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Dedication
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Chapter One Harriet

On the first day of December, the universe gave to me—

A busted knee, a twisted string of garland, and a cat with an attitude problem.

I don’t need any of these things, but I have all three, warring for my attention as I roll to a stop at the bottom of my porch steps after tripping over a rogue cat. She meows and scampers after me, offering a sandpaper lick on the back of my hand—like she’s not the reason I’m stretched out across the sidewalk in front of my little house like a CSI: Annapolis cold open, sparkly garland twisted around my ankle.

Oliver lets out a plaintive meow as I haul myself into a seated position, inspecting my knee. My tights are ripped and I’ll have a hell of a bruise, but it’s not bleeding . . .much. I suppose it could be worse.

Then I see that the feline responsible for my early-morning acrobatics is holding a piece of heavyweight cardstock with gold foil between her tiny, pointed teeth and my positivity plummets.

“It could have waited until later, Oliver,” I grumble, giving her a pet while she deposits the invitation in my lap.

Frankly, it could have waited until never.

She meows again, butting her forehead into my arm before bounding off. A silent Buck up, buttercup. She disappears around the corner with a swish of her orange tail, off to do whatever it is she does during the day.

I look at the envelope in my lap. Twenty-five years and my mom hasn’t changed the design once. When I was a little girl, I would hide in the entryway of her office and watch her slowly write each name. I used to think her care and attention to detail meant she wanted it to be special. Now I know she just likes the performance.

I trace over my name: Harriet York.

Not a lick of personalization or a single indication that the woman who addressed this card is the same woman who raised me. It’s the same invitation my father’s accountant gets, as well as the rest of the guest list for the annual York Family Christmas Gala. The envelope arrives every year on December 1 like clockwork, my mother’s commitment to tradition and etiquette unmatched.

I place it in my bag, taking care not to bend the cardstock. As much as I wish it didn’t, it matters to me that I received an invitation. It means I’m still considered part of the family, despite how strained our relationship has become.

I haul myself off the sidewalk, untwist the wayward garland from my leg, and collect the bags that landed in the bush next to my railing. I always have my decorations up by the time my mother’s invitation arrives. My own little tradition for my favorite time of the year. I spent the weekend digging everything out of my attic and arranging it in appropriate piles, not that it matters now. The garland artfully looped around my banister is hanging limp. The giant poinsettia I spent twenty-six minutes adjusting just so is missing a petal.

I fix the edge of the oversize flower so the brand new bare spot is hidden.

“There,” I say. “Good as new.”

My aunt Matilda used to tell me there are few things that can’t be solved with a shift in perspective and some shiny new trinkets. I’ve applied that to my own life by buying obnoxiously oversize Christmas decorations. I try to find the silver lining and when all else fails, there’s always a blueberry Danish from the tiny bakery down the street to chase the bad mood away.

I don’t like focusing on the bad. I never have.

So, I don’t.

“Okay there, Harry?” A shadow falls over the short wooden fence that circles my property. Darryl, the postman assigned to our block, is doing his best to peer over the top of the boxes stacked in his arms.

“All good, Darryl.” I limp over and meet him at the fence, taking the top package off his massive stack. He grins in relief, his thick mustache hiding most of his mouth, but not the deep smile lines by his eyes.

“How’d you know that was about to fall?”

“Probably because you can’t see around it.” The tower in his hands wobbles precariously, the bag over his shoulder bulging. I frown at it. “Holiday rush? So soon?”

“Nah. I’m just correcting some misdirected mail.” He turns to look over his shoulder. “I don’t know how I keep getting mixed up.”

He’s been getting mixed up for the duration of his career, delivering the wrong packages to the wrong people for well over twenty years. I don’t know why a man with no sense of direction decided to become a postman. I spare a quick look at the package in my hands, then turn him toward the green sign on the corner. “You’re on the wrong street. This label says it needs to get to Morris Street. You’re on Murray.”

He squints at the letters on the paper, an astonished huh caught in the back of his throat. “Can’t believe I didn’t notice that.”

Neither can I, considering he made the same mistake last week. Most of us spend our Sundays sorting out who got what and where it’s supposed to be. Last week there were so many mismatched packages, we decided to have a potluck, too.

“How about”—I wedge the wayward package under my arm—“I take this and drop it off on my way into work. That way you can finish up this street without backtracking.”

His face brightens. “You’d do that for me?”

I’ve done more complicated things for less appreciation. I smile at him. “I love playing Santa,” I tell him with a pat on the shoulder. “See you later?”

He gives me a quick wink over his shoulder, already moving down the sidewalk. “Not if I can help it.”

***

On the first day of December, the universe gave to me—

Two more misdelivered packages to be corrected, a side trip to get Band-Aids, and no blueberry Danish in sight.

“I’m so sorry, baby, but we’re all out.” Paula frowns at me from the other side of the counter, the lines on either side of her mouth deepening in concern. I’ve been coming to Paula’s bakery since I was six years old, my face pressed up against the display with blueberries staining my cheeks. “You want a cranberry apple one instead?”

No. I want a blueberry Danish. The promise of that sweet, sugary delight is the only thing that’s gotten me through this hellscape of a morning. I’ve dangled it in front of my nose like a carrot on a stick. But it’s not Paula’s fault she ran out, so I force a smile and nod, willing to accept literal crumbs from this woman. “Cranberry sounds great, thank you.”

She reaches into the long glass case while I inspect my knee. The hole in my tights has expanded, a slash across my upper thigh. I look like some sort of holiday grunge-rock princess with my tweed skirt and knee-high boots. The unicorn Band-Aid adds a little color, at least. That’s nice.

“Uh-oh.”

I look up. Paula is bent in half, searching her pastry display.

“What’s uh-oh?” I ask. I hate uh-oh. I don’t know how many more uh-ohs I can handle today.

“I think we’re out of Danish.”

“All of the Danish? Even the cranberry? It’s gone?”

Her face softens at the utter devastation that seeps into my voice. I always get a Danish on December first. Always.

“You’re here much later than usual,” she says, casting a critical eye over the counter. She nods at my busted knee. “Did you get in an alley fight? What happened to you?”

“Life happened to me,” I mutter. I’m here later than usual because I was trying to do a good thing, but I guess no good deed goes unpunished.

