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      A ghost. I got grabbed by a ghost.

      Paige trembled as she walked on shaky legs, still reeling from the unseen attack. After a long day of classes, she had been taking a peaceful evening stroll through the historical district of Colonial Williamsburg. One moment she was breathing in the crisp autumn air mixed with the hickory smoke of cooking meat from surrounding taverns, and the next thing she knew something had grabbed her ankle. Naturally, she had screamed. Now, she was in the process of being rescued and comforted by the most attractive man she had ever laid eyes on.

      Of all people, Orlando Blake had heard her cry out in fear and had come rushing to her aid. Paige had long admired him from afar, but she’d never had the courage to speak to him.

      “You all right?” Orlando asked, his hand placed protectively on her back as they walked away from the Peyton Randolph House, where Paige had had her frightening ghostly encounter.

      “Y—yes. Yes, I think so,” Paige responded in a voice as shaky as her legs. Her nervousness was due to both the ghost attack and her sudden proximity to such a handsome hero.

      “I’m Orlando, by the way. Orlando Blake.”

      Paige nodded, doing her best to hide that she was well aware of who he was. Orlando’s entertaining performances and movie-star good looks made him a wildly popular colonial reenactor.

      “I’m Paige Bratton.”

      “Nice to meet you, Paige,” Orlando said, his rich brown eyes filled with concern. Tall and broad-shouldered, he towered over her. Paige fought the urge not to sigh out loud at the way Orlando protected her and calmed her fears. She felt like she was in a romantic movie with the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen in real life. He wore colonial dress, complete with tricorn hat, tan-colored wool button-down coat, and a powdered wig. He managed to make the silly wig look sexy, and Paige was well aware of the alluring, wavy dark brown hair underneath.

      They walked in silence for a few minutes.

      “I saw her,” Paige said at last. “The woman who grabbed me.”

      She shivered, remembering the vivid apparition. After she felt a cold, unseen hand tightly gripping her ankle, a dark-skinned woman wearing a long-sleeved white shirt and a long gray skirt had appeared out of thin air. Her hair was covered, wrapped in a white cloth.

      “Black lady?” Orlando asked.

      Paige nodded.

      “Yep. I’m pretty sure that was Jackey. People say she haunts the Peyton Randolph House.”

      “Wow,” Paige said, trying to wrap her mind around what she had witnessed. Legs still wobbly, she quickened her pace to get more distance between herself and the ghostly attacker.

      “She is not a fan of white people, from what I understand.”

      “I guess she was a slave?”

      “Yeah,” Orlando said. “She was owned by Peyton and Betty Randolph.”

      Paige winced at the word “owned.” People owned pets and property, not human beings. She shook her head sadly, knowing it wasn’t so long ago that slaves were considered property.

      “That’s awful,” she said.

      Orlando seemed surprised by her comment, but then nodded. “Yeah. It is. Can’t blame her for not liking white people, I guess.”

      As Paige’s head began to clear, she was able to focus more on her surroundings. She drew in a deep breath that smelled like grass and autumn leaves and gazed across the lush grounds outside the Governor’s Palace. The Palace Green, a large, rectangular grassy area edged by trees, was a popular spot for tourists to rest and take refuge on hot days. Late September evenings like this one were cool and comfortable, though. Releasing her breath, Paige felt her body relax. The Palace Green was two streets away from the Peyton Randolph House. Hopefully, that was far enough away to escape that lady’s ghostly grasp.

      “Do you need to stop for a minute?” Orlando asked, seeming to mistake her deep breath as a sign of distress.

      “Oh, no. I’m fine,” she assured him with a smile.

      “Good.” He glanced self-consciously at his hand, still pressed to her back, and dropped it.

      Paige felt disappointed that he was no longer touching her, yet she found the gesture rather sweet. Like he wanted to respect her boundaries.

      A group of women in their mid-twenties walked by, openly admiring Orlando’s physique. He winked at them, and they giggled like schoolgirls.

      They’re probably wondering why a hot guy like Orlando is walking with a Plain Jane like me.

      She watched the wind ripple through the trees that hadn’t begun to lose their leaves. Focusing on nature helped calm her anxiety. At the moment, walking next to an intimidatingly beautiful specimen of a man was scarier than the ghost attack.

      “Are you parked at the Visitor Center?” he asked, startling her. “Sorry,” he said softly when she jumped at the sound of his voice. She hoped he thought that she was still worked up about the ghost scare.

      “No, actually I’m parked at the college.”

      “You’re a student?” he asked, surprise in his voice.

      “Yeah. I took a few years off after high school before going to college.”

