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      Gray autumn clouds rolled across a high sun, framing the three-story beach house with faded wood paneling. Porch steps led up to a weathered, baby-blue door. Behind the house, sand dunes stretched to the ocean with beach grass swaying in the salty breeze.

      The secluded bed and breakfast made a pleasant vacation spot. Too bad Grant Dalton wasn’t visiting for vacation. He had a job to do, but he would wait to move his equipment discreetly inside after he toured the house and met the owner.

      With his suitcase by his side, he knocked on the door. No answer. He checked his watch, noting he’d arrived forty-five minutes early. He fished in his pocket, withdrew his phone, and checked his email. The rental instructions included the key code in case he came early or if the owner was out of the vicinity.

      He punched in the code, which unlocked a key holder. With the key, he let himself inside the house.

      “Hello?”

      No answer came, but the chandelier in the dining room to his left shuddered as if opening the door had created a stiff breeze.

      Curious, he thought.

      No lights were on, but sunlight shone through the windows on either side. Yet the house still felt shadowy—dim and a bit lonely. The dark, stained floors and wood wall paneling made the foyer seem small, but the aged wood looked restored.

      He’d spent time in creepy, dilapidated houses. This one was cared for, though he’d expected as much based on the online photos. Still, the decor lacked warmth or personal touches—pictures, paintings, or even a bouquet of flowers. So, it neither felt warm and cozy like a beach rental house, nor appeared decrepit and worn like a haunted house.

      Grant carried his luggage up the stairs, first door on the left, to his rented room. Now this was a bed and breakfast room. Oak framed paintings of beaches and ships at sea hung on sky-blue walls.

      One acrylic in particular caught his eye—a ship with an albatross soaring overhead. He wondered if it had been inspired by The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. He knew the poem well from a paper he’d written ten years ago in college English.

      
        
        
        The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared,

        Merrily did we drop

        Below the kirk, below the hill,

        Below the lighthouse top.

      

      

      

      The bedspread was forest green with compasses and nautical ropes. A dozen plump, decorative pillows lay at the head of the bed.

      Interesting. Maybe the owner had some type of pillow fetish.

      A desk and chair against one wall held a small envelope. He opened it and read the note.

      
        
        Thank you for staying at Oceanside Bed and Breakfast. Breakfast is served daily at eight am and dinner at six pm. Please give me a day’s advance notice if you need different meal times. Clean towels are in the bathroom. The desk can be moved onto the balcony during the day for writing inspiration.

        Sincerely, your host,

        Sabrina Morningstar

      

      

      He admired the penmanship and personal touch. She’d remembered he’d listed the purpose of his ‘vacation’ as writing time. He hadn’t lied—he did need time to write. He hoped to put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) while he was here, but personal writing wasn’t his primary objective.

      Sabrina wouldn’t know his true purpose until the opportune time—on camera. On that note, he needed to get his video equipment out of his vehicle discretely while no one else was there. But maybe he could take a moment to enjoy the balcony view. One of the joys of his job was traveling, so he was sure to enjoy the scenery. Few places he’d visited had such a splendid view as this.

      He stepped outside to a pleasant October ocean breeze. Beneath a now completely overcast sky, the water was a choppy sapphire. The beach sloped up toward the house, and a sun-bleached gray walkway bridged the erosion dune to connect house and beach. In the backyard, a raised garden grew squash, cauliflower, lettuce, and Brussel sprouts.

      With the wind in his hair and salt on his tongue, Grant realized this was probably the nicest ‘haunted’ house he’d ever stayed in. Too bad he’d never stay again. Once he revealed peoples’ fraudulent claims of their tourist-trap houses harboring ghosts, people tended to want to never see him again. Some even went as far as restraining orders and threats. He wasn’t sure why—he wasn’t the criminal in these scenarios.

      The beach had been deserted until Grant noticed a jogger. A woman with short platinum blonde hair kept close to the surf, running in the compact sand but still leaving a trail of prints. She appeared to be close to his age, about thirty. She stopped at the beach parallel to the house and began to strip.

      He took a step back and glanced nervously around. He wasn’t voyeuristic, and this woman obviously thought she was relaxing alone. When he glanced back in her direction, his tension eased as he noticed her white swimsuit against tan skin. She had an hour-glass figure, drawing his eyes to a narrow waist and muscular thighs.

