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      “An arranged marriage?” Jared practically choked on his spiced tea at the breakfast table. He put his electronic tablet in sleep mode so he could stare incredulously at his mother.

      She stood by the dining room window wearing a peach chevron knit dress. Her blonde hair framed her face in big, soft curls. “You're going to lose your inheritance otherwise. What about the Byrne girl?”

      “Woman, Mother,” he corrected, a hint of irritability in his tone. “You can’t call a thirty-year-old a girl.”

      “Well how young is too old? Gwen Stefani was twenty-six when she sang ‘I’m Just a Girl.’”

      Jared shook his head. The random facts his mother could summon as a ghost were mind boggling. He was certain she’d never listened to a Gwen Stefani song in her life when she’d been a physical living being.

      Obviously sensing she hadn’t won the debate, his mother continued, “There are over a thousand adult fiction books with ‘girl’ in the title and two-thirds of them are actually about women. Eighty percent of them were written by women.”

      He blinked at her. “I’m sure that’s a marketing ploy rather than legitimate examples of calling women ‘girls.’”

      “Anyway,” she waved a hand, “the Byrne woman’s grandfather has old money and prestige. He owns theaters in New York and restaurants across the country.” 

      His mother’s youthful face contrasted the more gaunt-looking one she’d had before she died. One day, she would move on, and Jared would always envision this vibrant version when he thought of her. He often reminded himself how precious a gift the extra time was, though being appreciative proved challenging during moments when she was badgering him about areas of his life she thought were lacking.

      “Or, you could marry the Gaines’ daughter—though that Missy would be a wild one to pin down.”

      Appetite soured, Jared pushed his breakfast plate away and rubbed his temples as his mother prattled on, listing other names of eligible women. He had twenty hours of work to cram into a twelve-hour work schedule today, and his mother was trying to set him up with a woman even from beyond the grave.

      “What about love?” he asked, plucking his lucky baseball out of his briefcase and tossing it back and forth in his hands.

      But even he heard the absurdity of his question. Relationships took time to cultivate. Time was a commodity he didn’t have. He didn't need to look at his mother to know she was delivering her famous one eyebrow arched look of incredulity. 

      Stefan entered and made a beeline for Jared's plate. 

      “Mother is pestering me about an arranged marriage, Stefan. Perhaps you can talk some sense into her.” 

      The lankly butler bristled as he held the plate to cart away. “Lady Drake was a formidable woman in life and equally formidable in death. I have no intention of incurring the wrath of a ghost.” His voice still held a light accent of his Serbian origins.

      Jared’s mother's form flickered by the window as she gave the slightest smirk Stefan couldn’t see. Unlike Jared, Stefan couldn’t see Laura’s ghost, but he could sense her presence and hear her. Jared came from a long line of mediums, though usually they only saw their own deceased family members—probably because they were all workaholics who didn’t get out much. Due to their eccentricities, they tried to hire only house staff who were also acquainted with the paranormal.

      Stefan was in his sixties and had served Jared’s father before him. He wore a three-piece suit and white shirt every day of his life and lived with a few other staff at the guest house on the property. His long face held a wide mouth and deep-set eyes.

      “Will you be needing anything else, sir?”

      “No. Sadly, I’ve lost my appetite.” Jared glanced pointedly at his mother, who continued to stare out of the window without acknowledging his barb.

      As he stood, he placed his napkin on the table and picked up his electronic tablet which had all of his meeting notes for the day. He dropped his baseball back in his briefcase.

      Marriage.

      He didn’t have time for a wife. But he needed one. If he didn’t marry, the trust funds would be bequeathed to Jared’s younger cousin, who was married, and they would swoop in to seize the family business. And Douglas Drake, Jared’s cousin on his father’s side, had already demonstrated a propensity to spend more than he made without regard for the company’s interest. Whereas Jared would use the funds to grow the business and benefit its employees.

      “And you have Morgan to look after,” his mother added, as if he didn’t already know his obligation to his younger sister. “Where is she anyway?” 

      Jared shook his head. Lady Drake, in her spectral form, could just as easily zip from room to room and find her daughter or use her literal sixth sense, but she obviously wanted to demonstrate her frustration by asking Jared where she was.

      “Probably dancing.” 

      “Oh. I wish she would choose something more practical.”

      Jared tucked his tablet under his arm and took a last sip of his lukewarm tea. “She's only sixteen.”

      “College in two years.” 

      “Pestering her as a ghost isn’t helping,” he said.

      “Neither is coddling her.” 

      With another shake of his head, Jared left the room.

      Arranged marriage? The words clinked around inside his head like ice in a dry glass.

      How could he entertain the idea of an arranged marriage in this modern era? Even if he did, how did one go about arranging it?
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      Fiona slipped on her thick rubber gloves as she knelt to scrub the bathroom.

      “Why are you smiling?” Rhianna asked her, brown curls peeking out from under a yellow bandana as she set down a tray of cleaning supplies.

      “I have a job tryout this afternoon.”

      Rhianna doused the mirror in window cleaner and began wiping. “Try out? Like an interview?” 

      “Interview, maybe. But I’m giving my first lesson, so it’s a combination interview and lesson.”

      “Job tryout. That’s cool. For that ballet thing you do?”

      “Yes.” That ballet thing I used to do, Fiona thought.

      She’d come to the US on a work visa specifically to teach ballet, but six months after she’d moved to Atlanta the studio went under. She hadn’t even received her last month’s check. Soon, she would need to apply to renew the visa for another year, but she needed to show employment in the field of work she was supposed to be in, not the one she was forced to do to put food on the table and a roof over her head.

