing at the house. “Raider’s going to tear the back door off the hinges, and then you’ll have something else to fix.”

Raider was ricocheting happily off the porch door, which rattled violently with each impact. At three years old, Raid is sixty pounds of hard muscle and gleaming mahogany and black fur wrapped in a wicked canine sense of humor. He’s the only guy in my life now. I’m good with that.

The back porch smelled pleasantly of dried flowers, and the floorboards were worn but clean. Raid danced in front of me, air snapping with Malinois happiness, like moving out here had been all his idea. I twisted the key in the lock, turned the white porcelain knob, and stepped over the threshold.

My stomach dropped like I was on a roller coaster in free fall. My boots remained planted firmly on the floor, yet I was weightless, soaring on a rush of euphoria that threatened to knock me off my feet. My vision blurred, like looking through old, wavy glass, and I stumbled into the kitchen, coming up hard against the oak table. Ouch.

“Are you all right?” Kerri grabbed my arm. “Have you had anything to eat today besides coffee? You’re not coming down with something, are you?”

“Stop mother-henning. I’m fine.” The dizzying rush of happiness affirmed I was doing the right thing despite the annoying little doubt that lurked where I could never get a good look at it.  I really was fine. I was so tired of failed relationships and worry about ending up alone, the decision to deliberately be alone was a huge relief. 

I set my box of moving day detritus on a counter, dropped my bag and keys next to it, and breathed a repeated, silent thank you to the former owners who kept the kitchen’s restoration true to the house’s heritage. The ceiling was ten feet high. Bead-board wainscotting circled the room above a floor of sealed fir planks. The refinished floor-to-ceiling Shaker-style cabinets retained the original flour and potato bins. The farmhouse sink with its attached draining board was four feet of gorgeous vintage porcelain. 

McCallister family heirlooms completed the kitchen’s turn-of-the-century look: a Hoosier cabinet, a tin-punch pie safe and the oak table with hand-turned legs that had contributed to the bruise now blooming on my thigh. The result was a single room that looked like a layout in a home decorating magazine. The real estate ad described the rest of the house as a DIYer’s dream. That was a little optimistic, but the first time I saw sunlight slanting through the tall windows, casting the echoing rooms in gold dust and promise, it had been so easy to ignore the cracked plaster and sagging wallpaper. 

“You told me it needed work, but this is way more than I imagined,” Kerri said as she peeked into the dining room. “I think you’re nuts.”

That wasn’t news. When I bought Fox Hollow, Kerri started referring to it as my “situation,” like I had a condition you shouldn’t talk about in polite company. Even though she thought the house was incredibly cool from a historic standpoint, she’d never understood the dream that drove me to make it mine.

“Raider and I like it,” I said. At his name, the dog leaped up and put his paws on my chest. I scratched his ears while he showed a little fang in a canine smile. 

“This house is fifteen miles from town!” Not giving up, Kerri waved a hand toward the dining room. “And the plaster is falling off the walls.”

“Only in a couple of places. Most of the repairs are cosmetic. Besides, you and Matt are Mr. and Mrs. Construction Company. You’ve got connections if I need to hire out the bigger jobs.” 

“What about the ghost?” 

And here it was. I took a deep breath. “There is no ghost. You’re spending too much time at the historical society. Those people have a legend for every square inch of Lenox County, and no sensible person would believe half of it.”

Kerri refused to admit defeat. “If it pushes you down the stairs, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

I ignored this. The ghost had plenty of time in the last two weeks to push me down the stairs if it wanted to. Since it hadn’t, I figured it either couldn’t be bothered or didn’t exist in the first place. 

A pickup pulled up in front of the house, and I opened the door for Matt Grimm. He staggered in, the upper half of his stocky frame obscured by a teetering stack of plastic storage totes. He looked around as if expecting the ceiling to fall in momentarily. 

“Where do you want these?” 

I love Matt like a brother, but he’d joined Kerri in trying to talk me out of buying Fox Hollow, finally resorting to, “Why in the world do you want to live in a big old place all the way out there by yourself?” 

I’d long passed the point of explaining it. Besides, no one was going to believe me if I told them the house liked me as much as I liked it. This house and I were more compatible than my ex-husband or any of the guys I’d dated recently.