Mindful of the line starting to form at my back, I scan the selection. All she has left are some butter croissants and a couple of powdered doughnuts.

“I’ll take a doughnut.” I glance over my shoulder. “Sorry to keep everyone waiting.”

“Don’t worry about that.” She scoops up a doughnut with her metal tongs and places it in a to-go bag. “Why don’t you grab a coffee on your way out? We’ve got that peppermint mocha you like. Tell Imani at the register I said it’s on the house.”

I force a smile. “Thanks, Paula.”

I eat my pity doughnut while sipping at my pity coffee on the way to the Crow’s Nest, the antiques shop I inherited from my aunt Matilda a handful of years ago. Powdered sugar decorates the front of my sweater as I turn down one of the many crooked avenues that twist around downtown Annapolis, following the cobblestone path along the harbor that leads to the Crow’s Nest. Nestled at the very end of the street, it waits for me—my home away from home—framed on either side by glittering water.

Cedar shingles. Green trim. A sign in arching gold letters above the door. When I get closer I’ll be able to see the faded pencil marks on the inside of the doorframe from where my sister and I used to measure ourselves every summer.

While my parents kept our physical reports in a tidy manilla envelope in their shared office, my aunt Matilda carved our childhood into her walls. I’ve always been able to find a home among the forgotten things that clutter and crowd the shelves. They’ve given me hope. Kept me company. More than once, I’ve picked up a lost little bobble and seen the beauty in its imperfections. I’ve wondered if I worked hard enough at my bruised and broken bits, if I could be shiny again, too. I’ve wondered if anyone might ever see me as something precious.

I step over the sidewalk and onto the small wooden bridge just in front of the entrance, the heels of my boots nearly clicking. Walking the plank, Aunt Matilda used to say with a wink. I do a little hop skip over the last board and greet the two massive Douglas firs waiting patiently by the door, a delivery from a Christmas tree farm a couple of towns over. I plan to decorate the shop while Bing Crosby croons on the ancient record player in the back and shovel enough peppermint bark into my face to make this morning nothing more than a bad memory.

But my carefully laid plans stay tucked beneath the trees. I never even get to put them in their stands. As soon as I flip the CLOSED sign to OPEN, we’re inundated with a steady stream of customers. I should be grateful for the foot traffic, but they’re the sort of customers who ask a lot of questions and buy exactly nothing, testing the positivity I’m holding on to by sheer force of will. Usually I don’t mind the conversation, but one woman spends fifteen minutes on her speaker phone, another tries to sell me on some sort of hair mask she’s been using religiously for ten years, and a middle-aged man in New Balances huffs and puffs his way around the furniture section.

“You don’t have any unassembled nightstands?” he calls, hands on his hips and one off-white sneaker kicked to the side.

This isn’t an IKEA, I want to snap. But I bury it down in the same place I keep my grief for the blueberry Danish and fix a smile on my face.

Silver living, I tell myself. Silver lining, silver lining, silver lining.

“No, we don’t sell unassembled antiques.” I’m proud of myself when my tone stays even. “But we do have some really lovely pieces.”

By the time the sun is melting through the back windows, I’m tired, my knee hurts, and not a single decoration is up in the shop besides a half-hearted sprig of mistletoe over the back storage closet. I flip the sign on the door and pat one of the trees, dragging my fingers along the prickly branches.

“Don’t worry, pal. Tomorrow is a new day.”

Hopefully a better one. Hopefully one where I can string lights on my trees.

Wind whistles off the water as I lock the door to the shop behind me, the ornate brass key heavy in the palm of my hand. Another one of Aunt Matilda’s whimsies that I haven’t had the heart to update. I press the key into my pocket and turn up the street, the lanterns that line each side of the road slowly flickering to life in the settling dusk.

There are no wayward cats on my walk home. No misdelivered packages or oversize Christmas decorations crumpled in a heap against the porch. It’s just my quiet craftsman house on a side street of Annapolis and a door I need to kick on the bottom right corner to open.

The glow of my tree welcomes me as I drop my things in a heap by the door, shimmying out of my tights. I tug on my favorite pajamas—a matching red and white flannel set with dancing reindeer—and toss my curls into a ponytail. Tonight, I’ll soothe the day’s disappointments with White Christmas and peppermint tea. Tomorrow I’ll try again.

Christmas has always been my favorite time of year. It’s the only time of year when it feels like magic might be real, hovering somewhere close to the surface. Like you can reach out and touch it. Cup it between frostbitten fingertips like sugarplum kisses and popcorn strung on ribbon. Crackling fires beneath the hearth and gingerbread cookies fresh from the oven. Christmas has always felt right. Christmas has always felt true.

I sink into the comfort of my couch and watch my movie, unwrapping a candy cane while Betty and Judy sing about sisters. Something thick and heavy settles at the back of my throat. Sisters.

Growing up, my sister and I used to lie on the floor with our heads tucked together and watch this scene over and over. We’d promise each other that we’d be the same way, laughing and smiling and dancing—together, always. We watched our mother and our aunt tear into each other until their relationship was a pile of ash. We knew we wanted something different. Something better.

But the last time I talked to my sister, cherry blossoms were on the trees and tears were on her cheeks. Somehow, despite our best intentions, we managed to become exactly like them.

I took one path. Samantha took another.

I force the thought away. Today is December 1. It’s not a day for painful memories. It’s a day for Danny Kaye and peppermint candies and my coziest socks.

Tradition. Hope. Kindness.

I’m so busy trying to suck down tea and convince myself that I’m fine that I don’t notice the important things. Namely, the strange man in my living room. It’s the scuff of his boots against the floor that finally catches my attention, his shadow large and looming in the glow of my Christmas tree. He clears his throat, my head snaps in his direction, and I—

I scream. I scream at the top of my lungs and hurl the closest projectile I have. The TV remote sails over his shoulder, landing next to an ornament of a lighthouse.

He doesn’t so much as flinch, gazing at me steadily from the shadows.

“Hello, Harriet,” he says easily.

His voice is rough. A faint accent I can’t pinpoint or recognize. I don’t recognize a single thing about him, most of him hidden in the shadows. All I can make out is a strong jaw and broad body, his hands held loose at his sides.