      The roof, she lamented, was a tiny studio apartment the size of a laptop. Used to dancing on an open stage, she felt stifled, shuffling back and forth between her apartment and cleaning small, grimy spaces.

      “So, are you going to quit this job if you get the ballet gig?” Rhianna snorted. “That was a stupid question. Of course, you are.”

      “No, I can’t. This is just teaching a young woman. One on one. It won’t be enough money.” But maybe if she started with one person—one family—and then earned more client, she could not only sustain herself, but she would be an entrepreneur and not at the mercy of someone else's business. 

      “You know what you should do? Take that luscious Serbian accent and make money on the phone. Lot of lonely men would pay to hear you talk to them.” Rhianna laughed.

      Fiona let out a humorless chuckle as she scrubbed the grout. She had absolutely no intention of such a thing. She’d had a neighbor in Belgrade who’d lived in her apartment building and had once told Fiona that thousands of prostitutes lived in the city. The woman’s monthly income exceeded Fiona’s, but that was not a lifestyle Fiona wanted. And she’d vowed the first time she’d been propositioned to work as one would be the last.

      She would rather scrub toilets than let a man profit off her body.
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        * * *

      

      Fiona tried not to gape at the majestic mansion as she approached the steps to the ornate French doors. Steep roofing of steel gray shingles accentuated the light gray stone masonry and the triple inlet windows.

      The house was three stories tall and must have had five fireplaces judging by the smokestacks. Or perhaps twice as many if they connected to a fireplace on the floor above them. She could only glimpse a few flowers in full spring bloom in the garden winding behind the large, impressive house.

      And the house had windows. So many windows. The owner must have employed an army just to clean all of those windows. And many toilets, no doubt. But Fiona wasn't here to scrub anything.

      This was her first teaching job since the studio went bankrupt. This was the job she needed to begin a cascade of employment to keep her visa justified.

      She raised her head higher as she walked down the cobbled driveway and around the circle to the front door. Today was a new beginning for her, and as many of those as she’d had, she’d learned to face them head on.

      Before she had a chance to knock, the large, wooden door swung open.

      “Stefan!” she cried at the sight of the man greeting her at the door.

      “Darling, Fiona. Don’t you look lovely.” He had soft eyes haloed in wrinkles and gray hair that had gradually thinned over the years. His smile was part of every childhood memory she cherished.

      Fiona’s heart lit with excitement to see him, and gratitude swelled within her knowing he’d helped her get this job. She’d been so busy with work that she hadn’t seen him since she’d traveled to America. Stepping into her uncle’s arms, she hugged him. His embrace felt a little stiff, making her wonder if the owner of the monstrosity before her discouraged employees from displays of affection.

      “How are you?” Stefan backed away and smoothed a hand down his lapel.

      “Wonderful. Thank you for this opportunity.”

      Tryouts.

      Except, instead of trying out for the role of ballet performer, she was trying out for the role of teacher. Her nervousness seemed equally intense, as if she was doing the former with her future hanging in the balance.

      “It would be wonderful to have you working here. I’m sure you’ll get the job. But look at you. So thin. America has not been kind.” He gestured for her to come inside the mansion.

      “Kinder than life would have been staying in Serbia.”

      “Naravno.” He said of course softly with a slight bow of his head, a gesture she thought perhaps he did many times per day as a sign of humble subservience.

      Fiona walked through the house, speechless at the site of the long hallways, enormous rooms, high vaulted ceilings, and space. So much space. Stefan waxed poetically about the various rooms and their expensive art or what celebrity had been inside them over the decades. 

      Fiona marveled at the open expanse of it all. She could dance through the hallways from room to room without risking touching anything or tripping over anyone’s junk piles. There was no clutter. And no dust. The house could almost be a museum except for the ambience of a home. Warm colors emanated from the furniture, walls, paintings, and curtains, creating a welcoming environment.

      They reached the ballroom, an endless open floor of light and dark patterns of wood. A girl sat in an out of place bean bag chair next to a stand with a pitcher of water as she surfed on her phone. Brown hair streaked with bold gold highlights was twisted into braids on either side of her head. She wore leggings and a loose-fitting top along with dance shoes.

      “Morgan, this is Fiona, your new dance instructor,” Stefan said.

      Morgan nodded but didn’t look up from her phone as her thumbs moved over the screen. After a last tap, she stood up and gave Fiona an appraising look.

      Fiona squared her shoulders. Time to make an amazing first impression.
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      Jared finished his call, glancing at his watch. Five p.m. He could spare a few minutes to check on Morgan before he did more work. She should have finished her homework by now. He’d certainly finished his—reviewing sales and service contracts totaling over five million dollars revenue for his mobile communications business. Now he just had the day’s emails to finish sifting through. He’d worked from home today as he often did between bouts of travel along the east coast.

      As he left his office and walked down the corridor, he spotted Stefan approaching.

      “Did you close your deals, sir?” 

      Stefan didn’t know specifics about Jared’s clients or contracts, and if he gleaned anything, he was under a nondisclosure to keep quiet, though trust wasn’t an issue. The man asked about Jared’s day as a friendly gesture and not as if probing for information.

      “Deals are closed. How’s my sister?” 

      “Dance lessons, sir.” 

      “Right. She has a new teacher today.” Jared recalled the resume Stefan had given him and the background check Jared had paid for.

      A woman from Serbia. She was his butler’s niece, but the woman seemed well-qualified for the position, so Jared didn’t mind having her meet Morgan on the first day with the lesson serving as an interview.

      “I should meet her.” He met everyone coming and going from his house—the groundskeeper, the maids, the cooks. He would meet the dance instructor too
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