I’m not one of those sage-smudging New Age witches who believe houses are sentient beings, but the first time I walked through the rooms, something clicked, as if the walls recognized a kindred soul. The days that followed confirmed that feeling. The owners accepted my offer with alacrity. The house passed the requisite inspections with flying colors, and the sellers cooperated at every turn. It was as if it was meant to be. Kerri said it was as if they couldn’t get rid of it fast enough.

I directed Matt to leave the boxes in the dining room and went outside for another load, pausing on the wrap-around porch to admire my little kingdom. Locals still call it the old Cameron place even though the last Cameron to live here died twenty years ago. It’s a Lenox County landmark, the only thing left standing after a tornado leveled the area in 1919. 

The house and out buildings sat at the end of a long farm lane, surrounded by acres of cropland and timber in eastern Iowa. The house was late folk Victorian style with Craftsman elements. It was built when the clean lines of the Arts and Crafts movement were slowly replacing Victorian fondness for uber ornamentation. 

I deposited a box of books in the cluttered dining room and stepped into the open hallway adjoining the living room. The inlaid walnut and oak floor of the entry was dull with wear, but the front staircase gleamed. The scent of Murphy Oil Soap lingered from my cleaning campaign. 

“That porch is fantastic.” Kerri wandered into the living room and looked out the picture window. “You could sit out there in the summer and watch the storms roll in from the west.” She gave me a sideways look, daring me to take the bait.

“You like my house after all,” I said. I’d heard the tornado story so many times I could tell it in my sleep. It was a great story, up to a point.

“I never said I didn’t like it. I said you’re crazy to take it on by yourself.” Her gaze fell on the oak fireplace mantel. “I’m amazed no one painted the woodwork. The ghost must have driven all the other owners out before they could wreck anything.”

“If it’s living here rent free, it might as well make itself useful,” I countered.

“Jess McCallister, you’d better take that story seriously. Spirits don’t like to be mocked.”

Invoking my last name meant she was in full-on mom mode despite our being the same age. I rolled my eyes. Kerri loves a good ghost story, and here I was, moving into one.

She let the ghost go. “Have you met your neighbor yet?”

“I’ve been too busy to meet anyone,” I said. “Selling the Cedar Rapids house and wrapping up projects for the Times-Tribune were their own special nightmares. I thought Josh was going to cry when I quit. You’d think I was the only freelance writer on this side of the state. Besides, I don’t have a neighbor. It’s just farmland and river bottoms out here.”

“Mare says you do.”

Mare MacGregor is a mutual dear friend who operates a bookstore and bakery in North Willow, fifteen miles away.

“Have you two been talking about me?” I tried to sound indignant, but it was hard to fault my two best friends for caring.

“Yes.” Kerri beamed, unrepentant. “I don’t know the guy, but she says you really need to meet him.”

“I need to meet someone who can teach me how to repair plaster and restore old tile. Aside from that, I don’t need to meet anyone unless they have a contractor’s license.” 

Kerri made noncommittal noises and headed out for another box. I lingered, turning in a slow three-sixty, admiring the grain of the hardwood floor and the leaded glass doors of the built-in bookcases flanking the fireplace. The jarring, acid blue paint on the walls made my eyes water, but the room felt like home. I’ve been in old houses where shadows collected in corners like sullen things, but these rooms were filled with an almost tangible sense of welcome. 

There was no ghost here. Or if there was, maybe it wasn’t the pushing-down-the-stairs type. There were friendly ghosts, weren’t there? Or was this one just waiting until I was one hundred percent moved in to start levitating my bed?

“Where’s this go?” Matt reappeared, hoisting a box labeled Bedroom. I pushed Kerri’s ghost story out of my mind.

“Up. I’ll show you.” I trotted up the wide front staircase, my footsteps muffled by a faded floral carpet runner. 

The second floor held four bedrooms and another full bath. Matt deposited the box in the bedroom I’d chosen and left without comment. Like the rest of the house, the room was gracefully proportioned with high ceilings and tall windows. My previously delivered antique metal bed frame and eclectic mix of early 1900s furniture fit perfectly. Fox Hollow wasn’t the well-maintained farmhouse of my youth, but it carried the same vibe. It had sheltered people who were stewards of land and livestock, who made their living gambling against the whims of Mother Nature. You can take the kid out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the kid. A rural property had been my number one priority when I started house hunting. 