I press myself farther into my couch. My breath goes shallow. Every murder mystery podcast I have ever listened to has started exactly like this.

The stranger raises his hands, palms facing out. “Don’t be alarmed.”

Don’t be alarmed. Okay. Says the man who is standing—uninvited—in the middle of my living room. He moves closer and light dances over his angular face. His jaw is brushed with scruff, heavier over his top lip. An implication of a mustache, if he were to grow it out fully. He drags one of his hands through his messy, windswept hair.

I grip my candy cane. It’s not sharp enough to stab him with, but I’ve got enough adrenaline coursing through my system to probably cause a little damage.

“What do you want?” I breathe.

“I want to help you.” He moves closer. “It’s not too late, Harriet. You can mend your ways.”

I blink. “Is this, like, a door-to-door thing? I’m not interested in joining your cult, thank you.” His face remains blank. My eyes dart to the door and back again. “How did you get into my house?”

“I—”

“More importantly, when can you leave?”

“I don’t—”

“I don’t have anything valuable.” I drag my teeth over my bottom lip. “Actually, that’s a lie. That gingerbread house by your feet is hand-painted. You could probably get something for it on the black market.”

He studies the gingerbread house in question, eyebrows raised. “Black market,” he repeats slowly.

“You can have it,” I whisper. “Please leave now.”

He shakes his head, dragging his attention back to me on the couch. His eyes linger a beat too long on the patterned material of my pajama bottoms. He drags his hand over his jaw. “I have no interest in your gingerbread house.”

“What do you have interest in, then? Murder?”

Good job, Harriet, my brain chirps. Very subtle.

“I have no interest in murder either.” The light shifts over his face. He is all angles and sharp, knowing eyes. His jaw firms and he tilts his chin up. “I’m interested in your soul,” he says ominously, and my stomach lurches up to my throat.

I pause, waiting for him to continue. He doesn’t. “See, that sounds a little bit like murder.”

“It’s not murder.”

“It really, really sounds like murder.”

“It’s not,” he insists. “I’m not—”

“It’s just, if you’re not a murderer, you should really work on your presentation because—”

“I’m here for your reckoning.” He cuts me off quickly, raising his voice. He sounds frustrated, like none of this is going to plan. Good. That makes two of us. His lips flatten into a line and he gives me a look, something flickering behind his eyes. A flame. Or a candle, almost. “I’m a Ghost of Christmas Past, Harriet. Your reclamation awaits.”

My jaw hinges open. My candy cane falls to the floor.

On the first day of December, the universe gave to me—

A string of bad luck and a . . .ghost, apparently.







Chapter Two Nolan

She watches me in silent, frozen astonishment from her place on the couch, her brown eyes blown wide, her blanket clutched tight to her chest. After a passionate initial response, it seems she’s decided to pretend she’s invisible.

That’s perfectly fine. I’m a patient man.

I’m still recovering from the shock of the television remote nearly clipping my ear. While violent reactions to my appearance are not out of the ordinary, I can’t say I was expecting it from this tiny woman in ridiculous pajamas.

I turn halfway and reach into the tree behind me, extracting the slim device while she processes. I set it neatly on her coffee table.

She makes a garbled, sputtering sound.

Lovely.

“You don’t—” She swallows, sucks in a sharp breath, then exhales again. “You don’t look like a ghost,” she finally says.

“Well . . .” The word falls out of my mouth and hovers there, uncertain. I’m not used to people doubting my existence as I stand in front of them.

“Well?” she repeats, staring at me in bewilderment. There’s a mug in the shape of a Christmas tree at her elbow and enough candy canes hanging from various light fixtures to probably be a fire hazard. Clutter occupies every inch of available space. This house is a disaster, but . . .festive, I suppose. A festive disaster.

I try to summon all my ghostly bravado. “I am one.”

“A ghost?”

“Yes.” I nod. “I am a ghost. Or a spirit. Whichever you prefer.”

She gives me one slow blink in response. Her hair is a mess of wild, blond curls, tied back in a haphazard ponytail on the very top of her head. Two strands break free, brushing along her high cheekbones. She digs her fist into her eye, seemingly trying to clear her vision, then drops it again, blinking blearily at me.

“Of course. That makes sense.” A slightly hysterical laugh bubbles out of her, her eyes rolling to the ceiling. “You’re a ghost,” she says under her breath. “He’s a ghost.”

I nod. “Yes. I am a ghost.”

The smile drops from her face in increments. “You’re a ghost,” she repeats, sarcasm fading into disbelief.

“A Ghost of Christmas Past, yes.”

“Sent to haunt me?” She digs a finger into the middle of her chest. “Me?”

I hum in the affirmative.

“I’m being haunted? Right now?” She squints, her nose wrinkling. “This is—I’m having trouble believing it.”

“That’s a fairly common reaction.”

“You’re haunting me? Me. I’m a good person. I pay my taxes. I feed my neighbor’s cat.” She squints. “Are you sure you’re not just breaking and entering?”

I shake my head, gesturing at the room. “I didn’t break or enter. I appear where I am summoned. It’s an unintended consequence of the general haunting.”

She shifts beneath the blanket, mouth twisted in thought. This happens, too. The slow bleed from shock to confusion to denial. The way people try to make sense of my sudden, unexpected appearance. I know I don’t look like a ghost. I look like an ordinary man. Brown boots. A pair of dark jeans. A warm flannel. I’ve never bought into the flash-and-bang routine the way some of my colleagues do. There’s no point in a costume, really, when my appearance out of thin air usually does the trick. I’m not about to start wearing a long white cloak for the drama of it all.

Though perhaps I should. It might speed things along.

A note for next time.

Her eyes slowly crawl back to mine and something about her expression scratches the back of my mind. I tip my head to the side and study her. She feels . . .familiar. Like the edge of a memory I can’t quite grasp. Or an . . .impression, almost. A song I’ve heard before.

“Have we met?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says, voice faint. She shifts on the couch and the light hits her from a different angle. The feeling drifts away. “You tell me. Are you a stalker in addition to a vandal?”

I roll my eyes to the ceiling. “I did not break into your home, Harriet. I used my magic.”

