

    
            Chapter One





			Gwen, November 2

			Gwen Tucker flipped through the pages of her drawings and groaned. All of Flagler College’s history professors had agreed to the Art Department’s challenge: they’d sketch one hundred images in one hundred days, but Gwen wasn’t an artist. Her straight lines looked like they’d been drinking. Her faces made cathedral gargoyles look like Vogue models in comparison. She could analyze historical events, cross-country ski for hours, and make a killer French onion soup from scratch. But this? She couldn’t do this. It was hard to admit, but she needed Billie’s help. 

			When the front door opened, and Billie joined her on the porch swing, Gwen smiled. Perfect timing. Billie kicked off her sandals and tucked her bare feet under Gwen’s thigh. “Hi, babe. How’s it going?”

			Gwen gave Billie her saddest smile. “Not great. My wrist really hurts.” 

			“Really?”

			“Arthritis probably.”

			Billie made a sad face. “Aren’t you too young for that?”

			Gwen sighed dramatically. “Fifty-four is just about the age when most people develop it. I hate to let the History team down, but I don’t know how I’m going to finish this challenge. One hundred sketches?” She held her wrist at an awkward angle for visual effect. 

			“You poor thing.” Billie tried moving Gwen’s wrist. “Wow. That’s really locked up.”

			“Yes, I probably need surgery.”

			Billie took Gwen’s hand tenderly into her own. “You do need surgery, but not on your wrist.” She flashed her half-grin. “You need brain surgery if you think I’m going to do your drawings for you.”

			Gwen threw up her hands as Billie laughed. “Oh, c’mon. Seriously, look at this monstrosity.” Gwen showed her the drawing she’d done of a man in a downtown coffee shop. The eyes were at different levels and the poor man’s ears were big as plates. 

			Billie nodded. “I think you’re improving.”

			Gwen growled. 

			“C’mon, babe, where’s your school spirit? Think of all the money your department will get from donors if you win. And you’ve got it easy. You’re making those poor art professors write one hundred essays in one hundred days. That’s brutal.”

			“They are personal histories, which are easy. The day I fell off my bike. My favorite TV show. Pets I’ve owned. I could write those in my sleep. I could write those in a coma.” She sighed. “I still can’t believe you won’t help. You’re the artist in the family, not me. If you really loved me you’d finish the drawings for me.”

			Billie squished Gwen’s face between her palms and gave her a big kiss. “Guess I don’t really love you then.”

			“I knew it,” Gwen said, kissing her back, but bummed that she’d have to continue with the sketches herself, unless she was lucky enough to sprain a wrist or something.

			“Movie tonight?”

			Gwen groaned. “My choice, not yours.” When they first fell in love, the only thing they argued about was movies, but after all these years their list of disagreements and slights and resentments had grown frustratingly long. Gwen hadn’t realized it took so much work to stay in a relationship, but she did love Billie. She didn’t think that had changed.

			“What’s wrong with my movie choices?” Billie grinned.

			“First, ghosts aren’t real. I think I’ve made that clear. Yet you talked me into watching that romance called Truly, Madly, Deeply, which turned out to have a what?”

			“A ghost,” Billie said gleefully.

			“Second, I’ve also made a point with you that time travel isn’t possible, yet you bring home the DVD—God, DVDs, feels like those were eons ago—for a charming Meg Ryan/Hugh Jackman romance called Kate & Leopold. And what happens in that movie?”

			“Time travel!”

			“And finally, aliens do not live among us, yet that old underwater adventure movie we streamed last winter, The Abyss, ended up having what in it?”

			“Underwater aliens!” Billie chortled, throwing her arms into the air.

			Gwen shook her head. “Twenty-five years and you still get a kick out of winding me up.” She’d enjoyed all three of those movies even though they were based on wildly impossible events, but she wasn’t going to tell Billie that.

			“Well, I know your ‘ghosts aren’t real’ mantra is how you survived your mom, but it bugs me just a little that you refuse to admit there might be even a tiny chance of the supernatural or paranormal existing in our world. What if time travel is possible? And what if aliens do live among us? We don’t know for sure.”

			Gwen sighed. “How have we stayed together so long?”

			Billie hugged her. “Because opposites attract, right?”