The view out the windows encompassed the lawn east of the house that extended to an enormous barn with a limestone foundation nestled into the slope of the bank. The numerals 1893 were painted in white under the loft overhang. The running-horse weathervane atop the cupola pointed southeast in the afternoon breeze. The barn sported a sleek steel roof and traditional red paint with white trim, but clumps of weeds around the foundation reflected the same sense of abandonment as the house. 

A smudge of topaz and crimson in the distance marked the tree line along the Iowa River bluff. According to Susanne Bartachek, my real estate agent and a fellow dog trainer, the river formed part of my property’s northeast boundary. The hilly pasture and timber included with the house weren’t worth nearly as much per acre as the surrounding arable farmland, which was why I’d been able to afford it. 

Paws scuffed across the bare wood floor as Raider trotted in. He chomped contentedly on the tennis ball he’d liberated from a box and butted his head under my hand. I stroked his ears, happy he was happy, and gazed out the window. 

“Here’s another box of bathroom stuff.” 

I turned, feeling guilty for letting my friends do all the work while I daydreamed. I took the box from Kerri, and she followed me down the hall, not sharing my guilt at leaving Matt to continue hauling boxes without either of us.

I set the box atop the toilet seat. The room could have been a 1910 advertisement for the wonders of indoor plumbing. The cast iron clawfoot tub and pedestal sink with its brass and porcelain knobbed taps were worn but original. The floor was laid with one-inch black and white hexagon tile with a traditional Greek key pattern border.

Some of the tiles were loose, and some were missing. I’d found an architectural salvage business in Iowa City where I could buy replacements, but I had no idea how to relay them without making them look like they’d been installed by a pack of intoxicated gnomes. I was praying YouTube held the answers.

We left the bathroom and Kerri shook her head adamantly as I started down the back staircase. 

“Those things are suicide stairs,” she said. “They’re practically vertical.”

They were. And they were all mine, along with the broken tile and hideous paint and the furnace of indeterminate age clanking away merrily in the basement. I launched down the narrow stairway, hands braced on rough plaster walls for balance. Generations of feet had worn a groove in the center of each tread. Bare wood showed through gray-blue paint. At the bottom, the steps dog-legged to the left, and I twisted the doorknob to emerge in the kitchen with Raider at my heels.

“You’re bat shit crazy,” Kerri called from the dining room. She’d taken the front stairs. “There’s no other explanation.” I found her poking at a section of exposed lath. Her affectionate tone took any sting out of the words.

“I’m living the dream,” I said with confidence I didn’t feel as a chunk of plaster fell to the floor. Kerri gave me an I-told-you-so look.

I’d always wanted to restore an old house but had come up short on finding someone to share that dream. My savagely invested divorce settlement, added to the inheritance from my parents’ estate, let me make that dream a reality, no partner needed. I would have happily returned to my home farm in the northern part of the state, but the Iowa Department of Transportation put an end to that idea with two words: eminent domain. 

One year after their deaths, Rich and Carol McCallister’s Century Farm, including the rambling American foursquare house where I grew up, disappeared under a four-lane bypass for motorists who couldn’t be bothered with the slower pace of two-lane county highways. Land values topped $12,000 an acre that year, making the State of Iowa’s fair market value offer a truly unfathomable windfall for me. 

Raider flung his front paws onto the sill of the dining room bay window and let out a single, deep bark, his alert to something unknown. An old Chevy pickup rolled up the lane.

“Welcome wagon?” Kerri joined me at the window.

The truck’s paint, barely visible amidst mud and dents, was faded blue. Rust etched the wheel wells, and the tailgate rattled. The vehicle stopped in front of the house. 

Raider growled as a man got out of the cab. My four-legged security system is numbers one through ten on the list of reasons I’m not afraid to live by myself.

The man surveyed the house, barn, and outbuildings with unhurried interest, then reached into the truck bed and lifted out a box. He strolled up the sidewalk, his gait slightly uneven from an almost imperceptible limp. The silhouette of a dog with alert ears remained framed on the pickup’s passenger seat. 

I gripped Raid’s collar with one hand and opened the kitchen door with the other. The man extended his right hand, then looked at my dog, whose lips quivered in warning. He took a step back and slowly dropped his hand to his side. 

He was a lean six feet of faded denim and flannel. Dark hair curled from under the edges of a battered cap, and a two-day beard covered his cheeks. A trace of gray showed in the stubble on his jaw. Time had burned away any semblance of youth, leaving a rough patina that invited my eye to linger.