“Magic,” she repeats, skeptical. “You do realize that the method of breaking and entering doesn’t invalidate the actual breaking and entering, right?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Can we please move on from the breaking and entering bit?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

I would. Desperately. I’ve barely started this assignment, and I’m irritated. Typically, this feeling settles in around the second or third memory. Spending my holiday season haunting the very worst of humanity hasn’t exactly softened my edges in the afterlife.

Some of my magic escapes my careful control, the lights in the room flaring and then dimming. Her eyes grow wide.

“Do that again,” she breathes.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Because it wasn’t intended, but she doesn’t need to know that. “Because you’re not in charge.”

That seems to ignite a fuse of rebellion within her. She sits up straighter on the couch, the blanket she has wrapped around her shoulders slipping a bit.

“I want proof,” she demands.

“Of what?”

“Of your . . .ghostliness. Do you have some sort of documentation?” A slender hand emerges from beneath the blanket, holding a candy cane. The end of it is sharpened to a point. “A . . .badge, perhaps?”

“A ghost badge?”

“I don’t know how these things work.”

“We don’t carry badges. Or any sort of documentation.”

Her eyes narrow. “That seems convenient.”

I shrug. “Something for me to bring up at our next staff meeting, then.”

“Staff meeting? There are more of you?”

I nod. There are hundreds of us. Surely, she doesn’t think there’s just one Ghost of Christmas Past, haunting the world’s worst offenders. It would be an impossible task.

“Okay, fine. That’s fine. This is fine,” she whispers to herself. Her eyes flutter up and then away. Back and away again. The third time, her attention sticks.

“Do something ghostly,” she demands.

Good lord. This woman. “No.”

“Prove that you’re a ghost,” she insists. “Do something only a ghost would do. The light thing again.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “It’s not a party trick.”

She grows smug. “That’s something a not-ghost would say.”

“I just appeared in your living room. I believe that should be sufficient.”

“You emerged from behind the tree,” she clarifies. “It’s possible you came in through the front door.”

I turn my head and stare pointedly at the deadlock on her door. The chain is still notched. “I didn’t.”

“The window, then.”

“The window is also locked.”

Her eyebrows inch up her forehead, her mind searching for an explanation.

“Maybe I’m having a very elaborate dream,” she says, her voice going faint. She pinches the inside of her wrist.

I smirk. “You’re not.”

She huffs out an irritated breath. “You’re a little young to be a ghost.”

“Says who?” I shrug. “I died young.”

“And your voice. What’s going on with that?”

I arch an eyebrow. “My accent?”

She nods.

“I died Irish.”

Her brows pinch together. “You’re not Irish anymore?”

“No, I’m still Irish.”

“Why aren’t you haunting a nice gal in Ireland, then?”

“I don’t know. This is the location I’ve been assigned.” I scratch at my jaw. “Probably because you Americans need more haunting than most.”

She gasps, affronted. “Rude.”

I shrug. “’S true. You lot are a narcissistic bunch.”

She goes quiet, thinking it over. The only sound is the hum of her television at my back and the crunch of her candy cane when she bites off the end of it. She’s wearing flannel pajamas with little reindeer all over them, her feet in thick red socks. The outfit is oddly endearing, if not wholly absurd.

“I’m being haunted by a ghost,” Harriet states. “I’ve done something terrible, apparently, and now I’m being haunted. By a ghost.”

“That’s the general gist of it, yes.”

“And you’re sure it’s me you’re supposed to be haunting?”

I snap my fingers and a piece of paper appears in my palm. I unroll it and squint at the messy handwriting. Isabella, my supervisor at the Department of Hauntings and Spirits, prefers old-school methods. Our assignments are always hand-written and hand-delivered.

“You’re Harriet York, yes? Twenty-seven years old? Owner of the Crow’s Nest?”

She blinks at me, staring hard at where the paper materialized.

“You have a piece of paper with my name on it?” she whispers.

“I was given one, yes.”

“You’re really not doing much to dispel the stalker theory, buddy.”

I sigh. “This isn’t stalking. This is haunting.”

“Sure.”

“This is how things are done.”

Every Ghost of Christmas Past, Present, and Future receives a missive from Isabella on the final day of November and—off we go. We have the month of December to change the ways of our recalcitrant subjects or they’re doomed to a life of misery and sadness. I am to pass off Harriet to her next ghost before Christmas Eve or she’ll forever be doomed.

Or something. I’ve never cared enough to investigate the details of what happens when my work is done. “Should we start from the beginning?” I ask. “Will that help you come to terms with what’s happening here?”

She tucks her legs beneath her on the couch. Another curl makes a mad dash for freedom. “We might as well try.”

“I am a Ghost of Christmas Past. I’ve been sent to help you mend your ways. We’re going to look through your past, so you can learn from your mistakes.”

“Okay,” she says slowly, drawing out the word until it sounds more like a question than a statement.

“Yes? Good? Ready to go?”

“Not quite.” She wedges her candy cane firmly in her cheek. “I have some questions.”

My shoulders slump. “Of course you do.”

“These mistakes—” Her voice softens. A flash of regret in her brown eyes. She blinks and it’s gone. “What are they?”

“All will be revealed when we visit your past.”

“That’s it?”

“More or less.”

She doesn’t look convinced. “And you’re sure I’ve made these mistakes? To have earned this haunting?”

I almost reach for the paper still crumpled in the back pocket of my jeans and thrust it under her nose. The paper has your name on it, I want to yell at her. Why are you questioning the magic of a Holiday Spirit? I drag one hand through my hair in frustration and anchor my palm at the back of my neck. “The magic decides. You’ve been deemed salvageable, if only you mend your ways. You must make amends.”

These mortals are always the same. They fight it at the start—say they’re good, they don’t deserve it—but they can’t outrun the truth. The memories don’t lie.

And I can’t move on until I fulfill my ghostly duties. I have no interest in lingering any longer than I need to in this infernal place. I’ve spent a hundred years lingering. I’m tired of standing still.

I hold out my hand, impatient. “Let us begin.”

“I mean, we could. I guess,” she says. “Or we could wait.”

I barely resist a groan. “Why do we need to wait?”