			“Harrumph. Not every day.” Gwen returned the hug, squeezing hard. Billie was tall and sturdy, not willowy like some taller women. Her eyes turned from green to hazel to gray depending on what she wore, but no matter the color, they were always bright and intensely focused on life. Billie moved through the world like someone who knew she could fix anything that broke. Get locked out of your house? Billie was the neighbor who’d figure out how to get you back inside without breaking a window. Lose your dog? Billie was the one who’d be out in the dark, as long as it took, driving up and down each block until she found the dog. Snowblower on the fritz? Billie would take it apart for you until she found the wire or part that had gone bad, then replace it. Billie exuded strength and competence, which made the last two years even harder because she’d become anything but strong and competent.

			Just then, Jeremy Wilkinson pulled up in front of their bright teal bungalow and honked. Gwen rolled her eyes. 

			Billie pointed to Jeremy. “Seriously, Gwen, anyone could be an alien. Take your friend Jeremy out there, all fake tan and big white teeth and obnoxiously expensive watch. For all we know, he could be an alien from Alpha Centauri wearing a Jeremy suit.”

			“Enough,” Gwen said as she gathered up her stuff. 

			Billie got in one final shot. “Careful not to strain that wrist.”

			With a grunt, Gwen hurried out to Jeremy, another history professor in her department. As she threw her backpack into the back seat, she noticed the creepy neighbor across the street and down one house, Clayton Black, doing what he often did—standing under his carport, staring at their house. With his shaved head and neck tattoos, Clayton looked like the type of young man who’d defend his right to do whatever he damn well pleased on his own property. Usually Gwen admired this trait, because she felt it as well, but it was unnerving that the guy spent so much time staring at their house. Plus, he’d never spoken to them, but just stared, week after week. It freaked them out.

			Jeremy leaned over to pop open her door, his high forehead shining from the open sunroof. Jeremy was someone who was hard to picture or even remember when he wasn’t standing in front of you. The only feature that made him stand out in a crowd was his massive watch, some ugly thing he’d inherited from his grandfather that was supposedly worth twenty-five thousand dollars.

			“Hey, boss,” he called. “Ready for another field trip?” Jeremy’s insanely strong Axe body spray attacked her senses as she climbed inside. People usually looked themselves over before leaving the house, searching for lint on their pants or food on their mouths; why didn’t they take a sniff of themselves as well? 

			Jeremy was one of those bouncy, happy upbeat people that she liked being around for about twenty minutes, then his cheeriness grated on her so much she wanted to bite his head off. But since she was the new chair of Flagler College’s History Department, avoiding carnivorous behavior was probably a good idea. She buckled herself in. “How many drawings have you done so far?”

			Jeremy grinned as he pulled out into the street. “I’ve got sixty-eight,” he said. “And you?” 

			She cleared her throat. “I’m at forty-two.” She looked back over her shoulder. Instead of watching her drive away, Clayton still stared at their house. Was he waiting for Billie to come outside? 

			Jeremy made an unhappy sound in his throat. “Gwen, we’ve only got four weeks left, and we’ve already lost three team members. There are only a handful of us left to defend the honor of the History Department.” He turned onto Avenida Menendez and drove them around the outside edge of St. Augustine’s historic downtown.

			Gwen watched the city pass by. She loved the old, worn buildings and narrow streets of St. Augustine, the country’s oldest continuously inhabited city. Not much of the original 1565 city remained, but some structures were from the 1600s. Jeremy drove them past the Bridge of Lions, a graceful arch guarded by stone lions that crossed the Matanzas River to Anastasia Island and the ocean beaches. Sailboats bobbed in the marina. She was still amazed at how quiet it was in this small city compared to St. Paul—fewer sirens, less honking, softer road sounds. But it was hot down here, even in November, so she always felt just a little sticky most of the time.

			With her window open, she could smell the river, grilled food from an outdoor restaurant at the marina, and the absence of cold. Cold air had a nasty bite that attacked your nostrils, your eyes, and your lungs, but she and Billie lived in Florida now. No snow, no ice, no blizzards. 

			Gwen had pushed for the move from Minnesota to St. Augustine in a last-ditch effort to save Billie from herself. Yes, Gwen had to make a difficult sacrifice, one that Billie could never learn about, but it was the only option she had. As she passed a long string of palm trees, a shard of homesickness stabbed her. No more freshly fallen snow. No more snowshoeing. No more cuddling up next to a fireplace in the dead of winter. They were Floridians now and had to adjust. At least they’d added to the ranks of rational voters in a state full of MAGA cult members.