      “Cool. What are you studying?”

      “I’m a Film and Media Studies major,” she said.

      Orlando’s eyes widened with interest. “No kidding? What do you want to do with your degree?”

      “I want to be a film director,” Paige said proudly. Though she had little confidence in her looks and her ability to hold her own with a male model like him, she had the utmost confidence in her dreams of the future. She would be a director of movies, documentaries, and maybe television, or she would die trying. Either way, she’d have no regrets on that front.

      “Awesome!” Orlando boomed with a deep, sexy voice that matched his perfect exterior. Paige laughed at his enthusiasm. His outburst was unexpected and downright adorable. “I want to be an actor.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” she blurted out without thinking. Orlando’s brow furrowed. “I—I, you know, I’ve seen you around town performing. You’re amazing.”

      “Thanks,” he said with a grateful smile. She could see how much acting meant to him. With his looks, charm, and charisma, Paige found it easy to imagine the name Orlando Blake in lights someday. Even his name sounded like a movie star.

      “When you’re a famous director, maybe you’ll cast me in one of your films.”

      Paige’s heart melted at the word when. Not if. When. It was such a sweet thing to say.

      “It’s a deal.”

      “I’m gonna hold you to it,” Orlando said with a grin.

      They fell into a comfortable silence, and Paige’s tense muscles began to relax again. She reminded herself that Orlando was nothing to be afraid of. He was a nice guy, and all she had to do was get through the rest of the walk without saying something stupid.

      She glanced to the right side of the road, and her gaze landed on the Bruton Parish Church. She had been inside once. The interior was lovely yet simple, with wooden pews painted white, and soft, velvet cushions. The church was older than the country itself, built more than three hundred years ago. Paige stared at the graveyard that wrapped nearly all the way around the church. She eyed the weathered gravestones and above-ground crypts. Morbid thoughts of the rotting bodies below filled her head.

      Dead. Those people are dead. Just like the woman who grabbed me today.

      Her knees buckled. Orlando caught her, which made her knees go weak for a different reason. Holding her tight, he glanced quickly at the graveyard.

      “It’s okay, Paige.”

      “I—I’m sorry,” she stammered, feeling her face get hot. So much for not acting stupid. “It’s just so …”

      “Freaky?” he prompted. She nodded. He gingerly let go of her. “I know this is scary, but I promise Jackey can’t hurt you. Well, she did bruise my ankle when she grabbed me before, but that seems to be all the damage she can do. Just stay away from the Peyton Randolph House, and you’ll be okay.”

      Paige shook her head. “I had no idea ghosts could actually touch anything.”

      “The angry ones can.”

      She looked at him quizzically.

      “That’s what I’ve heard, anyway. Not all ghosts can touch stuff, but the ones with lots of rage can.” She continued to stare at him, and he chuckled. “You hear things in my line of work around here.”

      Paige nodded. After drawing in a deep breath to steady herself, she began walking again. Orlando eyed her carefully.

      “I’m fine,” she said, feeling self-conscious. She appreciated his concern, but she felt like an idiot. The poor man couldn’t even trust her to walk in a straight line.

      She breathed a sigh of relief once they made it out of the historical district and into Merchants Square as darkness fell. With the weather pleasant and the historical buildings closed for the night, the shopping area was bustling with tourists buying souvenirs and dining at the local pubs and restaurants. Though Paige normally loved the old-time feel of the Colonial Williamsburg historical district, she was glad to be among modern-day people in an area that was unlikely to be haunted.

      As they walked together, people admired Orlando for his authentic colonial costume and likely also for his dashing good looks. Dashing. That was the perfect word to describe him.

      The College of William and Mary wasn’t far past Merchants Square. After walking through the lush grounds of the campus, they arrived at the parking lot where Paige’s beat-up 2005 red Buick Century waited for her.

      Paige tapped the hood of the car. “She’s not much, but she’s all mine.”

      “Nice,” Orlando said with a nod of approval. “You gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be just fine.” Her eyes suddenly grew wide. “You’re probably parked at the Visitor Center, right?”

      “No, I’m in the employee parking lot. It’s a little ways past the Visitor Center lot.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. Now you’re gonna have to walk all the way back.”

      The Visitor Center was in the complete opposite direction of the college. In fact, Orlando would have to walk right past their starting point, the Peyton Randolph House, to get there.

      “No big deal. The weather’s perfect. Besides, walking helps keep me fit.”

      With that, he lifted his arms and flexed, his muscles visible even under his wool coat.

      “Mmmm.” Paige uttered her appreciation without thinking. She couldn’t help it. Orlando grinned, and her face heated again. “S—sorry.”