A gold stud glinted incongruously in his left ear. 

I put him somewhere in his early forties. Storm-blue eyes studied me with amused interest, and white teeth flashed in an easy smile as I struggled to say something sensible.

“Hi,” I managed. 

“Is your dog going to bite me?” His whisky-rough voice didn’t sound concerned. He just stood there and avoided eye contact with Raider. Whoever he was, he wasn’t a complete idiot.

“That depends on you.” Malinois are excellent judges of character. If you pass the test, you’ve got a friend for life. If not, you’ve got a problem. 

“Dan Sinclair. I live on the first place west of here. I’d shake your hand, but Fangs might not approve.”

Dan Sinclair. The name was oddly familiar, but if I’d ever met him, I would’ve remembered. 

Raider quit growling and fixed the man with a speculative stare. 

“Be nice,” I said and released his collar. He stepped forward and sniffed the man’s leg.

“Are you talking to him or me?” Dan Sinclair asked as my dog continued his slow, sniffing inspection. He raised his eyebrows but didn’t move.

“Both of you.” I extended my hand. “I’m Jess McCallister. This is Raider.” 

His grip was warm and firm, his palm calloused, a working man’s hand. No doubt he was a farmer, come to make the obligatory welcome-to-the-neighborhood gesture just to see what variety of nut bought the house this time.

“You’re number six,” he said.

“I’m what?” That wasn’t what I expected.

“The sixth owner since Sarah Cameron died.” His eyes swept from my Iowa State Cyclones hoodie to my faded Levis, and his lips curved upward in a lazy smile. “And you’re the fifth owner in the last six years.” 

Raider found Dan acceptable and poked his muzzle into his hand. Dan scratched the dog’s head. Raid gave a contented sigh and gnawed at his coat sleeve. 

It’s generally not polite to let your dog chew on someone’s clothes while they’re wearing them, but I could only think about one thing at a time. Fifth owner in six years? I didn’t know the turnover was that high. 

Dan indicated the box at his feet. “Brought you a housewarming gift. The couple before you barely lasted six months.”

I couldn’t tell if that was intended as a helpful fact or a challenge to my ability to live here, but my brain was so busy figuring out why his name sounded familiar I didn’t think to ask about all the previous owners’ departures.

The box sported a label from Oak Falls, a local craft brewery. Fancy beer for a guy whose truck looked like it was one sparkplug away from the junkyard. 

“Thank you, that’s very generous.” 

His grin broadened. “Ready for things that go bump in the night?” 

I rolled my eyes without thinking, and he burst out laughing. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard the story.”

I’d heard the story all right—Kerri wouldn’t shut up about it. Oh dear God, what if there were other stories she hadn’t told me? Ones only the people who lived out here knew? And what if they were worse? Or worse yet, what if they were true? 

Before I could succumb to a panic attack, a small, dusty SUV arrived, adding to the traffic jam in front of the house.  

Dan detached his sleeve from Raider’s teeth. “I’ll go, you’re busy. Nice meeting you. Great dog.”

“Nice meeting you, too.” I mouthed the words automatically. 

He turned to the door, and I allowed myself a lingering look at his back side because it would have been a sin not to. 

A tall, spare woman made her way briskly up the sidewalk. A veteran of thirty-five years as business manager at the local Field and Farm store, followed by five years as owner of an independent bookstore and bakery, Mare MacGregor sparkled with the energy of someone half her age. Her white curls were held in check by a rolled blue bandana, and she carried an enormous pizza box with a cake box balanced on top of it. 

Dan held the screen door open. “Good to see you again, ma’am.” He looked back at me. “See you around, McCallister.” He tossed off my surname as if we’d been friends for years. 

“See you, Sinclair,” I echoed, my mind scrambling to return the farewell and suddenly wondering if Mare had anything to do with this. I narrowed my eyes at her. She smiled innocently. 

Kerri stepped onto the porch and studied Dan with unapologetic interest as he walked to his pickup.

“Lord have mercy, he’s hot. And that earring!” She bit her lip.

“Does Matt know you go around ogling strange men?” I countered.

“I’m married, not blind,” Kerri said, then gave a guilty look over her shoulder. Matt was in the dining room, making the hole in the wall bigger but safely out of earshot.