“Because I’m not convinced this isn’t a medical event and I don’t feel up to a haunting tonight, thank you very much. You can proceed back to whatever corner of my mind you emerged from, and I can go to sleep and chalk up this entire evening to a weird batch of peppermint tea.” She frowns and presses two fingers to her temple. “Or a concussion.”

“While I’m delighted to hear that I align with whatever dreams you might be having, that’s not how this works. I can’t just disappear. I am bound to you for the holiday season until you recognize the errors of your past and I can hand you off to a Ghost of Christmas Present.”

She laughs, borderline maniacal. “Oh good. More rules.”

I nod. “Yes. There’s a transition process.”

She mouths the words transition process. “This is all very organized.”

“Yes,” I concede. “It’s not how I expected it to be either.”

I didn’t have a choice when I died, but if I did, I wouldn’t have chosen this. This utterly mundane existence, watching other people go about their lives while I stay exactly where I am. Haunting terrible humans. Watching their dismal, sad memories.

After more than a hundred years haunting the worst humanity has to offer, I can hardly remember my human life. It comes and goes in flashes of color and sound. Robin’s-egg blue. Sea-glass green. Pale, pale pink. Waves lapping at the side of a ship and a church bell, somewhere in the distance. A lighthouse on the shore.

Flashes, instead of moments. I’ve lost everything I used to be. Now I’m this instead. A shell of a man forced to endure the worst of others.

I hold out my hand again, frustrated. “Time to begin.”

She doesn’t move. “No thanks.”

I drop my hand. “Harriet.”

She picks up her mug. “Ghost man.”

“You can’t avoid your fate.”

She arches an eyebrow. “Oh, that’s a very good line.”

I shift on my feet, uncomfortable. I heard another Ghost of Christmas Past say it once. It always seemed very powerful.

Apparently not.

“How can I get you to take my hand?”

Her eyes trail along my shoulder and down the length of my arm, considering. Being a ghost means I’m rarely seen—almost never studied. It’s an unusual feeling. Her slow perusal sends awareness tingling down the length of my spine.

My fingers twitch.

She snaps her gaze back to mine. “I’d like to talk to your supervisor, Ghost of Christmas Past.”

“Oh, please. Don’t be that person.”

She laughs. A bright burst that slams out of her body. She laughs like she’s made to do exactly that, and it’s enough to have me teetering on the edge of indecision.

“Then you talk to your supervisor,” she says, still grinning. “That’s how you can convince me to examine my past, or whatever it is you claim you do.” She tugs her discarded blanket back into place, wrapping herself like some sort of burrowing creature. Her cheeks are pink and her lips are candy-apple red. She matches the lights on her tree, all colorful and bright. A little frazzled at the edges. “If you show up again tomorrow, maybe I’ll believe this wasn’t some weird fever dream.”

“That’s all you need? For me to return?”

She nods, looking past me to where the movie is still playing on her TV. I remember the year White Christmas came out. I sat in the very back of the movie theater with all the mortals, a box of Hot Tamales in my lap and my heart in my throat. I watched Danny Kaye spin Vera-Ellen around and around in a pale pink dress and felt an ache in the palms of my hands. Homesick, or something like it. A tug beneath my breastbone for something I couldn’t reach. Something I couldn’t even name.

That wisp of familiarity grips me again.

The creak of a boat beneath my feet. Sea salt air and my hands on burnished metal.

Pale, pale pink.

“Tomorrow,” I repeat slowly, trying to grasp the feeling but failing, dallying in the middle of her living room. This has never happened before. I’ve never had someone refuse to take my hand and . . .ask to speak to a manager. Short of tackling her to the couch and forcing her to agree, I can’t make her relive her past. She needs to choose it.

Another one of our little rules.

“Yes. Tomorrow.” She uncovers a popcorn bowl from out of nowhere. Her own sort of magic. “If you use the window when you leave, please remember to shut it all the way. It gets drafty.”

I blow out a breath, amused despite myself. “I won’t be using the window, Harriet. I’m a ghost.”

“So you say.”

I take a hesitant step back toward the tree. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I tell her firmly. Perhaps by then, I’ll gather my own resolve.

She shoots me a distracted thumbs-up. I roll my eyes and tug at my magic. It sweeps up and over me before she can offer any more excuses.

Or lob anything else in my direction.







Chapter Three Nolan

Halfway down the cobblestone street that leads from the Annapolis State House to the harbor is an empty storefront. Unassuming, it’s tucked right between an ice cream parlor and a maritime shop. The windows are lined with faded brown paper and the awning hangs at an angle, the green material torn like someone reached up and attempted to rip it down.

People pass by without a second glance, ignoring the dusty windows for the promise of candy farther up the street. This time of year, everything smells like butterscotch and cocoa. Hot fudge. Crushed velvet and fresh pine.

I go just as unnoticed as the empty window I’m bound for, tucking my chin into the collar of my coat as crowds of holiday shoppers drift around me. I step off the sidewalk and a woman barrels into me, her shoulder slamming into mine, a bright red bag with gold trim almost taking me out at my knees. I grip her arms to hold her steady and she gives me an embarrassed, unfocused smile before chirping an apology and rushing off to join her friends.

She won’t remember me. She won’t ever think about me again. With the exception of my assignments and the handful of ghosts that occupy this town, no one has looked directly at me in more than a century. People keep a natural distance, moving past me like a river runs around a rock. There’s a sixth sense buried somewhere in their head that tells them I’m something else, to keep away. I’m not from here or there, but another place entirely. Another time. I wait and I listen and I watch as the world grows and shifts around me, never moving anywhere myself.

If I were a morose man, I’d call it a half-life.

As it stands, it’s just my afterlife.

The door at the abandoned store creaks as I open it, a bell on a tidy red ribbon announcing my arrival. For a long time, someone thought it would be a good idea to have the office access point in the towel section of a Bed Bath & Beyond. The Beyond a reference to the Great Beyond, I guess. But there was an incident with a Poltergeist and a beanbag chair in the shape of a cheeseburger and the mortals started asking questions. Now a more subtle approach is taken.

The room is bright with sunlight despite the shabby, deteriorating facade, a wide skylight stretching across the length of the ceiling. A massive yew tree splits through the tile floor in the middle of the room, its gnarled and knobby branches reaching up. Two comfortable chairs sit at its trunk and a large mahogany desk fills the space behind it, situated intentionally in front of a single door.