      He chuckled good-naturedly. “No need to apologize. I enjoy being admired by a beautiful woman.”

      Paige smiled sadly. They both knew she wasn’t beautiful. Still, she appreciated his kindness.

      “I’m worried you won’t be able to sleep tonight. Do you have roommates? Or do you live alone?”

      “I live alone.”

      “Oh,” he said, brow furrowing.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “There’s honestly nothing to be afraid of. I promise.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate all your help. I’d probably still be shivering at the Peyton Randolph House right now if it weren’t for you.”

      He smiled.

      He’s even more gorgeous when he smiles.

      “Take care,” he said.

      “You too.”

      Orlando stood by, waiting until she drove off before she saw him in her rearview mirror walking away.
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      Feeling emotionally drained yet rather hungry, Paige stopped at a McDonald’s drive-through on her way home. After she ate dinner in the kitchen, she settled down at the desk in her one-bedroom apartment to do some homework. She struggled with her algebra assignment for a half hour before giving up. The material was difficult to understand, and she found it hard to care. Her film classes were fascinating, but she despised the other required courses that had nothing to do with her major.

      Grumbling, she glanced up from her work and stared at the black and white photos and classic film posters that adorned the walls of her apartment. At least this semester she had Theories of Film and Media, and World Cinema, in addition to algebra, biology, and Crafting the Essay.

      Despite the fairly early hour, Paige was tired. Even so, she feared Orlando was right to worry about her not being able to sleep.

      Orlando.

      Thoughts of Orlando Blake were a welcome distraction from both algebra and the day’s scary events. She daydreamed of him as she washed her face and brushed her teeth.

      Lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, her thoughts filled with visions of his gentle brown eyes and broad shoulders. Many times Paige had stopped to watch him perform for tourists in front of the courthouse or the Governor’s Palace in the afternoons when she had a break from classes or on her evening walks. As attractive as he was talented, Orlando always drew large crowds when appearing as a fiery revolutionary soldier, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, or any other colorful character he inhabited. Though his work schedule varied, Paige familiarized herself with his routine. She frequently picked up the daily program that was printed out for tourists and searched inside for scheduled performances. Like “Resolved. An American Experiment” taking place at the Capitol—a program he was likely to be headlining.

      Paige’s attraction to him wasn’t simply due to his good looks. In fact, the first time she saw him on the historical grounds about a year ago, she had noted his attractiveness in rather a clinical manner, thinking a guy like that should be modeling underwear or something. Then she’d simply gone on with her life.

      The next time she’d seen him was different.

      Orlando was dressed in the same tricorn hat and woolen coat he usually wore, but this time she was able to observe him in action. She’d stood, mesmerized, as he gave a fiery speech as Patrick Henry speaking against the Stamp Act. By God, he was a good actor. He spoke with intense passion, and he made you believe his basic rights were being trampled on. If there was one thing Paige appreciated, it was talent. As a future director, she liked to believe she had a keen eye for knowing which actor would be right for what role. She’d had physical chills watching his performance. And when he happened to glance her way, it was as if a fire had lit in her belly. Paige had never felt such a strong attraction to a man, not even the famous movie stars she’d been infatuated with over the years.

      And he was so kind. Paige sighed aloud in bed when she pictured some of Orlando’s other performances. One of her favorite acts was when he pulled little kids out of the audience to teach them how to be soldiers. He took such care when choosing a volunteer. He was gentle with the shyer tourists, especially children, and only picked on willing volunteers. It seemed his mission was to make sure everybody had a good time. He would never make anyone uncomfortable.

      Then there was the way he had cared for her tonight. She could hardly believe she’d been so close to him and had finally gotten a chance to talk to him. He’d put his arm around her.

      She felt a bit silly for having followed him around. Like she was some kind of groupie. However, Orlando wasn’t the only reason she strolled around Colonial Williamsburg. She adored the entire area and loved getting fresh air as she walked the grounds that had once been trod upon by the founders of the nation. This evening, her visit had had nothing to do with looking for Orlando. All the historical buildings were closed for the night, and she hadn’t expected to see him around.

      But she was grateful he had been. Upon hearing her scream, Orlando had bravely rushed to her rescue. There hadn’t been any real danger—he had insisted the ghostly woman couldn’t hurt her. Still, she could have been held up at gunpoint for all he’d known. Yet, he had come to save her anyway.

      Paige also admired that he didn’t seem afraid of ghosts. He, too, had been grabbed by this Jackey woman, but it didn’t seem to faze him. The man was utterly dreamy all around. She’d had a crush on him for a while, but now the fantasy was more vivid. She’d seen him up close and personal.