“He’s my neighbor.” I dismissed the incident as the scent of pizza wafted by me, and my stomach growled. 

“Glad you two met.” Delight etched Mare’s words, as if she’d discovered a long-sought first edition. “You know who he is, right?”

I shook my head. “Should I?”

“D.W. Sinclair.” 

When that got no response, she looked at me like I was impaired. “The writer!”

The name clicked into place. 

“Historical fiction, World War II in the South Pacific. I bought his first novel at your shop,” I exclaimed. 

Whoa. Wait. Novelists were supposed to be pale, nerdy guys who wore horn-rimmed glasses and shapeless sweaters with leather elbow patches, right? D.W. Sinclair had just disabused me of that stereotype. 

“He does book signings for me now and then,” Mare said. “Super nice guy, not keen on the public spotlight. He’s lived out here for a few years.”

I vaguely remembered Mare hosting the best-selling author at her shop several years ago. I was living in Cedar Rapids, caught up in the perpetual deadline lifestyle of a freelance reporter while keeping newly acquired Raider from eating my house. My schedule had been too insane to add one more commitment, so I hadn’t made the seventy-mile roundtrip to hear him speak, although I’d enjoyed the novel very much.

“You should have asked him to stay for dinner,” Mare said.

“I didn’t know we were having dinner.” I looked at the boxes.

“My treat. Sorry I couldn’t get away from the store to help you today.” Mare looked around the kitchen. “It’s not every day a friend moves into the most famous haunted house in Lenox County.”
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I scooped Raider’s evening rations into his old blue and white enamelware pan and refreshed his water bowl. To celebrate launching this new chapter of my life, we humans ate pizza off paper plates in the living room. The fellowship of friends filled the room with a welcoming ambiance the awful blue paint couldn’t diminish.

Mare’s pizza peace offering was followed by one of her homemade cakes. The dark chocolate topped with buttercream frosting put me in such a mellow frame of mind, I made a mental note to forgive Kerri’s obsession with the local legend. 

“I’m glad you’ve found a place to put down roots,” Mare said. “This is a lovely old house, even if you do have your work cut out for you.”

I returned her smile. I’d put her and Kerri through so much crap in the last few years, I should be baking them a cake. 

Their stalwart friendship had carried me through the implosion of my marriage to Michael The Jerk and our subsequent divorce, followed by the loss of my parents. Mom was killed by a drunk driver going the wrong way on Interstate 35, and Dad was gone within the year. The doctors said it was heart failure, but he and Mom were so close, I think he just faded away without her. In the end, I was glad neither of them saw the bulldozers take down the house and barns at what had been the three-generation McCallister farm. 

After that, I drifted without purpose. The only thing that kept me sane was Raider. Channeling his adolescent Malinois behaviors into something socially acceptable while laying his competitive obedience foundation required so much energy there wasn’t much left for anything else. I let my dog and my job encompass my life as I pushed through a revolving door of disasters involving the Y chromosome. Committing to Fox Hollow was my new awakening. I smiled, remembering the joy that filled me when I stepped over the threshold.

Kerri stomped on my reverie. “I ran into Brad at Brewed Awakenings yesterday. He asked about you.”

My pleasant reminisces vanished. Brad Jennings had lit the final dumpster fire that convinced me to declare a moratorium on relationships. Lit it, pushed it down the street at high noon, called a press conference, and blamed me for everything.

“I told him you bought this place,” she continued. “He said to tell you hi. You ever think about giving him a second chance?”

I didn’t say anything, mostly because there was nothing to say. I’d made sure there wouldn’t be a second chance when I stormed out of his house in April. 

Looking thoughtful, Kerri said, “You two were good together. Bev’s a piece of work, though. It might have been a good strategic move, getting away from that family.”

I couldn’t argue with her assessment. Brad and I had been good together until we weren’t, but his mother, Beverly Jennings, was an absolute pain in the ass. Her hobbies were obsessively pursuing the family genealogy and trying to control her kids’ lives, as well as the lives of anyone involved with them. When Brad’s brother, Adam, and his family moved three states away for a new job, I thought Beverly was going to spontaneously combust or have an aneurysm or both.

“I traded the Jennings dynasty for a house where I can live happily ever after,” I said. Fake it until you make it, right?

