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			Chapter 1

			I grabbed my battered suitcase from the stack of luggage that came off the ferry. It was covered in duct tape and, like me, had seen better days. As I extended the handle and walked toward the interior of the island to find my new cottage, a man took it from my hands.

			“What the—”

			“This you?” He held up a placard with the name “Veronica Cartwright” on it, then pointed at my bag.

			When I bought it from a thrift shop, I’d put stickers in the shape of letters in different fonts on the front. It made my name look like a ransom note. No one alive would’ve paid a ransom for me, so it seemed funny at the time. Alone on an island nine hundred miles from home, it was less funny now. The letters spelled my chosen name, Gibson Cartwright.

			“Close enough.” I hadn’t answered to Veronica for almost twenty years, but it was technically still my legal name. Whatever.

			“This way.” He walked into the crowd of tourists, dragging my bag behind him, wheels scraping against uneven concrete. The porter must have been at least seventy-five, with a stoop and neat white hair. If he had been a young dude, I would have ripped my bag out of his hands and told him to fuck off. Instead, I followed him through the plaza. I could be an asshole but I wasn’t about to scream at a senior citizen.

			Kids I recognized from the ferry ride to the island ran with reckless abandon toward an ice cream stand. A group of women I’d overheard gossiping about their plans to celebrate being divorced power-walked with equal glee to the first bar in sight. Some of them were cute, but without leather or tattoos, they weren’t exactly my type.

			I pushed a strand of wet-noodle hair out of my eyes and silently cursed humidity in general. Then Michigan humidity in particular.

			Downtown Mackinac Island was full of fudge shops, novelty gift stores, and more fudge shops. Flower boxes and bicycle racks lined the streets. Because cars weren’t allowed, people strolled down the middle of the street holding hands. A quaint little town you couldn’t easily leave—it gave me the creeps.

			The porter turned onto a small road leading into the residential part of the island. I almost stepped in several piles of manure casually dropped by the gigantic horses that clop-clopped around the car-free island. Some were attached to carriages holding swooning couples, others ridden by giddy tourists. My black shirt was already soaked through with sweat.

			I followed the older man down an even smaller road lined with densely crowded cedar trees and tall lilac bushes. The trees on my block back home in New York were friendly, but these loomed like nosy giants. The sound of happy vacationers faded, replaced by birdsong and the whispering wind. I shivered at the change, and a chill came over me despite the damp summer heat.

			We turned down a private lane marked with a small wooden sign that said Abaddon Cottage. It cut through a dark mass of trees that opened to reveal my newly deceased great-aunt’s house. We’d never met, so I didn’t understand why her dying wish was to give me her house. I didn’t want the house. Cash would’ve been great, but just like everyone else in my family, she didn’t give a shit about what I wanted.

			But Mackinac was full of rich fucks with rich-fuck real estate, so I was ready to cash in on the unexpected inheritance.

			“Here, miss,” the porter said. “Good luck.”

			“Uh, thanks.”

			“Give ya two days,” the man muttered as he turned toward the road.

			“What?”

			The porter turned back around. He raised bushy white eyebrows and nodded at the house. “Couldn’t pay me to live in there. Good luck, girl.”

			***

			Abaddon Cottage was enormous. I thought a “cottage” was supposed to be small and charming. Cute, even. This was large. Formidable, even.

			The front yard was a tangled mess of vines that choked out any charm the grounds may have had. I unclipped the key ring from the carabiner on my belt loop and approached the house. It was a dilapidated, three-story wood-and-brick-faced miniature mansion with a wraparound porch. On it sat a pair of Adirondack chairs that badly needed a coat of paint. The entire place needed a coat of paint. Or a time machine.

			For half a second, I thought I saw someone with long hair standing in the third-floor bedroom. But when I blinked and looked again, it was just the outline of an old lamp.

			“Okay, Aunt Agatha,” I said, unlocking the door. She had been my mother’s aunt, not mine. A simple blood relationship that was anything but simple, seeing as both were dead and neither had wanted anything to do with me while they were alive. “Let’s get this over with.”

			My boss Babs didn’t give a shit if I worked from the office or Timbuktu as long as I turned in assignments on time. But the longer I remained, the more likely it was that another shitstain guitar player would steal my spot in the band whose career I’d helped launch. They thought of me as nothing but a sideman. But with their regular guitarist in jail, the lead singer had promised me the gig, full time. And she was hot, but all we’d ever done was fool around, so I wanted a shot at making her my full-time gig, too.