      And yet, he was still far, far away. A man like Orlando Blake was way out of her league. He could have any woman he wanted. Paige was fairly certain he wasn’t married. He didn’t wear a wedding ring, even when he wasn’t in costume. He might have a steady girlfriend. Or a fiancée, for all she knew. She imagined the kind of woman he might go for. Tall, blond, blue-eyed, perfect body, big breasts, and ultra-feminine.

      All the things Paige wasn’t. She was no bombshell. Not with her average-sized breasts. And while not exactly a tomboy, she rarely wore dresses. Worst of all was her voice. Other girls had dainty, high-pitched voices. Hers was deeper, and not what you’d expect from a small girl. More than once she’d been mistaken for a man over the phone.

      No way was she Orlando’s type. He’d probably like a perky girl with perky boobs.

      Why do I even care?

      It was so unlike Paige to be hung up on a guy. She hadn’t been boy crazy in high school, and she sure as hell wasn’t the type of girl who always needed a man in her life. Her past was sprinkled with a few steady relationships but nothing too serious. Even though she lived by herself, she wasn’t lonely. Right now, she was focused on her schoolwork and her budding film career. Pursuing her dream of becoming a director filled her life with purpose and excitement. Being single hadn’t bothered her in the slightest.

      And yet, there was something about Orlando that pulled her toward him. She didn’t want a man. She just wanted him for some reason.

      The idea filled her with sorrow. Men didn’t gravitate to her type, and there was no reason to expect that to change now. Especially with a hunk like Orlando. She wished he wasn’t quite as handsome as he was. Maybe then she would have a chance with him.

      But he was unbelievably gorgeous and unattainable, and that was all there was to it. Best to forget him.

      Which left her with nothing but thoughts of the dead woman who had attacked her.

      Fear washed over her as she pictured the creepy gravestones outside the old Bruton Parish Church. She felt dizzy again, just as she had when walking past the cemetery. Good thing she was lying in bed, or her legs might have given out again. After breathing in deeply, her head began to clear. She thought back on the time she toured the church. In the graveyard, she had seen a marker for a mother who had died in childbirth. The woman had been buried with the baby, who tragically hadn’t survived.

      How sad.

      Paige supposed it wasn’t fair to think of those people as creepy and frightening. They were real human beings who had lived and loved and eventually died. It made her wonder what had happened to Jackey.

      She shivered. Orlando had tried to reassure her there was nothing to fear from the ghost of the angry woman, but she was still afraid. The woman had certainly looked like she wanted to hurt her.

      She was owned by Peyton and Betty Randolph.

      It was hard to fathom what it must have been like to be a slave. Even if a slave was treated reasonably well by the owners, she still had no control over her own life.

      Judging by the fury on Jackey’s face, it was unlikely she was treated well.

      Paige thought back on all the things she had done during the day. She had gone to her classes, some of which she hated, but attending college had been her choice. She had also chosen to eat her lunch at a picnic table on the campus lawn. Later in the evening, she’d strolled freely through the grounds of Colonial Williamsburg. Finally, she’d stopped for food at a drive-through. Her whole life, she’d taken for granted that she was free to do whatever she wanted.

      As a slave, Jackey couldn’t have done any of those things. She couldn’t have attended school. If she’d had a dream like Paige’s goal of film directing, there was no hope she could ever pursue it. A slave probably couldn’t even choose what, where, or when to eat. Did slaves ever have a day off?

      Even though she was excited about her film major, Paige had plenty of days when she felt tired and unmotivated. How could slave men and women bear waking up every day to face a future with absolutely no hope? Forced to work without pay, their every move dictated by somebody else. No way to plan for the future, no choices to make, and no reason to believe life would ever get better.

      Does Jackey still see slave owners when she looks at people like me and Orlando?

      No wonder she was angry. Jackey’s life must have been difficult to say the least, and for some reason she was still trapped here on Earth. Instead of resting in peace, she continued to wander the grounds where she’d suffered in life.

      Paige had heard stories of people helping spirits to “go into the light.”

      Could she do something to help Jackey finally go to her eternal reward?
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      Taking her fury out on that Paige girl made Jackey feel better, but only temporarily. She was still mad as hell, and at this late hour there were no tourists around for her to harass. Days like this reminded her why she liked to vanish. Unlike merely becoming invisible to the living, vanishing meant she was unconscious. Like sleep for ghosts, vanishing provided much-needed respite from the earthly world and its ugly inhabitants. Since her death in 1784, Jackey had spent the majority of her time vanishing. She had little use for the outside world anymore.