“Nolan!” A small woman with sleek blond hair waves to me from behind the reception desk, bracelets dancing up and down her wrist. She has jam on the front of her shirt and a half-eaten pastry on the corner of her desk. “What a surprise!”

The man standing patiently in front of her desk turns halfway, a worn cowboy hat tucked under his arm. He gives me a nod and I lift a hand in greeting. I don’t recognize him, but that’s not unusual. I sometimes think there might be more spiritual beings in this town than people.

Betty, the receptionist for as long as I can remember and probably a time longer than that, too, gestures toward one of the chairs. “Let me help this gentleman and I’ll be right with you.”

“Take your time. It’s not a bother.” I drop down in one of the seats and stretch out my legs beneath the tree. “I’m comfortable waiting.”

I busy myself with watching the clouds through the skylight while she finishes up her low conversation with the wayward cowboy. Sitting in this room always makes me feel like I’m wedged at the bottom of a kaleidoscope. Muted, blurry colors and hushed sounds.

Harriet’s house made me feel that way, too, but with more enthusiasm. A Christmas kaleidoscope.

The candy canes. Her wild, almost-sentient hair. Those reindeer pajamas. I’ve never seen pajamas so ridiculous in my life, and that includes the time I haunted a man who thought it was appropriate to wear a spandex one-piece to sleep.

Were they a gift from someone? A joke? Did she buy them for herself?

What a strange, whimsical woman. A right pain in my ass, too.

The door behind the desk opens and shuts, and my attention darts to Betty.

“Nolan.” She beckons me forward, a jelly tart held primly in one hand. “I’m ready for you now.”

She takes a gargantuan bite, crumbs raining down the front of her blouse. Her eyes close in rapture.

I stare at her. “Are you sure? If you need a moment alone, I could come back—”

“No, no.” She finishes the rest of the tart, cheeks bulging. “A little mess with the inn on Church Circle,” she explains, words muffled by pastry and jam. She swallows and presses her fist to her mouth. “Reed is having a bit of trouble with his assignment. There’s a new owner and she insists on burning sage in the upper rooms. It displaces him every time, and he has nowhere else to go.” She gives me a tight smile. “But enough about that. What can I help you with? I don’t usually see you so early in the holiday season. How’s your assignment going?”

My assignment is a disaster. She believes nothing I say and insists on maintaining her innocence. Oh, and she demanded I come here and speak to my manager.

I scratch at my jaw. “I’ve run into a bit of a hiccup,” I hedge. “I was hoping to discuss it with Isabella.”

Betty’s face twists in sympathy. “Did your assignment try to sage you?”

“No. There was no sage involved.”

“Those cheap candles from the psychic over in Waldorf?”

“Not those either.” A good thing, too. I heard the headaches from those candles last a decade. “Just hoping for a moment of Isabella’s time, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Betty gives me a knowing look. “Well,” she says, brushing the remainder of the crumbs from her skirt. “You know Isabella.”

I do know Isabella. I’ve known Isabella since the day I dropped into her tidy office, bewildered and still soaking wet from the ocean I drowned in. She took one look at me, arched her eyebrow, and said, Why are you looking at me like that?

Like I chose to fall overboard in the middle of a winter storm.

Delicacy is not a quality she possesses.

“I’d like to see her all the same.”

Betty picks up the phone on the edge of her desk and taps out three numbers. Another pastry magically appears right next to it, like the universe or fates or whatever it is that governs this world knows she needs the fortitude.

“It’s your funeral,” she tells me.

I give her a small smile. “Wouldn’t be my first.”

She snorts a laugh. “Make sure you hold on to that sense of humor when you see Isabella.”

I hear the lazy buzz of a dial tone, a sharp voice, and then a pause as Betty explains the situation. The pause goes on for several uncomfortable seconds. Even the tree behind me rustles its leaves in agitation.

Betty returns the phone to its cradle with a wince. “She’ll see you now.”

I don’t move. “Is she mad?”

Betty knits her fingers together on the desk. She opens her mouth, closes it, then tries again. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

I sigh. “That’s a yes.”

“Best just to wait and see,” she offers. She gestures behind her at the closed door. “You know the way.”

The nondescript door behind Betty’s desk leads to an equally uninspiring hallway, the natural light swapped for the glow of fluorescents. Neatly labeled doors line either side, each office perfectly spaced at even intervals. I make note of them as I pass.

Phantoms, Ghouls, Malevolent Spirits on the left. Guardian Angels, Cupids, Conscious on the right.

Harriet’s voice drifts back to me. This is all very organized.

If she only knew.

I wasn’t joking about the staff meetings. There are quarterly reports, too. A benefits center I haven’t quite figured out how to utilize and a summer picnic we’re always expected to attend.

The door to Possessions rattles ominously as I pass it. A water cooler drips in front of Grim Reapers. I pass Poltergeists and a heated argument drifts through the door, the thick drawl of an accent rising in volume and drifting away again. I wonder if that’s where the cowboy from the lobby disappeared to.

Holiday Spirits is at the very end of the hall, marked with a dark wood door and a shiny gold handle. There used to be a jolly sprig of mistletoe over the door. I never could figure out why Isabella ripped it down.

I knock twice to the vague tune of “Jingle Bells,” hoping to curry a little favor.

It doesn’t do the trick.

“Enter,” echoes a voice from within.

I poke my head through the door first, cautious of entering fully. Isabella is already frowning, the severity of her expression somehow heightened by the blinking reindeer headband she’s wearing. Leave it to Isabella to make novelty Christmas headwear intimidating. Her dark hair is tucked neatly behind her ears, her tan skin smooth and unblemished. Sharp cheekbones. Dark, knowing eyes.

Rumor has it she died just before her twentieth birthday and was too angry over her early death to properly move on. She started in the Department of Déjà Vu, but transferred to Hauntings and Spirits sometime in the late fifteenth century. She’s been head of Holiday Spirits ever since.

Her office is just as sparse as the rest of the department, except for her desk and the bookshelf behind it. Every inch of available space is covered with snow globes of various sizes and shapes. Some are mid-flurry and others are completely still. She’s holding one with an obscure city skyline in her hands, small white snowflakes drifting lazily across the glass.