After Brad and I parted company, I decided I’d had enough: enough of my soul-draining job, enough of being emotionally exhausted by doomed relationships, enough of my unimaginative Brady Bunch era house. None of it was what I wanted from life. I had a heart-to-heart with my financial guy, quit my job and bought Fox Hollow. 

It’s a fixer-upper, but all of the original architectural elements are still intact. It has functional plumbing, and a structural inspection determined it wouldn’t collapse on my head. It’s not that I couldn’t afford a brand-new house; it’s more like I wanted to make this one mine through my own vision and sweat.

I put myself on a self-imposed deadline. Six months sounded like a reasonable amount of time to decide if I was cut out to go solo on the DIY lifestyle with a realistic expectation of restoring the house before I died of old age. If it turned out the success of my dreams relied on having a partner to share them with, I could always sell and move on. My realtor made it clear she knew plenty of lovely turnkey homes ideal for a single woman and her dog. 

Sitting contentedly, listening to Mare and Kerri discussing paint colors, I covered a yawn. In addition to several weeks of cleaning, I’d been running a marathon of scheduling appliance deliveries, satellite dish hook-ups, and a dozen other pre-move details that kept me driving back and forth from Cedar Rapids to Fox Hollow for the last month. If I didn’t slow down, I’d start seeing ghosts whether they existed or not. 

As if she’d read my mind, Mare said, “Tell us the ghost story.”

She’s a Lenox County native, and her grin indicated she wanted to hear my newcomer’s version to see if I got it right. 

“I don’t think there is a ghost.” I wondered how many times I’d have to tell people that when they found out where I lived.

A ripple of energy danced across my skin, then was gone as fast as it came, but a gossamer swirl of something lingered like invisible smoke on the air. I couldn’t shake the feeling someone was taking my measure, but no one else acted like they noticed it.

I seriously needed to back away from the coffee.

Kerri raised her eyebrows. “Susanne was talking about the haunting at open training last week. She said the previous owners told her the lights went off and on by themselves.”

In addition to being my real estate agent, Susanne Bartachek is a fellow member of the Heartland Dog Training Club, based in Iowa City. Overwhelmed with selling my former house and orchestrating the move to Lenox County, Raider and I hadn’t gone to the weekly group training night since September. 

“She told me about the lights,” I replied. “Probably just a wiring glitch. It’s an old place. I expect it to creak and groan a little.”

“Don’t tell me nothing weird has happened while you’ve been here alone,” Kerri persisted.

“Nope. Nothing.” But my day trips to Fox Hollow had been so fractured by movers, delivery guys, and technicians waving cables and climbing ladders, I’d rarely been here alone. Plus, I’d been desperation-packing, having agreed to be out of the Cedar Rapids house by three o’clock this afternoon, a deadline I’d made with exactly six minutes to spare. For the last few weeks, I’d barely known what day it was, let alone been of a mindset to commune with ghosts.

None of this crazed schedule explained that triumphant surge of joy that nearly knocked me off my feet when I stepped into the kitchen. Or that odd little current of energy that drifted through the room like a summer breeze. Neither were scary. Ghosts were supposed to be scary; therefore, it couldn’t have been a ghost. 

“Susanne said the last people who lived here left after six months.” Kerri echoed what Dan Sinclair said earlier. “They told her the house didn’t want them here.” 

I looked at the noxious blue walls. “If they’re the ones who painted this room, no wonder it didn’t want them here.”

“So, who’s the ghost?” Matt asked. It was refreshing to hear the skepticism in his voice, although, being married to Kerri, he’d probably heard the topic dissected over the dinner table more than once. 

I gazed around the room with its scarred oak floor and leaded glass windows. It was just a story, and it was totally believable—to a point.

Everyone stared at me expectantly. I took a deep breath and told them what I knew. 

“Gavin and Moira Cameron were immigrants from Scotland. They bought this land in 1893 and had two children, Sarah and Ian. They built this house in 1910.” I felt like a historic home tour guide delivering a practiced spiel to obedient tourists, but saying the words aloud was an affirmation that consecrated my ownership of Fox Hollow. I knew its history. I wanted to be part of it.

“On the afternoon of July 4, 1919, a thunder-storm spawned a massive tornado that historians estimate was an EF5. It stayed on the ground for nearly twenty miles and destroyed the town of Walnut Bluff and all of the farmsteads east of the town. When it got here—” I waved my hand, indicating the house—"it stopped like it hit a wall. Ten people were killed that day, including one guy whose body was never found. 