      Watching the slave reenactors at the Peyton Randolph House was one of the few things that gave her any pleasure. For so many years, this damned historical area acted like the colonial times were some kind of party. Williamsburg was a wealthy area back in the 1700s, with huge houses filled with fancy furniture, expensive dishes, and big portraits of rich, white people. Large gardens ripe with vegetables and fancy flowers surrounded the homes. For a long time, tourists were taught that Williamsburg, VA had always been like a playground, where everything was fun and games all the time. Jackey didn’t quite remember it that way. Around here, nobody gave a damn how those houses got paid for or how those gardens grew so beautiful.

      Even though she’d spent most of her time vanishing—a weird state of limbo where she still existed but didn’t see or do anything—she still checked in with the living from time to time. She had seen a lot of people come and go in the last two hundred-plus years since her death. Some had lived to old age, while some suffered from illness and accidents, never making it to adulthood. She’d seen soldiers die in the 1860s when the Civil War raged, and had witnessed, at last, the end of slavery. Yet hate and racism continued to flourish, nonetheless.

      In 1926, she had been stunned to see the area where she had lived and died taken over by the rector of the old Bruton Parish Church. That man had gathered investors and transformed the whole place into a crazy tourist spot. Astonished, she had watched as the builders turned back the hands of time. Taverns, homes, and shops were reconstructed to look like they had back in her day.

      Jackey had vanished for a long time after that. When she returned to consciousness in 1938, she’d found the builders hard at work restoring the Peyton Randolph House.

      She had felt like vomiting at the sight of it, despite her lack of a physical body. Unlike many of the other buildings, the original structure of the property still stood. Jackey watched the men rebuild the overhead passageway that connected the kitchen to the main house, which was a big to-do in the 1700s. Mr. Randolph was proud to have had the first covered walkway in all of Virginia.

      Jackey had stared at the huge house in horror, with its dark-red paneled siding and that passageway where she had labored for so long. The house and its surrounding buildings had had several owners over the years, and had even been used as a hospital during wartime. Now it was slowly being transformed back into the nightmarish place she’d been forced to call home for most of her life.

      The workers rebuilt the big center section of the house that connected all the rooms, forming a large L shape. Peyton and Betty Randolph slept in the bedrooms upstairs, along with whatever random nieces and nephews happened to be visiting or even living there. The Randolphs had no children of their own. On the first floor were the kitchen, laundry facilities, and the slave quarters.

      Renewed sickness had grown in Jackey’s ghostly stomach as she entered the slave quarters one night after all the workers had gone home. The bleak rooms looked remarkably similar to the way they had when she was alive. Tiny, wood-paneled rooms painted white, with a fireplace and a window. The first time she had visited the reinvented slave quarters, she sat on the floor and wept.

      She’d cried with the loneliness that had consumed her through the years, and she’d sobbed for the friends and family members she hadn’t seen in hundreds of years. Jackey also wept for the lost life she had led, spent almost entirely in bondage. She and her mother had been sold to the Randolphs when she was four years old; she had only a few hazy memories of life before this house. After that, her childhood innocence kept her ignorant of the harsh realities of slave life. When those carefree days came to a bitter end, Jackey spent the rest of her life in what was essentially a drab prison cell, with only brief periods of release.

      Filled with hopelessness, emptiness, and longing, she couldn’t bear to go on. Soon, she’d decided, she would vanish and for a long time. But first, she felt she had to force herself to wander aimlessly through this house of evil. To see and feel all of it.

      After mourning in the slave quarters, she’d found the emotional strength to get up and drift through the rest of the house. Her phantom stomach had clenched as she floated past the closet next to the kitchen.

      I will not think of that, she willed herself, managing to keep those traumatic memories at bay. For the time being.

      Outside, the storehouse, dairy, and smokehouse located behind the main house looked mostly the way she remembered them. She glanced at the ground, all torn up from the construction. Soon, she knew, they would turn it back into the garden that once existed there.

      Facing the main building, she had shaken her head.

      Why are they doing this?

      Jackey had stayed around long enough to see the final completion of the Peyton Randolph House. And to see the tours begin. Proud tour guides greeted guests of Colonial Williamsburg and showed off the authenticity and attention to detail of their latest project.

      They boasted about the best-surviving original paneling in the whole district, all the fancy brass hinges and locks, and the cut pine flooring. They showed off all the expensive china, candlesticks, and boy did they ever love those portraits of the Randolphs hanging in the living room. Jackey would have preferred to see the actual Randolphs hanging in the living room, but nobody asked her.