			Pushing away thoughts of Brooke, I entered the house. I tried the boot scraper mounted next to the door, then pulled off my manure-encrusted shoes.

			The tile entryway led to a giant curved staircase. Off to one side was a grandfather clock, its pendulum swinging lethargically. A huge chandelier hung in front of the staircase. Beyond the entryway, cream-colored wallpaper with a swirly texture covered the walls, accompanied by a warm wooden trim. Dust bunnies gathered in the crevices. Agatha’s furnishings had been left as part of the estate transfer, and the caretaker had covered them in white sheets, leaving the impression of a ghostly gathering.

			I pulled off one of the sheets, then regretted it when I uncovered a hideous pink couch.

			I left my bag next to the staircase and ran a finger over the baluster. My fingertip came away dark with grime, so I wiped it on my pants. I whistled, then shivered at how the house swallowed the sound.

			On the other side of the staircase was an alcove with a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. It even had one of those rolling ladders. I ran my hands over the spines, expecting dust, but my hand came away clean.

			The kitchen and bathroom made up the rest of the first floor. A basic wooden kitchen table was nestled against the wall next to the door leading to the backyard. The table was clean and empty. In the bathroom, I flipped the light switch, but nothing happened. The shower was basic, tiled in grimy white squares. I tried not to think of the stabbing scene from Psycho, but it appeared in my head anyway.

			Before heading upstairs, I flipped a switch labeled “chand.” The lights in the chandelier came to life, twinkling and sending warm shards of light around the hallway. Except one bulb on the bottom, which stubbornly remained dark like a tooth punched out of a smiling face.

			Upstairs were two bedrooms, one with mint-green wallpaper and one with a more tasteful rose pattern. Both were old-fashioned, but in a cozy way. I didn’t hate it nearly as much as I should. In spite of myself, I saw potential. Someone could stay here. Someone who wanted to escape the real world. Someone who wanted to live in a creaky Victorian-era house on an island they couldn’t easily leave. Someone who wasn’t me.

			The third floor consisted entirely of the master suite. It had a detached wardrobe and a bathroom with an old claw-foot tub and decently clean tile. None of it was my style, but I could live with it until I found a buyer.

			A chime from the downstairs grandfather clock jump-started my heart. I told it to calm the fuck down.

			Looking back at the empty room, this time I saw sadness. The four-poster bed stood stalwart against the march of time, covered by a quilt made by hand long ago. I purposely distanced myself from my family, including whoever made that quilt. Although on purpose, my disconnection from them now made me feel isolated and small.

			A loud scream ripped through the silence of the room.

			It was high-pitched, almost a whistle. My shoulders rose, and my entire body tensed with fear.

			“What the—”

			After a moment of frozen indecision, I skipped down the stairs two at a time. Halfway to the landing, I stopped, realizing what the sound was.

			A tea kettle?

			I mentally replayed my walkthrough of the kitchen, trying to remember a tea kettle. I couldn’t remember seeing one, but it didn’t matter, because there was no one else in the house. I unlocked the door. I was the only person with keys.

			The sound abated. I strained my ears and, sure enough, heard the sound of water being poured into a mug. Someone else was in the house.

			I counted to ten, breathing deeply, then shouted, “Whoever you are, you’re trespassing on private property!”

			Racing down the stairs, I skidded around the base of the staircase and thundered into the kitchen like a bat headed into hell. I stopped at the entrance with a hand against the old refrigerator, breathing heavily.

			The kitchen was empty.

			But something caught my eye and held it, anchoring me in place.

			The empty table wasn’t empty anymore. A mug, white porcelain with angel wings, sat off to one side. Next to it was an open book with a ribbon for a bookmark. A chair had been pulled out as if someone had been sitting there, curling their hands around the mug to feel its warmth. Wisps of steam rose from hot, dark liquid within.

			As I fixated on the objects on the table, I heard the creaking of door hinges that badly needed grease. The door between the kitchen and backyard swung open, then shut again. There weren’t any curtains on the window, so I could clearly see the empty deck.

			I slowly backed away.

			Then I picked up my shoes and ran out of the house, slamming the door, not bothering to lock it.

			Shit.