			But it wasn’t just the move that bothered her. Gwen’s stepbrother Mason had, over the years, fallen in love four times. Gwen had also fallen in love four times…but with the same woman.

			She fell the day she met Billie on the San Francisco streetcar, then again when Billie helped Gwen with everything after she’d dislocated her elbow. She fell that moonlit night on their Alaskan cruise, and again when Billie slow winked at her from across the room during her office party.

			By now, Mason had likely fallen in love a fifth time, but Gwen was still waiting. She loved Billie, but it’d been five years since the slow wink, and she missed the warm flush that spread through her body like melted honey when she realized—once again—that Billie was The One. Falling in love with the same woman had made Gwen happy, content, and feeling as stable as a continent.

			However, five years was a long time to wait for another satisfying Yes moment to reinforce the hard work. And staying with the same person for twenty-four years and ten months was work, no matter how much they loved each other. She and Billie were only two months away from their twenty-fifth anniversary, but Gwen’s emotions felt as flat as the Florida landscape to which they’d just moved, and that worried her. What was wrong with her?

			Jeremy parked in the last spot in the fort’s narrow parking lot. The fort was a dark structure squatting at the northern edge of the historic downtown. Both the fort and the huge grassy grounds surrounding it were now a US Park Service property. The first time Gwen had seen the fort, built in the 1600s by the Spanish and called the Castillo de San Marcos, she’d proclaimed it a major disappointment. Castillo means castle in Spanish, but this building looked nothing like a castle and more like a big old black turtle with the top third of its shell shaved off. There were no turrets, no tall towers, no romantic balconies, no charm. The “castle” was just a two-story dark wall with a few flags flying overhead.

			Jeremy locked the car as Gwen shouldered her pack. She and Jeremy had been taking these field trips together to ensure they’d be able to finish this playful competition between the art and history departments. As they started down the long sidewalk, Jeremy swept his arm toward the fort. “You’re going to love this place. It’s full of amazing stories, like the time the entire city took refuge in the fort when the British attacked. And the time—”

			Gwen held up her hand. “Okay, I get it. It’s rich with history.” She loved history but was too out of sorts to handle a lecture from Jeremy. The guy meant well but was constantly rubbing her the wrong way.

			“Yes, and the fort is haunted.”

			Gwen stopped in her tracks. “What?”

			Jeremy nodded as he adjusted his sunglasses. “Ghosts. St. Augustine is full of them. I know you’ve only been here a few months, but surely, you’ve seen those ghost tour buses all over the city at night. If you’re going to live here, you need to get comfortable with ghosts. C’mon, I’ll buy our tickets.”

			Gwen rolled her eyes. “Jeremy, you’re a logical thinker, a brilliant historian. How can you possibly talk about ghosts as if they’re real?

			“They are real.” He frowned. “What’s the problem?”

			She shook her head. “Ghosts are not real. They are figments of people’s imaginations, made up to explain bumps and noises that have causes based in reality.”

			“You’re serious?”

			“As a heart attack,” she replied. “Here’s a little reality check. Ghosts do not exist. Time travel is not possible. Aliens are not living among us.”

			Jeremy lowered his sunglasses and made a sad face. “You poor thing. Who hurt you?”

			Gwen sighed and laughed at the same time, which came out sounding like an asthmatic cough. Jeremy’s tease tiptoed quite close to the truth. For her entire childhood, her mom had force-fed her the supernatural—ghosts, time travel, aliens, astrology, tarot, séances. It was more than intense. Seriously, what six-year-old wanted a Ouija board for her birthday? 

			Not Gwen, that was for sure. She’d wanted the Barbie Style Set, a large Barbie head with thick, gorgeous hair you could style and curl and spray with Barbie’s exclusive perfumed hair spray, but her parents—read, her mother—gave her the Ouija board. She had few memories of her early childhood, but one had stuck with her: When six-year-old Gwen watched her mother use the new Ouija board to “chat” with nearby spirits, she decided then and there to resist her mother’s weirdness with all her might.

			“Repeat after me, Jeremy. Ghosts do not exist. Time travel is not possible. Aliens are not living among us.”

			Jeremy shrugged. “Okay, boss, you do you. But just repeating something over and over again doesn’t make it true.”

			Did everyone on this planet believe in ghosts? She inhaled slowly, counting to four, then exhaled to the same count.