      She pulled a kayak from the beach into the surf. After wading hip deep into the water, she climbed in the boat and began paddling. He shuddered for her—the water was probably sixty-five degrees, but maybe the coolness felt refreshing after a long run.

      Had it been a long run? He looked up and down the beach, wondering where she’d come from and if she lived nearby or visited on vacation.

      Didn’t matter. He wasn’t here to meet a woman. Not exactly. He was here to expose a fraud—Sabrina Morningstar.
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina toweled off and sat on the beach after her paddling. The waves had given her a robust workout. Resting back on her elbows, she watched the slate clouds moving briskly overhead. The vast Atlantic Ocean churned before her. She loved the expanse of it—water as far as the eye could see with no buildings obstructing the view.

      She could look into the ocean for hours and feel small and insignificant. Doing so made her problems feel small and insignificant as well. When she mentally shrank them to a manageable size in this way, they fit nicely into something the size of a small jewelry box she could lock away until they outgrew their prison once again.

      When her phone rang, she fished it out of her shorts pocket in the pile of clothes beside her. “Hi, Lee Ann.”

      “Sabrina, how are you?” her sister asked.

      “I’m good. What’s up?”

      Sabrina recognized her sister’s familiar patterns. If she launched into her day at work, then Sabrina knew she wanted casual conversation. If Lee Ann opened with a question, then she was all business.

      “It’s mid-October. We haven’t heard if you’re coming to Thanksgiving this year.”

      “I’m not sure. I might get a late renter.” Truthfully, Sabrina wasn’t sure she possessed the emotional fortitude for a large family gathering. Half of them would know what happened—or some version of a passed around story. They’d give her wide berth with looks of pity. The other half wouldn’t know her story and so would ask her how a job she didn’t have any more was treating her.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      “Well, Mom’s up my butt to find out if you’re coming. What do you want me to tell her?”

      Her mom would set her younger sister to pester her.

      “Tell her I don’t yet know.” Sabrina could know. She could simply mark the dates on the online rental calendar as ‘unavailable.’ But since she kept dumping money into the beach house repairs, she needed rentals.

      Maybe the writer coming today would find inspiration and stay longer. After all, he’d insisted on renting all three bedrooms so he could have the peace and quiet he desired. Odd, since peace and quiet waited a short walk away at the beach, but because he was paying, she wasn’t going to tell him what to do. Also, one person meant smaller meals to fix, and therefore a smaller grocery bill for the ‘all-inclusive’ meal part of her bed and breakfast.

      “Sabrina?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You have to let it go.” Lee Ann’s voice was part pleading, part demanding.

      If only letting go of the past was so simple. “I’m trying.”

      “Just decide to let it go, and then it will be gone.”

      “Like flipping a switch?” Sabrina’s question came out harsher than she’d intended.

      “It’s been over a year,” her sister pressed.

      Three hundred seventy-two days to be exact. Three hundred seventy-two days Sabrina had stolen from Patrick’s life.

      “I’m trying,” she repeated.

      She said goodbye, disconnected the call, and headed back toward the house, carrying her kayak and paddle.
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        * * *

      

      Grant enjoyed the sea breeze until a sudden grating noise behind him had him spinning around. The glass balcony door slid shut.

      “What the—?” He tried to pull it back open, but the latch wouldn’t budge. He looked through the glass into the room but saw no one.

      His heart pounded until he took a few deep breaths to steady himself. He’d been trapped inside spooky rooms more times than he could count. No cause for alarm. He tugged on the door again. This was a convincing trick—no doubt engineered to maintain the illusion of a haunted house.

      He banged on the door a few times, feeling his irritation mount. But unleashing his frustration on the glass door wasn’t going to budge the lock, so he reined in his temper.

      Moving away from the sliding door, he looked over the balcony. He could climb the rail and lower himself down to the first-floor balcony, but he wasn’t certain the rail would hold his weight as he clung to it. He was stuck waiting for the hostess to return home.

      “Please don’t jump. You’ll only hurt yourself,” a female voice said.

      He whirled around to the open balcony door where a woman stood—the same woman from the beach. She had a round face with dark blue eyes, like stormy waters, rimmed in dark mascara. She wore a silver
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