			The house was haunted.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The divorced ferry women were seated at the Purple Stallion when I arrived. Based on their rosy cheeks and empty glasses, they were several drinks ahead of me. I sat at the bar and watched purple-clad servers carrying trays of margaritas to sunburned tourists in polo shirts.

			I ordered a beer from the bartender, a kid in his twenties who mixed throwback styles by sporting both a mullet and a fanny pack. While he poured, I convinced myself the door and ghost mug were simply my imagination at work. A breeze opened the door. I hadn’t looked closely enough to actually see steam coming from the mug. Someone forgot to put a cup away while they were dealing with Agatha’s possessions. No one had been in the house making tea. I was tired.

			And, yeah, the house was spooky, so my mind was playing tricks. Stress, not Casper.

			I frowned. My shaky mental health wasn’t the only explanation. Someone might have broken into the house. Mackinac marketed itself as a haven away from crime-ridden big cities, but it was also a tourist trap. The cottage had been empty while Agatha was in hospice. Someone might have noticed and made a move, not knowing the new owner was about to arrive.

			Glancing around, I scanned the restaurant for locals who might know about recent home invasions. A man who looked like a pile of rags come to life sat on the other side of the bar. His facial hair couldn’t be called a beard but was more than stubble. He looked like he lived in that bar seat and knew the island. But he also looked like he might start ranting about mermaids if given the chance, so I looked away.

			I ordered a veggie burger. When I set aside my menu, a woman with bright orange hair sat next to me.

			“You look just like Agatha, you know.” She stared at me with a smile that was kind, if a little too friendly for my liking. “How’s the house treating you?”

			“Do I know you?”

			She smiled again, crinkling the heavy makeup around her eyes. “News travels fast.”

			I nodded, unsure what to do or say. The bartender delivered my food, so I nibbled on a french fry.

			“I’m Miranda.” She extended a hand, and I took it. She was wearing large rings on three of her fingers. They matched her chunky necklace, which sat atop a bright green dress. Her entire outfit was loud and her smile was genuine, but it also held something back. Miranda seemed like a woman who was delighted by the secrets she kept.

			“Gibson.”

			Her penciled eyebrows raised. She didn’t remark on my unusual name. Someone younger might’ve asked for my pronouns, to which I would’ve answered, “whatever, she is fine, I don’t give a fuck,” but the woman just smiled.

			“Have you heard of any houses broken into recently around here?”

			“Goodness, no.” She handed me a card. “You’ll find me off Verbena Way. Your dear auntie and I got up to all sorts of trouble.” She batted extremely thick fake eyelashes.

			Since I didn’t know my great-aunt Agatha existed until recently, I had no idea what to make of that. My mother had been estranged from her family due to religious differences, and when I became old enough to, I estranged myself from her. Religion was only one of the many differences between us.

			I glanced at the card. Miranda’s title was listed as “Spiritual Medium. Tarot Readings by Request.” Inwardly, I groaned. There was no way I’d visit a medium—haunted house or no.

			She concentrated, then said, “Let me guess. . . Capricorn?”

			I opened my mouth to deflect, but she was right.

			A man appeared at her elbow. “Miranda! Ms. Cartwright doesn’t care about that crap.” He was an imposing presence, built like a fridge and smiling like he owned the place. “Seymour Anderson, Mackinac High-End Homes. You and me should chat about that land.”

			Miranda clicked her tongue. “How do you know Gibson is interested in selling?”

			“Of course she is!” Seymour guffawed, throwing his head back and putting his hands on his hips. He was wearing a pristine athleisure tracksuit in a shade of light blue. Odd choice for such a macho guy. “This young lady knows what a goldmine that dump could be. If it gets in the right hands, that is.”

			My jaw automatically clenched at being called a “young lady.” I had always hated being called a lady, because it was usually meant as an insult. Well into my thirties, the “young” part was definitely insincere. But I wanted insight into the island’s real estate, and here it was, in the form of a douchebag in sky-blue sweats.

			He handed me a card. “Call me. You will not regret it.”

			“Like Mrs. Montclair didn’t regret letting her home go?” Miranda’s voice was as sweet as honey, but the look in her eyes was sharp.

			“That was different—”

			A voice yelled, “Leave ’er alone!” Pile-of-rags man heaved off his stool and left a stack of bills on the bar. “Disgraces, both of you. The cottage is hers.”