      Tour guides spoke about the Randolphs like they were royalty. They were, after all, quite high society folks back in that day. In fact, Mr. Peyton Randolph was known as “the father of our county.” George Washington himself was the one to call him that. Thomas Jefferson was Peyton’s cousin. The tours tended to harp on the way those great leaders kept Americans from being slaves to the British.

      Jackey had nearly shaken with rage as she was forced to relive that particular injustice of her past.

      Clearly, as if it were yesterday, she recalled Mr. Randolph getting all high and mighty at dinnertime, shouting about how he wouldn’t be a slave to the Crown, all while the enslaved men and women hovered around, pouring his tea and serving his dinner. She recalled how hard it had been to hold her tongue during such incidents. Hell, it was a chore not to whack him upside his head with a copper pot!

      As she listened to the tour man drone on about Peyton Randolph’s heroics at keeping colonists, white ones that is, from being slaves to the British, Jackey had recalled an incident from her past. On one of those nights when she had been particularly tired and beaten, Mr. Randolph had held a meeting at the dining room table with a bunch of lawyers and politicians. She had heard them refer to themselves as slaves one too many times, and she’d nearly snapped. Rather than reaching for the copper pot as she would have liked, she stole a sweet cake as a reward for later. Most nights she went to bed hungry, as the rations for slaves were meager. One of Mrs. Randolph’s bratty nieces had seen the theft and tattled on her.

      That had been Jackey’s first night in the closet.

      The horrific memory nearly brought her to her ghostly knees.

      The closet.

      Dark and small, it had felt like being trapped in a tomb. Truthfully, it wasn’t as small as what folks called a broom closet today. The closet was the room that Mrs. Randolph used as an office. Locking slaves in there for the night was one of Mrs. Randolph’s favorite forms of punishment. Dear God, it had been terrifying. Gasping for air all night long, Jackey truly feared she would be dead by morning. In fact, she’d rather wished she would be. But she had emerged the next morning, shaking, sweating, yet alive. In reality, there was plenty of air in the closet. But Jackey had a fear of small spaces, which made the punishment more severe. Though Jackey hadn’t drawn a breath since 1784, the memory of the closet still made her feel as if she were suffocating.

      They surely didn’t feature that part on the tour.

      In fact, there had been barely a passing mention of the twenty-seven souls held captive day and night at the Peyton Randolph House. Because that would destroy the illusion, now wouldn’t it? Much better to make Colonial Williamsburg seem like a fairytale land. Visit the fancy houses, stroll the beautiful grounds, and have dinner at one of the taverns. A good time had by all.

      Finally, Jackey had been able to stand it no longer. She had vanished for years after the reconstruction of the Peyton Randolph House.

      Modern-day Williamsburg seemed to be slightly better than it had been the last time she had spent any measurable time hanging around. The Peyton Randolph House still stood, and tours were still given, but they had changed a bit.

      Now there were people dressed as slaves walking around.

      Jackey had nearly suffered a phantom heart attack when she’d come back from her self-imposed exile to see a dark-skinned man wearing a tan waistcoat and breeches, looking much like a personal slave from the 1700s. Did he ever look the part. For just a second, fear had engulfed her. She felt as if she was alive again, and she might be thrust into the closet at any moment for her impertinence.

      Eventually, her senses took hold, and Jackey realized this man was a reenactor. A slave reenactor! As she lived and didn’t breathe. She never dreamed she would see such a thing. There were others, too. Several men and women walked around dressed like slaves, though none so handsome as the first man she’d seen. They even had a “Peyton” and a “Betty”, which was odd. It didn’t bother Jackey much, though, as they didn’t really resemble the real master and mistress of the house.

      For a time, Jackey thought the handsome pretend slave’s name was John, because that was what people called him during the day. When a friend stopped by after hours and referred to him as Anthony, the truth dawned on her. He was portraying John Harris, Mr. Randolph’s personal manservant. That was why his livery was so much fancier than that of some of the other fake slaves.

      Dear, sweet John.

      The real John Harris had been like an older brother to Jackey in life. How she’d adored him. He was strong and kind, always doing his best to protect the younger slaves. He held some sway with the master and had even saved her from a night in the closet a few times when her big mouth got her in trouble.

      Had tears been physically possible, Jackey would have wept with emotion upon seeing Anthony’s lovely tribute to John.

      He’s not forgotten after all.

      For so many years, all the slaves at the Peyton Randolph House had seemingly been completely lost to history. And now, this dear, strikingly handsome Black man named Anthony was paying homage to John Harris. Tourists would know John’s name and hear his story.

      Certainly, the tours were much better than they’d been when they’d first begun all those years ago. Still, there were some problems, though not from the tour guides themselves. It was from the tourists.