“That storm put Fox Hollow on the map. People back then didn’t understand how severe weather systems developed and decayed, and a rumor started that this farm had supernatural powers protecting it. Anyway, Sarah Cameron helped her parents farm and took over after they retired. She never married. She lived here until she died of old age in 1998.” I looked at Kerri and tried to sound blasé. “But people say she’s still here.” 

“That’s so romantic,” Kerri sighed. “She loved this place so much, she never left.”

“Old house, catastrophic natural disaster, lingering spirit—check, check and check. But why would she still be here?” I was so not giving this tale any credibility. Fifteen years as a general assignment reporter and editor left me skeptical of stories with only one side. Since Sarah Cameron had gone to her just reward, I was unlikely to hear her version of it.

Kerri shrugged. “Ghosts stay in places where they have unfinished business. She wasn’t murdered, so she doesn’t need someone to find her killer. Maybe she’s guarding something.”

I didn’t say anything. One of us was nuts and it wasn’t me. 

Mare cleared her throat. “Speaking of guarding things, have you heard about the gold that’s supposedly buried out here?” 

I stared at her. “Stop it. Now you’re making stuff up.”

She shook her head. “No, really. Last spring, my book club hosted Dr. Peter Aldrich from the University of Oklahoma. He’s writing a book about Midwest treasure hunting, and he gave a talk on local folklore, like when Jesse James and his gang robbed the South Amana General Store.”

I held up a hand. “That’s not folklore. The James gang did rob the South Amana General Store. It’s documented.”

Mare ignored me and continued.

“One of the stories he told was about two slaves who fled Georgia at the end of the Civil War.”

“Wait,” Kerri interrupted. “You can’t call them slaves anymore. It’s dehumanizing.”

“She’s right,” I said. “That was one of the words the Associated Press red flagged.”

“So, what do we call them?” Mare floundered briefly.

“Enslaved peoples,” I said automatically, wondering how in the world my house could be connected to the racial, political, and social upheaval that was the American Civil War.

“Enslaved peoples,” Mare agreed, “although they decided to change that condition. Their owner was a wealthy Atlanta businessman who hid his money to keep it safe from the Union Army, but then suffered a stroke. He was a widower with no children. The, uh, enslaved man and his wife assumed their owners’ death was inevitable. They took the money and ran.”

“Are we talking Confederate States of America scrip?” Kerri asked. “Or actual coins?”

Mare shook her head. “Dr. Aldrich specified gold coins. Paper bills would have been easier to carry, but CSA money was worthless by the end of the war. The man was injured in a fall from a horse after reaching Iowa, so he and his wife stayed briefly with a family named Bishop at a stop on the Underground Railroad here in Lenox County.”

She paused. “The station was at a farmhouse in Sand Creek Township. It may have been on this exact property. Anyway, word reached the couple that their former owner had survived and hired a detective to track them down. 

“They knew they’d be hanged if they were caught, so they took off for Canada. They needed to travel light so they hid the gold, intending to return for it after the war ended. They made it as far as Duluth, Minnesota, where they died in a cholera outbreak. Whatever they hid is still out here.”

“And Dr. Aldrich knew this how?”

I had liked going to book club at Mare’s shop with Brad’s mom. A shared love of reading and history was one of the few things Beverly and I had in common. I missed book club. I did not miss Beverly.

“I think I’ve heard this story,” Kerri mused. “We have archives from the Bishop family at the historical society.”

“You have archives from half the families in the county,” I muttered. 

“Private letters,” Mare answered my question. “Dr. Aldrich found correspondence between the former owner in Atlanta and the detective. They detailed how much gold had been stolen.”

“Like how much?” Matt looked like he was considering buying a metal detector and taking up a new hobby.

“Gold is heavy so they’d only take what they could easily carry, but in today’s collector’s market, coins stamped with the CSA seal would literally be worth more than their weight in gold,” Mare said.

“How did anyone know the runaways hid it?” Kerri asked. 

“They told the Bishop family they’d hidden valued belongings near the trading post out on the river bluff,” Mare added, “but they didn’t specify where. The detective tracked the couple to Duluth, where he confirmed their deaths. He sent a letter with this information to his employer but in the interim, the old man had died for real.” She made a dismissive motion with her hand. “That was the end of it.”

“What kept the Bishops from digging up the gold themselves?” Matt asked.