			He met my gaze and nodded, then shuffled out of the restaurant, almost knocking into a family buying souvenir T-shirts in the attached gift shop. Miranda and Seymour trailed after him, leaving me sitting at the bar with a cold burger and the feeling that dealing with this house would be more of a hassle than I anticipated. I wanted the money enough to deal with colorful local characters but that didn’t mean I was eager to be friendly about it.

			***

			It was windy on my walk back to Abaddon Cottage. I had a jacket in my suitcase, but I had rushed out of the house convinced it was haunted, so I hadn’t exactly gotten a chance to unpack. I crossed my arms and rubbed them to keep warm. The hot dog and ice cream stands at Windermere Point were closed, but the rest of downtown came alive as night fell. Music and happy people drifted out of the restaurants and hotels. I wandered among the crowds, feeling totally alone.

			A group of kids rushed by on bicycles, almost knocking me over. Their leader, a curly-haired kid of about ten or so, called a quick “sorry!” over his shoulder. I scowled at the kids, but they were gone before I could yell at them.

			Using the GPS on my phone to figure out which direction to go, I headed back to the cottage.

			Within a few minutes, I left the old-fashioned lamps and cheery flowers of Main Street behind and entered the dark world of the rest of the island. A paved path circled the entire island, so unless I ventured into the forested park in the middle, there was little chance of getting lost. All the streetlights weren’t lit, though, leaving patches of the path completely dark. The enormity of the lake on my left and the heavy damp feeling of the woods pressing in on my right made me uneasy. It’s not that my life in the city was perfect, but walking home at night, I never felt alone. It was rarely hard to find somebody worse off than you or a substance to distract you from the shitty nature of everyday life. Out here, there was nothing to fill the silence, just dark woods and the lapping of cold water at the rocks.

			I used my phone flashlight to light my way down the little private lane to the house. After I pushed open the door, the sight of the ghostly furniture made me jump, even though I knew it was there.

			The house was quiet in an altogether different way.

			Abaddon Cottage was like a deserted train station at 2 a.m. It was the kind of quiet where a light flickers somewhere in your periphery and you know the train isn’t going to come but something else might. Quiet that makes the hairs on your arms stand at attention. Where anything at all could happen. The cottage was a living being that slumbered, waiting to wake up.

			The chandelier reflected my phone flashlight back at me in weird shards of artificial light. I walked past my bag on the floor at the foot of the stairs and into the kitchen. My heart sped up as I checked the kitchen table.

			No mug. No book. Just me, imagining things.

			I breathed in and out slowly, staring at the empty table. Of course it was empty. There hadn’t been anything there in the first place. I was losing my mind—in Michigan.

			Returning to the hall, I grabbed my phone charger out of my luggage, which had fallen when I rushed out of the house. The main zipper was starting to come apart, and a few socks escaped onto the floor. I hadn’t considered unpacking before hightailing it to a bar. I was thirty-seven years old and still spreading my shit all over the place. My mother would’ve had a fit.

			I shook my head, dispelling those thoughts. My mother was long dead. She couldn’t nag me about being messy from beyond the grave, though god only knows she would certainly try.

			Sighing, I found an outlet in the hallway but when I plugged in my phone, sparks flew and the wall emitted a terrible smell. I snatched the charger from the wall and waved my hand in front of my nose.

			Giving up on power, I sat on the stairs and scrolled through social media with my remaining battery. I had texted Brooke a few times as I made my way out to the island, but she left me on read without responding. My thumbs hovered over the messaging app, but I forced myself not to send another text until she responded to any of the previous ones. She knew I made it here without dying. That’s all I could expect from her because she wasn’t my girlfriend. Was she? I never seemed to know where we stood.

			I switched over to Instagram, where Brooke had posted a picture of her and the rest of her band, Call Me Kate Kane. My face cracked in a smile at the sight of them on stage, sweat pouring off their bodies. Brooke’s mouth was open in a shout. She was wearing a neon over-the-shoulder sweater with skintight pants that gave her the illusion of having an ass when her behind was as flat as any vinyl record in her collection. And Doc Martens. No matter how many times I told her Docs didn’t mean what she thought they meant anymore, she kept wearing them. I had a bad habit of going after girls in their twenties instead of women my own age. Women my own age thought I was too old to pursue my dream of being a full-time musician. My ex certainly had.