      Like today, for instance.

      A group of horrible teenage girls had laughed and joked as they toured the slave quarters. They’d giggled about how the slaves got to live rent-free, and then they’d had the gall to compare the slave rooms to their hotel rooms as they whined about the cost of their vacation.

      Jackey had been too angry and stunned to respond at the time. Now, she realized she should have grabbed the ankles of those mean girls, not some random woman who had wandered past the Peyton Randolph House at the wrong time.

      Jackey didn’t feel too guilty, though. For all she knew, that green-eyed girl hated Black people too. So many white folks did. Gave that girl a good scare, that was for sure.

      Then that Orlando character had come to help her, and Jackey found herself chuckling. He was a hoot.

      She watched him perform sometimes. He was a sight to see once he got going on his rants about the Crown and all that. Orlando didn’t compare the American colonists as slaves to the Brits, so she gave him some propers for that. Like the Randolph impersonators, he didn’t look much like the people he portrayed. The real Patrick Henry didn’t have quite so many muscles.

      Orlando seemed so cocky all the time, that Jackey couldn’t resist grabbing him to see what he would do. She was disappointed with his reaction. He showed no fear, only surprise. She’d grabbed him several times, but he hadn’t been scared. It was rather annoying.

      With all the historical buildings and shops closed for the night, Jackey’s anger from the day’s events soon faded into boredom. She vanished again until late afternoon the next day. As much as she hated the Peyton Randolph House, there was one thing she loved about it.

      Anthony Alick.

      Not only was he lovely to look at with his strapping physique and dark, soulful eyes, he was a wonderfully kind man. Jackey’s favorite part of the day was just after the historical buildings had closed for the night. When Anthony was working, Jackey followed him to the same spot he always went before he left for the day.

      The slave quarters.

      Invisible, Jackey gazed upon Anthony as he completed his nightly ritual.

      Leaning against the door frame, Anthony quietly said, “Good night, Johnny. Rest well.”

      In the moment of silence that followed, Jackey could feel the connection between the real John Harris and Anthony.

      John would have loved this.

      And Jackey loved Anthony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Orlando strolled down North England Street as he headed toward the employee parking lot. It was fairly warm for an evening in late September, and he was glad he’d had the chance to change out of his colonial woolen coat and into jeans and T-shirt. He walked past the Peyton Randolph House, then stopped and did a double-take.

      What is she doing here?

      It was that cute girl, Paige. After what happened yesterday, he didn’t think she would ever set foot around here again. Poor thing looked so small, standing there hugging herself as if for protection. She was so still, that Orlando decided he’d better check to make sure she was all right.

      “Paige?” he called as he walked toward her.

      She whipped around and gasped, her eyes opened wide. Orlando thought she might scream like she had when Jackey had grabbed her.

      “Sorry. Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Paige put her hand over her heart. Breathing heavily, she took several seconds to recover. Orlando walked cautiously closer.

      Her fear turned to embarrassment as she recovered from her shock. She blushed deeply, and Orlando fought the urge to smile.

      She really is cute.

      Not wanting her to feel uncomfortable, he crossed his arms and looked at her approvingly. “I’m kinda impressed you had the guts to come back here.”

      “I’m still terrified, believe me,” she said weakly.

      “Then why come back? Plenty of other places to walk around here that aren’t quite so creepy.”

      “I know. I just keep wondering about the woman who grabbed me. The slave.” Paige said that last word with a grimace, like she had tasted something awful. “I wonder why she’s still hanging around after all this time instead of going wherever she’s supposed to go.”

      He shrugged. “Good question. I never thought about it.”

      Paige’s gaze wandered back to the big, red-paneled house before her.

      Turning back, she asked, “Do you know anything about the house and the people who lived there?”

      “Sure. I mean, I know some. I don’t know as much as the people who run the tours there, but you have to know something about all the buildings when you’re an employee here.”

      Paige looked at him with interest.

      “Well, let’s see. The house was owned most famously by Peyton Randolph, of course. A lot of people don’t know who the hell he is, but he was pretty important back in the day. He was kinda one of the founding fathers. He went to the College of William and Mary. Like you.”

      Her eyes lit up, and she smiled. She seemed pleased that he had remembered. “Nice.”

      “He’s actually buried there. In the college chapel.”

      “Oh, wow. I’ll have to go visit.”

      “Peyton Randolph was friends with George Washington. He was one of the first to oppose the Stamp Act, and he was elected president of the First and the Second Continental Congress.”