She places it to the side as I pull the door shut behind me.

“Nolan,” she greets me evenly.

“Isabella.” I dip my chin. “Always a pleasure.”

She hums, dragging one blood-red nail across the edge of a different snow globe. “You’ve either set a remarkable record or you’re here to irritate me.” She pauses. “Which is it?”

I clasp my hands behind my back. “I have not set a remarkable record.”

Her lips purse. The reindeer headband alternates between red and green.

Red. Green. Red. Green.

“What’s with the headband?” I ask. I’ve never seen her in so much as jaunty earrings.

Her face darkens. “The executive team thought I needed to show a little more holiday spirit. For team morale. Did you come here to ask me about my headband?”

“No, I—”

“The holiday potluck, perhaps?”

“Not that either. I was wondering if—”

“I presume you were wondering about something if you’re here. In my office. At the start of the holiday season.” She leans back in her chair. “Spit it out, Nolan.”

I clench my jaw and then release it. Safe to say the headband isn’t lifting any spirits today. “Am I currently involved in a training exercise?”

Her frown is a slash across her face. “What?”

“Is there a training exercise happening that I’m not aware of?”

Isabella stares at me for so long, I contemplate disappearing back through the door. I eye her warily.

“What’s today’s date, Nolan?”

I inspect the bookshelf behind her. In the middle of all the snow globes is a small, square calendar. DECEMBER 2 practically glares at me from over her shoulder.

“It’s the second day of December.”

“Correct.” She lightly touches her headband and the flipping colors switch to a steady red. It casts her face in sharp angles and shadows, the deep crimson of her lips looking a little too much like blood for my liking. She really could work in Malevolent Spirits if she wanted. I have no idea why she’s never transferred.

“And do you think,” she continues, “that on the second day of December—the very start of our busiest season—I’d orchestrate a training exercise?”

I shove my hands in my pockets, properly chastised. “No.”

“Are you in need of training, Nolan?”

“No?”

“That sounded like a question.”

“No,” I say again, making sure I clip the edge of my answer. “No, I am not in need of training.”

“You’ve been a ghost for over a hundred years. I should think not.” She taps her headband again and the blinking resumes. “Why are you here asking me about training exercises? Don’t you have work to do?”

“That’s why I’m here. There’s something wrong.”

Isabella stares at me.

“With my assignment,” I clarify.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s . . .” Chaotic. Messy. Honest. “Young.”

“Age doesn’t define character, Nolan,” she says, dismissal in her tone and in her face. “You’ve had younger hauntings than her.”

“I know. But something feels off about this one.”

Like a book out of place on a shelf. A single note out of tune. A rope frayed in the middle. There’s something different about Harriet York, and I can’t put my finger on what it is.

“She’s nice,” I tack on awkwardly, trying and failing to articulate the bizarre conversation I had with Harriet last night. “My assignments . . .they’re not usually nice.”

A bit obsessed with candy canes and an irrational choice of bedwear, to be sure, but there was something about her that seemed genuine. Authentic. She told me she’s a good person and I—

I think I believed her.

That hasn’t happened before.

Isabella looks bored. “And you came to this astounding assessment of her character from one conversation?”

I scowl, some of my restraint fading in favor of frustration. “Haven’t you told me repeatedly to trust my gut?”

“You don’t have a gut,” she says, dry as a bone. “You’re dead.”

“There’s something about her that feels different.” Familiar, almost. Out of place, maybe. “I don’t think she’s meant to be haunted. I’d appreciate it if you could check if there’s been a mistake.”

Isabella’s lips flatten. She picks up another snow globe—a harbor this time, with a lighthouse in the middle. She shakes it with a graceful twist of her wrist and white obscures the glass. When the snowflakes settle, the lighthouse is wrapped in twinkling lights. A faint glow from the lantern within flares and then dims.

“I’ve been here for thousands of years, Nolan. I’ve seen every past, present, and future you could possibly imagine. I’ve seen things you couldn’t even begin to understand.” She looks up from her snow globe, her dark eyes serious. Tired. It’s the most human I’ve ever seen her.

“Mistakes aren’t made,” she says. “Not here. Not with this. You have your assignment for a reason. It’s up to you to figure out why.”

The heartbeat I don’t need begins to pound out an uneven staccato in my chest. There’s a threat in there somewhere. Or, at the very least, a warning.

“And if I don’t?”

Isabella twists the snow globe again and the light abruptly goes out. “Then you’ll face the consequences of your failure.”







Chapter Four Harriet

There’s a crack on the bottom. See? It’s right there.”

I bite the inside of my cheek and feign interest as I examine the minuscule crack at the bottom edge of the music box I sold last week. This piece is one of my favorites. A gilded cage with a songbird in the middle, wrapped in flowering vines. I had been happy to sell it to someone who wanted to give it as a gift. I spent extra time on the packaging.

I used the good wrapping paper. I curled the ribbon.

Now there’s no ribbon. Or delicate gold paper. I imagine my hard work discarded in a trash bin somewhere and frustration licks at the inside of my chest. I let it have its moment, then take a deep breath and push the irritation somewhere else.

It’s just paper. Just ribbon. Easily replaceable.

The woman in lululemon leggings turns the music box on its side and jabs her finger repeatedly at a crack the size of a thumbtack.

“I can’t give my sister a broken music box for Christmas,” she says. “I can’t believe you even sell broken music boxes.”

“It’s not broken,” I explain. I turn the box carefully in my hand and twist the hinge at the bottom. The bird begins to spin and a lovely, tinkling melody spills out. “See? It plays music.”

The woman ignores the song, tipping it back on its side. It makes a dull thunk against the countertop and I clench my jaw so tight my teeth snap. She’s not being careful.

“But there’s a crack,” she says again.

“Yes, but—”

“There’s a crack,” she repeats, slowing down her words and enunciating each syllable like I didn’t hear her the first forty-seven times she said it. The frustration in my chest spreads to my cheeks, my face burning hot. The urge to apologize bubbles in the back of my throat, but I ignore it. She narrows her eyes. “A crack means it’s broken.”