			Stephani, a young guitar player from a band that had recently broken up, posted a comment saying, “can’t wait to jam with y’all next week.” She followed it with a kissy face emoji, and without thinking, I threw my phone across the hall. It clattered against the door and ricocheted into the library where it came to a stop on the ugly green carpet.

			“Fuck it,” I said out loud. “You’re not going to replace me, Stephani With One E. I’m a better player than you’ll ever be. Brooke likes me, not you. Plus, you’re too young, and your bangs are stupid.”

			I flipped on the light switch, bringing scattered light to the foyer. Then I picked up my wayward socks and threw them in my suitcase haphazardly, fixing the zipper and extending the handle.

			Real adult behavior, Gibson, well done.

			“What else?”

			There was a weird shadow on the floor from the missing light in the bottom row of the chandelier. I focused on it, directing all my rage onto the little square patch of darkness.

			“I can fix that,” I said. “Then I’ll sell this dump and get the fuck out of here. . . And I’m still talking to myself.”

			The hallway closet was home to several spiders that scurried away when I opened the door. Tugging on the lightbulb chain, I half-expected to be electrocuted. But, miraculously, the light turned on without killing me. I moved aside dusty boxes and eventually found one with chandelier-specific bulbs. There wasn’t a date on the box, but the typography was dated and it was covered in dust. I took it into the foyer anyway, along with an old metal stepladder.

			The stepladder wasn’t tall enough to reach even the bottom row of the chandelier, so I dragged the wingback chair from the reading alcove over and stacked the ladder on top of it.

			“Fix your shit, Gibson,” I said, then climbed the improvised ladder.

			I reached for the darkened lightbulb, trying to bring some sense of order into the chaos of my life, and immediately lost my balance.

			My heart shot from my rib cage to my throat. I realized, with a clarity I’d felt once before, that I was going to die. The stone tile would crush my skull, and that would be that. Completely alone, in a house on an island where no one knew me, I would die.

			A cold blast of air whooshed in from the sitting room.

			The nearest couch, the uncovered pink suede one, flew across the room. Its wooden legs scraped loudly across the floor. The pink sofa slammed into the wingback chair I’d dragged under the chandelier, and I slammed into the pink sofa. The impact knocked the air from my lungs, and my head hit the armrest, hard.

			A searing pain—then darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The back of my head throbbed. Something watery was dribbling down my neck to my shoulder, pooling in the collar of my shirt.

			Instead of being smashed to bits on the floor, I’d landed on the arm of an ugly pink couch. I was lying on my side, arms and legs strewn across the uncomfortable Victorian sofa like a fainting maiden. The throbbing in my head was joined by a quick stab of pain behind my right ear.

			Wait— Was I dead? My head wouldn’t hurt if I was dead, would it?

			I winced and opened my eyes.

			Above me, a woman’s face hovered, lit by moonlight drifting in from the windows and the mottled light thrown by the chandelier that had tried to kill me. Her face wasn’t quite solid. She was the most beautiful person I had ever seen.

			“So, I am dead,” I said to the angel hovering over me. “That’s a fucking bummer, I guess.”

			She frowned, then gave me a skeptical look, like she thought I was being very stupid. “No, you’re not.”

			I tried to sit up, but the whole room started spinning, so I closed my eyes and set my head carefully back on the arm of the sofa. When I opened them again, the woman was still staring at me. I could see through her face to the ceiling. “Okay, but you’re an angel, so. . .”

			“I’m not an angel,” she said in a prim English accent. Her voice was clear as a bell, but it was like someone had turned down the opacity setting on her body. Her eyes were a brilliant pale blue with perfectly curly lashes. Her blond hair flowed to her shoulders and hovered there like it knew this was the perfect length to frame her face and it had no intention of growing any further.

			I breathed in deeply, fending off a panic attack. That was the last thing I needed. I counted to five and focused on my breaths, willing my heart to stop pounding. I could feel my pulse throbbing in my scalp behind my ear in the spot where I hit the couch.

			“I’m really not dead?” I said this as much to myself as to the strange woman hovering over me.

			“No.” She huffed, turning her full lips into a pout. “Though you would be if I hadn’t been watching.”

			I managed to sit up, and she flowed backward to give me space.