“Absolutely nothing, except they allegedly didn’t know it was gold, and they didn’t know where it was buried. That didn’t come out until the detective came sniffing around after the couple moved on. There was an advertisement about the search for them in the papers and word got out about the vanished gold.” She winked. “Makes a great tale, doesn’t it?”

“That’s absurd,” I said. “This house wasn’t built until 1910 and there aren’t any gold coins hidden in the attic.” At least I didn’t think there were.

“Dr. Aldrich said it was buried near the trading post on the bluff,” Mare corrected. “That happened in 1865.”

I like history as much as the next guy, but I’d never heard of a trading post out here, let alone buried gold. This story was one fire-breathing dragon short of a fairy tale.

“Are you two done?” I asked. “Got anything else? Maybe a coven of witches dances around in the timber under the full moon?” I love my friends, I really do, but sometimes they’re too much.

“Call if you need anything.” Kerri pulled on her coat to leave.

“Let me know if you want help painting. Or treasure hunting,” Mare added.

“You guys have businesses to run,” I protested. “This is my mess now.”

“Your mess is more fun than my day job,” Kerri said. In addition to keeping up with their sons, Ryan, 16, and Garrett, 13, she worked as the office manager for Grimm Construction, the family business. She also bred, trained and showed Australian shepherds under the kennel name Firefly Aussies. Kerri lived with a travel mug of coffee in one hand and her cell phone in the other. I’m not sure she sleeps.

“I can take time off if I want to,” Mare said. “It’s a perk of owning my own business.” 

Mare ran her shop with a frighteningly efficient staff who called themselves the book commandos. A member of the North Willow Chamber of Commerce, she was a staunch promoter of not only her own business, but also the town’s thriving commercial district.

If there was a community activity taking place, Mare’s fingerprints were on it. In the spare time she spun out of thin air, she was an Iowa State University certified Master Gardener and opened her beautifully landscaped home to the public during the Lenox County Garden Club tour every summer.

“I’ll call you tomorrow. I want to know if you see the ghost tonight,” Kerri said.

I rolled my eyes and waved goodbye. 

With Raider at my heels like a furry shadow, I unpacked a few essentials in the second-floor bathroom, then washed my face and brushed my teeth. Padding back down the stairs, I trailed a hand along the banister, reveling in the peace of the moment. The quiet of the old house was like a warm embrace at the end of a long, cold journey. 

I waited on the porch as Raider trotted the perimeter of the newly fenced yard, marking his territory. The sensor-operated security light between the house and barn had come on at dusk. Beyond its pool of light, the farmstead sank into deep shadow. 

My eyes drifted past the barn toward the timbered river bluff. As if a ghost in my house wasn’t enough, there’d been a trading post on my land in the 1800s? And a tale of hidden gold? What else was out here I didn’t know about? 

An owl hooted from the timber, the sound hanging on the chilly air.

Ready for things that go bump in the night? Dan Sinclair’s comment strolled lazily through my mind. Had his teasing meant he didn’t believe the ghost story either? Or he did?

Whatever. My brand new happily ever after did not involve things going bump in the night or any other time of day.
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Chapter 3 
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Monday, Oct. 22

Raider dropped the tennis ball on my head and clacked his jaws in delight. 

Sputtering, I put on the bedside lamp. Outside the window, morning was a soft pearl glow above the eastern tree line. Raid grabbed the ball off my pillow and chomped happily. My eyes focused. It wasn’t a tennis ball.

“What have you got?” The dog’s tendency to repurpose objects to suit his own ends meant nothing within his reach was safe. Raid dropped the ball onto the quilt, then stared at it with a proprietary gleam in his eye. It was the size of a softball and made of strips of dark blue calico fabric. 

“Where’d you get this?” I’d never seen it before.

Raider wagged his tail and play-bowed to the ball. When it didn’t move, he spun in a circle, pounced, and bared his teeth at it.

“Okay, you win.” I swung my legs out of bed, shrugged into my flannel robe and shuffled downstairs to embrace my first official day as caretaker of Fox Hollow.

In the kitchen, I put the fabric ball on the table next to my car keys, then did a double take. I’d put those keys on the counter yesterday after the bout of dizziness that nearly flattened me when I entered the house. Kerri must have moved them so they didn’t get caught in the clutter when Mare showed up with dinner. I tossed them back on the counter
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