      Paige listened carefully, but Orlando could see her attention was wandering as she turned to look back at the house. She didn’t want a history lesson. She wanted to know about hauntings.

      “Peyton and his wife, Betty, owned twenty-seven slaves who lived in the house, plus who knows how many more who worked in the fields.”

      She nodded sadly.

      “They were obviously very wealthy. Owned what was called an urban plantation complex, or a townstead. It was the largest domestic complex in the 18th century. And of course, it was the enslaved people who did all the work.”

      “Do you know anything specific about Jackey?”

      “No, unfortunately, I don’t. I know a little about some of the slaves who lived here, but not much. Like John Harris was Peyton’s personal manservant who traveled with him all the time. Kind of like a butler, I suppose.”

      “But an unpaid one,” Paige said, a hard edge to her voice.

      “Yeah. And then there was an enslaved woman name Eve who was considered especially valuable to Betty. But that’s pretty much all I know.”

      Paige considered his words.

      “How did you know her name? Jackey, I mean.”

      “You hear stuff when you work around here.”

      I heard it from a guy who heard it from an actual ghost.

      It was the truth, but he wasn’t about to tell Paige that. She was freaked out enough about ghosts.

      As if on cue, Paige’s face suddenly went pale. She looked every bit as petrified as she had yesterday.

      “Paige?” Orlando asked, alarmed. “Are you all right?”

      At first she didn’t move. Then she shook her head. She opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out.

      “Paige? Paige?” He stepped forward and cupped her face with his hands, trying to get her to focus.

      Her eyes drifted down toward her feet. “Sh—she’s— She’s—grabbing—”

      “Dammit, Jackey!” Orlando yelled. Paige grew even more pale, and Orlando was afraid she might pass out. Letting go of her face, he slipped his arm under her knees to pick her up. He was met with some resistance as Jackey must have had a death grip on Paige’s ankle. With a little effort, he managed to break Paige free and carry her away from the house.

      Across the street, Orlando gingerly set her down underneath a large tree. He leaned her back against the massive trunk and sat facing her.

      Gently caressing her face, he looked into her eyes, trying to get her to focus. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay. There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’ve got you.”

      Slowly, her breathing steadied and the color returned to her face.

      “I—I’m s—sorry,” she said.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he said in a soothing voice.

      Paige’s face reddened, and she lowered her head in shame.

      “You must think I’m such an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot, Paige. Being attacked by a ghost is scary as hell.”

      “You’re not afraid,” she grumbled.

      “Well, no. Not really. But being scared is nothing to be ashamed of,” he reassured her.

      “Ghosts don’t bother you at all?” she asked, her green eyes pleading with him to say something to make her feel less humiliated.

      “No, they don’t. And I’ll tell you why.”

      Paige sat up straighter, eager to hear what he had to say.

      “I’ve had encounters with ghosts before, and they’ve never been scary. In fact, I’m kind of friends with one.”

      Orlando didn’t want Paige to think he was a nut, but he figured he might as well be honest with her.

      “You are?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “Yeah. Her name’s Rebekah, and she died back in the 1700s. Crazy thing is, when you look at her, you’d never know she was a ghost. She’s dressed in old-fashioned clothing, but then so are half the people around here.”

      Paige nodded slowly, taking it in. Though he didn’t mind telling her about his ghostly encounters, he was not about to tell her the whole truth about Rebekah. That the woman had come back from the dead. She wasn’t a ghost any longer, but was now a living, breathing woman.

      She’d fallen in love with the guy who worked at the cabinetmaker’s shop here in Williamsburg, and she was given a second chance to come back to life so she could be with him.

      Orlando knew he had to take one careful step at a time with Paige. Too much information would overwhelm her. Hell, it was still hard for him to comprehend sometimes.

      “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. I talked to her a bunch of times on the street, and I had no idea she was dead.”

      Paige shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. Orlando wasn’t sure if she was cold or if she was creeped out by the word “dead.” Just in case, he decided to choose his words more carefully.

      “Rebekah’s super nice. Not scary at all. The guy who works at Hay’s Cabinetmaker’s Shop, Gregory, is a friend of mine. He knew I was chummy with her, and he warned me she was a ghost.” Orlando chuckled. “Thought the poor guy might be out of his mind at first. Then I asked her if it was true.”

      “What did she say?” Paige asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      “She told me what Gregory said was the truth. And she told me she could prove it. Rebekah said I could reach out and touch her, but my hand would go right through. So I tried it. She wasn’t kidding. It felt kinda cold and weird, but not scary. I guess I wasn’t afraid because I already knew her as a person. She was always sweet and kind. I knew she wouldn’t hurt
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