			Her body wasn’t anchored to the floor, which was similar to how I felt at the moment. But in her case, her legs just. . . weren’t there. She was wearing a white neck-tie blouse with bell sleeves. I wasn’t so out of it that I didn’t notice how nicely she filled out the blouse. She also wore high-waisted navy trousers, but after her shapely thigh, her legs faded. The ghostly woman’s concern turned into an exasperated expression—like she was the one who was put out by this situation instead of me.

			“Okay, I get it.” I pressed my hand to the tender spot on my head, realizing as I did how much I was still bleeding. It dripped down my hand onto my forearm in a bright line. Although I knew it was my blood and not some intruder’s, the whole thing felt like it was happening to someone else instead of me.

			I giggled, feeling lightheaded and silly. “I’m being Scrooged. I probably deserve it.”

			“Scrooge?” She shook her head. “No, dear, Marley was the ghost in that novel. Do they not teach Dickens to young Americans?”

			“I know A Christmas Carol! I’m not an idiot.”

			“I never said you were. I said you’re not dead.”

			“But—”

			“You’re not dead, Gibson. I am.” She reached out as if to pat my arm, but stopped the gesture a few inches from me. “Let’s get you some tea.”

			The woman stood. Her legs went all the way to the floor now, and her pant legs swished as she walked straight through the sofa. She called over her shoulder, “Do you like Earl Grey?”

			A stream of blood pooled in my elbow, tickling the skin there. My head throbbed, and I was still halfway convinced I was dead.

			Earl Grey. The tea I’d seen steaming in that stupid angel wings mug.

			I turned and stood, still holding my throbbing head. The motion made me dizzy, but I threw out my other hand to balance the unsteady rocking of the room.

			“It was you! You were the one making tea.”

			“Yes, dear.” She disappeared into the hallway, literally fading for a moment before reappearing in the doorway of the kitchen. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Do keep up.”

			“My house is haunted. I have my own Jacob Marley,” I said, latching on to that name. Dead to begin with.

			“No, my name is Annabelle. You should get checked for brain damage tomorrow.”

			I stood in the hallway, looking down at an ugly couch, now with a dark patch of my blood staining the arm.

			Abaddon Cottage was haunted. And its ghost was a beautiful woman who shoved a couch under my ass to save me from splattering my brains all over the hardwood floor. She was humming a tune as she poured water in the kettle. The strangest feeling came over me, but it wasn’t fear or the visceral displeasure I felt on the journey to this strange house. I couldn’t give it a name.

			As if in a dream, I followed my ghost into the kitchen.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I left a little trail of blood on the floor as I walked down the hall. My head felt like it was stuffed full of straw with bits leaking out.

			At least I wouldn’t get lost if I decided to make myself a midnight snack.

			The ghost, Annabelle, handed me a cup of tea in a chipped yellow mug. She smiled sweetly as she handed it over, her fingers not quite solid on the handle. I took it, staring at the brown liquid in the cup. Was all this actually happening? Or had I died under the chandelier and someone was pulling a prank on me in the afterlife? Blood was still dripping onto my shoulder through my fingers.

			“Let’s get that wound sorted, shall we?” Annabelle rushed past me to the hall closet.

			As she did, her shoulder went right through my arm. I shivered as she went through me—it felt like all the nerves where my body met her spirit glitched for a moment, before returning to normal.

			I sat at the kitchen table in the spot opposite to where Annabelle’s mug had caught my eye earlier. She bustled back into the kitchen, carrying an old first aid kit and several towels. Still feeling disconnected from everything happening to me, I half expected my own personal horror movie to begin and a swarm of bees to come swirling out of the kit.

			But Annabelle set the kit on the table and pulled out a series of normal things: two hand mirrors, antiseptic, gauze, tape, and scissors. “Here we go,” she said, passing me a mirror and a pair of scissors. “Head wounds usually look worse than they are.”

			She smiled reassuringly, but her words made me realize I hadn’t seen the back of her head since she appeared in the hallway. For all I knew, Annabelle had a matching head wound—one that had actually been deadly.

			I said “Okay,” but the sounds that came out were mangled. Blocked by words I’d never screamed, still stuck in my throat.

			She gestured for me to raise the mirror in my hand. Then she stood behind me holding another mirror so I could see the back of my head through it. “Can you see?”