A crack doesn’t mean it’s broken. A crack means it’s done exactly what it’s supposed to do for generations. A crack means hundreds of hands have held it . . .have listened to that little bird sing. A crack means it’s one of a kind. Different from anything else.

A crack means it’s special.

One tiny imperfection and this woman is ready to abandon it.

I pull the music box closer and push down on the parts of myself that want to argue. I’m tired today, and no amount of fancy coffee from the café across the street is reviving me. I had strange dreams last night. A handsome man in an old, faded flannel. A frown on his face and his hand outstretched toward mine.

That’s what I get for falling asleep in the glow of my Christmas tree after drinking half a box of expired peppermint tea. I woke up on the couch with my hair in my mouth, White Christmas somehow still playing on my television, no sign of the man who claimed to be a ghost.

I checked the locks on my windows just to be sure.

“What would you like me to do about the crack?” I ask. I know what I’d like to do. I’d like to press pause on this entire day and go back to bed. I feel like I’m two steps behind every conversation and annoyed because of it.

“Well, I’d like another music box,” she says, still talking to me like I’m stupid. “Without the crack.”

I frown. “I don’t have another music box. This is an antiques shop. Everything is unique.”

Unique and original and handpicked by me from online auctions and estate sales and Goodwill bargain hunts across the state, just like my aunt Matilda used to do. I spent my childhood running up and down the crowded aisles while my parents attended to business at the statehouse. It seemed magical back then. Necklaces and rings the size of my palm with shiny, colorful gems. Music boxes and plates with painted horses. Handwoven baskets and crystal glasses casting rainbows across the ceiling. Aunt Matilda used to say walking through the front door of the Crow’s Nest was like stepping into a treasure chest.

It still has that magic, but I’m having trouble feeling it this morning. I don’t like when people come in here and treat everything like it’s an amusing little novelty.

And I still haven’t had a chance to put my trees up.

The woman’s frown deepens. “You’re telling me you don’t have another music box like this? Not even one?”

That’s exactly what I’m saying. That’s exactly what I’ve been saying. “We have music boxes. Different music boxes,” I say, settling on brevity. “Not one exactly like this, but something just as special. Would you like to look at the rest of our selection? I’m sure we have something—”

“I want this one.” She taps the top of the gilded cage. “The bird one. My sister is an avid bird watcher. She loves sparrows.”

I stare at her. The bird in the cage is not a sparrow. It’s a dove. “Would you . . .would you like me to rewrap it for you?”

“No, I’d like the same one without the damage to the base. I can’t believe how many times I’ve had to explain this to you.”

Around and around we go. I wonder if this woman is related to the man who wanted the unassembled nightstands.

“How about I give you a refund instead?” It’s always been easier for me to take the hit than fight the fight, and this fight is hardly worth it. I lift the music box. I’d rather keep it with me anyway. “And then I can direct you to a shop two blocks over that you might have better luck with.”

It only takes me a few moments to issue the refund and then the woman is sweeping back through the front door, oversize glasses perched on the end of her upturned nose. I twist the knob on the bottom of the music box and listen to the first few warbly notes as the door shuts behind her.

“You’re not broken, are you? Just a little bruised.” I trace the tiny crack along the bottom. “That’s okay. It’s her loss.”

I set the music box down and close my eyes, digging my knuckles into the middle of my chest. There’s an ache there I can’t quite chase away, no matter how much I try.

Maybe that weird dream last night was some sort of prophecy. A mirror held up to my consciousness. Maybe I have made bad choices. Maybe I am a bad person.

“Well, she sucked.” Sasha, my store manager, emerges from the shelves like a wisp of smoke. I jump slightly and she gives me a narrow-eyed look. “What’s got you so twitchy?”

“You mean, besides your lurking?”

Sasha shrugs.

“Nothing.” I push my hair away from my face. “Weird dreams. Expired tea.” A man who says he’s a ghost sent to haunt me as retribution for being a terrible person.

She gives me a considering look as she shuffles behind the counter to her rightful place. The place I left her twenty-five minutes ago so I could finally put up my trees. The place she certainly wasn’t at when lululemon came through the door.

“We can add her to the banned list,” Sasha says.

“We don’t have a banned list,” I tell her, watching as she taps away at the ancient cash register. Her nails are topped with chipped black polish, a number of mismatched rings decorating her fingers. Her strawberry blond hair glows pink against the black of her sweater, the muted light from the stained glass lamp above us making her sparkle. For someone who looks like she belongs on the top of a cupcake, she’s never had any trouble holding her boundaries.

I want to be her when I grow up.

“We also have a no return policy,” she says, singsonging the words. “But that’s never stopped you from giving in.”

I ignore her. The state of the return policy is not something we agree on, nor is the banned list. Sasha and I have sort of a good cop/bad cop routine. I give in to every customer demand and Sasha stares blankly without responding whenever she’s annoyed.

“Where did you go?” I ask. “I thought I left you behind the counter.”

She pushes her glasses up her nose. “I could smell the Victoria’s Secret Love Spell when she opened the door. I was needed in inventory.”

“Who needed you in inventory?” We’re the only two people in the store.

“I needed me in inventory.”

I snort. “You mean you needed to sit on the beanbag in the back corner of the inventory room that you think I don’t know about and catch up on your reading while I handled the difficult customer.”

A small, pleased smile curls the edges of her mouth. “Poh-tay-to, Poh-tah-to.”

She jabs another button and a receipt slowly starts chugging out from the top of the register. We really need an upgrade, but every time I hear the squeaky bell that accompanies the change drawer being ejected, I swear I can hear Aunt Matilda cursing under her breath. Missing her still feels like a heavy stone in the middle of my chest. I’m too sentimental to part with anything that makes me think of her.

The register lets out another beleaguered groan. I wince. “Can you fulfill the order for the staging company today?”

Sasha nods, her dark eyes already scanning the report. “Yep. I’m loading pallets in the back. Everything should be ready to go for the truck this evening.”

“Excellent. Thank you.” I might let customers walk all over me, but that same positive energy has helped me secure a number of contracts with local partners that have scraped us out of a decade of debt. For the first time in a long time, the Crow’s Nest is operating with a profit.

Sasha rips off the receipt that’s dangling limply above the floor
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