			The hand mirror had a handle with a delicate pattern in mother-of-pearl. It definitely belonged to an eighty-year-old woman. Or this old-fashioned ghost. The ghost in my kitchen. Shit. The room started to spin.

			“Hold on, I—”

			There was a faint pressure on my head, like a cool breeze but focused in one spot. My scalp tingled. Cold pressure moved up and down the back of my head, sending little pings of electricity down my spine. It was like an ice cube being slowly and gently pressed against the back of my head. I breathed out slowly, feeling my panic subside.

			When I felt steady again, I held up my mirror. I could see my own face and, behind me, the reflection of the back of my head in the other mirror. If I didn’t know Annabelle was there, I would say the other mirror was suspended in the air, with no one holding it up.

			Annabelle chuckled. “I’m not much to look at in the mirror, I’m afraid.”

			I turned to face her.

			Behind me, clearly visible, was Annabelle: a beautiful woman with a sad smile on her face, clasping a mirror in one hand and reaching out to me with the other.

			She’d been stroking my head. Her touch had felt like I was being petted by Frosty the Snowman. But instead of being ridiculous, the moment held a sort of strange intimacy. The ghost had saved my life and was caring for me even though we’d just met. And she was dead. And I was an intruder in her house. Yet I missed the tingly, cold sensation of her ghostly touch as soon as she stopped.

			What the hell kind of ghost story was I in? I should’ve been afraid of her but I wasn’t. I was definitely losing my mind.

			Annabelle put her hand back at her side. As she moved her arms, her lace sleeves swished, even though they weren’t made of a solid material. Her hands were delicate and looked like they would be soft—the opposite of my rough skin and thick, calloused fingertips.

			“I can see you but can’t touch you? Is that it?” I reached out a hand tentatively, palm out.

			Annabelle met my eyes and reached back. Her hand passed right through mine. As it did, a cold tingling sensation traveled all the way up my arm.

			“Marley,” I whispered, staring at our hands. “Dead to begin with.”

			Annabelle withdrew her hand.

			“I can’t hurt you, Gibson,” she said. “But I can’t do much to help, either. Not directly, anyway.” Her expression was soft, but her eyes held a timeworn sorrow. “And my name isn’t Marley, it’s Annabelle Williams.”

			I smiled. “Nice to meet you, Marley Annabelle Williams.”

			She returned my smile, then said, “Turn around, please. We need to assess your wound, though it appears to have stopped bleeding.” Annabelle murmured to herself as she scrutinized my head.

			I felt her and saw glimpses of her in my peripheral vision as she peered at me. My face flushed as a strange, beautiful woman—ghost—tried to take care of me without touching me.

			“You might need to trim your hair right behind your ear,” she said, clicking her tongue. “You have such beautiful hair.”

			“Literally no one has ever said so, but thanks.” I felt around the bump starting to form on my head and took a bunch of hair in hand. “Here goes.”

			I cut it as close to the skin as I could. “How does that look?”

			“No brains falling out, so that’s a plus.”

			“Good. Not sure I have any extra gray matter to spare.”

			She chuckled. “You’ll have a sizable bump on your noggin, though. You should have the doctor look at it tomorrow. Hopefully, it won’t leave too much of a scar.”

			Annabelle’s face was so close to mine. If she had been alive, her breath would’ve puffed on my ear, but instead, all I felt was a cold breeze. I shivered again, but I wasn’t afraid. It was unnerving to be so close to someone who wasn’t really there. But Annabelle smelled like the tea she’d just made, and her not-quite-there presence was almost comforting.

			She opened the antiseptic bottle and dabbed a small amount of liquid on a gauze pad. She handed it to me and said, “Now, apply this to the wound, and let’s get some gauze on you.”

			Annabelle held a mirror behind my head so I could see what I was doing. Together, we awkwardly cleaned my head and applied a bandage with tape that would probably pull out the rest of my hair when I ripped it off. She gave bad directions as I worked on the back of my own head, telling me, “Left! Up, no, up! More to the left! Do listen to me, dear, I can see the back of your head and you can’t.”

			When she was satisfied with my state, Annabelle packed up the first aid supplies and toyed with the zipper on the pouch. She stood close enough that I could have reached out and tried to touch her.

			“Thanks, Marley,” I said. “Hope the ghost of my Christmas past is as nice as you are.”

			“That’s kind of you, but it’s just me in this house. You’ll have to make do with only one ghost.” Her smile was brighter than all the lights of the stupid chandelier in the hallway put together. Like a lighthouse beacon with the power to break through the thickest fog.

			I couldn’t handle so much cheerful beauty, so I glanced down; her legs had disappeared again. “You, uh, lost your legs.”

			“Oh!” She flushed, her face becoming noticeably pinkish even though I could still see through it to the wall behind her. “Sorry. I forget, sometimes.”

			“How does that work? Can you control how much of your body is solid?”

			She glanced down at the end of her wide-legged trousers, now completely visible. Her feet were encased in fuzzy white slippers.

			“Generally speaking, yes,” she said. “I can interact with the physical world just as you can. I can touch objects, as you’ve seen. But I do have some added. . . perks.”

			“Walking through walls and shit?”

			“Walking through walls and such, yes.”

			I looked down at my hand, which had gone right through hers. “But you can’t touch me?”

			“No. When I try to touch living beings, it’s like they’re water running through my hands. But otherwise, my body is solid when I choose to be solid.” Annabelle smiled, but it was perfunctory. Then she turned and took the first aid supplies back to the hall closet.

			“Huh,” I said, astutely.

			I wrapped my hands around my now-cold mug of tea, feeling strangely calm. As if conversing with a ghost in a haunted house hundreds of miles away from normal life was no big deal. Annabelle should have been terrifying—a spirit from beyond the grave haunting a creepy-as-fuck house. But all the fear and all the frustration had drained out of me, leaving only exhaustion. I still had no idea what kind of ghost story this was, but it could wait until morning. Apparently, the dead woman in my house wasn’t going anywhere.

			“I’ll make more tea,” she said instead of asking if I wanted any.

			“For reals, how much tea is there in this house?”

			She gave me a mischievous look that was flat-out adorable. “Loads.”

			I really didn’t want more tea. I drank three cups anyway while Annabelle chatted at me about topics I wouldn’t for the life of me remember the next day.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			It took me showing Annabelle four different sources on my phone for her to accept that it was no longer necessary to keep people with concussions awake. She didn’t believe “weekeepedia” or anything from the first page of Google results, but she finally accepted it when I showed her an article from the BBC. Her forehead creased when she read the other headlines on the page, and I took my phone back before she asked me to explain Brexit.

			When I woke the next morning, I had a patch of hair missing, a terrible headache, and the old-lady smell of the house all around me. I got up and brushed my teeth, grumbling the whole time, then headed downstairs to see if my house was still haunted.

			Annabelle greeted me at the bottom of the stairs holding a steaming cup of tea and a sunny smile. She was wearing the same clothes she had yesterday and looked exactly the same—still partially transparent and still totally gorgeous. “Good morning, dear!”

			“Morning, Marley.”

			“Don’t start that again,” Annabelle said, dramatically rolling her eyes. But the wide smile stayed on her face, making her eyes crinkle cutely and making my insides do a little flip. If she smiled like this every time, I would definitely keep calling her that.

			She followed me to the kitchen, then sat down at the table and watched while I hunted through the cabinets for coffee. My great-aunt apparently didn’t share my need for a double espresso in the morning. I turned back to Annabelle, questions competing with my need for caffeine.

			“Did Agatha know you were here?” I asked.

			“Oh, yes, of course.” She smiled sweetly, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It took a while for us to adjust to each other’s . . . living arrangements. But once we did, we became good friends.”

			If that was true, then Agatha knew she was passing down a haunted house to me, a grand-niece she’d never met. Was this inheritance a prank? Was my great-aunt pranking me from beyond the grave? I had never met Agatha, so I had no idea if that was something she might do. But from colorful characters like Annabelle and the kooky medium Miranda that surrounded her while she was alive, I supposed I couldn’t rule it out.

			I gave up searching in the cabinets. “Is there any coffee in this house?”

			The look of barely contained distaste on Annabelle’s face answered my question.

			“There must be a coffee shop on this island somewhere,” I said. “I’ll get some.”

			“If you must.” Annabelle waved her hand in the air as if dismissing me. “Do get your head examined, dear, I’d hate to have you expire after going to all that trouble to fix you up. Not to mention the sofa.” She glanced at the stained pink couch, still in the middle of the hallway where it caught my fall.

			I shoved the
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