			“You okay?”

			She nodded, feeling a bit of anger start to bubble up again. What was the matter with her? She’d felt on edge for weeks and it had been getting worse. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

			“Good. Now for the fort’s layout.” He began vigorously pointing toward parts of the fort. “It’s built in a square with diamond-shaped extensions on each corner called bastions. The walls between each bastion are called curtains.”

			“Bastions. Curtains. Will there be a test?”

			“Cute. I’m serious. You need to pay attention.” More pointing. “The fort’s walls are thirty-three feet high and twelve feet thick. The rooms inside are called vaults.”

			“Bastions. Curtains. Vaults.”

			“There’s an open courtyard in the middle, then stairs leading up to the second level, where you can see those people standing. That second level is called the terrepleine, but since you’re mocking my extensive knowledge, you can just call it the gun deck.”

			“Enough, Dr. Wilkinson. Let’s get in, draw our great works of art, then get out again.”

			Jeremy bought the tickets with a college credit card and handed her a brochure. Gwen skimmed the brochure’s map as they crossed the wooden bridge over the dry, grassy moat and entered the fort’s main level. The entrance to the fort was basically a passageway that led to the outdoor central courtyard ahead. As they walked, Jeremy waved around them. “We are in the sally port, which is basically the fort’s entrance. It runs from the main door out into the courtyard.” His voice echoed in the empty area.

			“Yes, I can see that.” Between the lecture on fort architecture, the talk of ghosts, and her subterranean anger, Gwen’s patience was spread thinner than tissue paper. They were nearly through the passageway, or sally port, when someone touched her hair. 

			She whirled, ready to snap at whomever was responsible, but there was no one there. To the left, an open door led into a brightly lit gift shop with two tourists arguing loudly about which fridge magnet to buy. To the right was an open door labeled Soldier Barracks. She and Jeremy were alone.

			“Very funny,” she said.

			“Huh?”

			The touch came again, so gently that goose bumps raced up her bare arms. “How are you doing that?” 

			“Doing what? C’mon, let’s get out into the courtyard where it’s warmer.”

			Gwen stepped out into the sunshine. The grassy courtyard was ringed by a limestone slab sidewalk, and open doorways led into display rooms—vaults according to Jeremy—all around the courtyard. A small cannon was bolted to a concrete pad in one corner of the grass. She touched the rough wall nearest her, surprised to see tiny, tiny shells buried on the concrete. 

			Gwen felt someone standing too close behind her, so she turned again to find no one there. Jeremy stood ahead of her, and a woman in a yellow Fruit Cove Elementary T-shirt passed by as she herded a small group of noisy school children wearing the same yellow T-shirts, but otherwise, there was no one near enough to have touched her.

			She jammed her fists onto her hips, ready to fire Jeremy on the spot, even though he was tenured and couldn’t be fired. “I’ll ask you one more time. How are you doing this?”

			“Doing what?”

			“Do you have some sort of feather on a stick or something?” She looked around him to see if he was hiding anything behind his back. Sometimes this guy took his teasing way too far.

			“What are you talking about?”

			Gwen stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Someone is touching me.” She shuddered as the light caress returned, this time along the back of her neck and down one arm.

			Jeremy froze. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean someone just touched my hair…and now my arm.” Gwen swallowed, feeling stupid. 

			He lowered his sunglasses and looked right at her. “There isn’t a breeze here in the courtyard, and no one has come near us.” He bounced on the balls of his feet for a second, too excited to stand still. “Oh, my god, oh my god, oh my god. I can’t believe this is happening.”

			“Can’t believe what is happening?”

			He shook his head. “Amazing. It really must like you.”

			“It?”

			“Gwen, I was serious when I said there are ghosts here. Usually they’re seen at night, often walking up there, along the gun deck. But I think you are experiencing one in the middle of the freaking day. The SAPS people will go apeshit when they hear this.”

			“SAPS?”

			“St. Augustine Paranormal Society.”

			Gwen’s jaw tightened and she clenched her fists in frustration. Ghosts were not real. Time travel wasn’t possible. Aliens were not living among them. That mantra had kept her sane throughout her teens as her mom had fallen so deep into the supernatural well that she wouldn’t make a decision without consulting her astrology charts or Ouija board. Her mom, an intelligent, articulate, professional woman, had gone over to the Dark Side, as Billie liked to say, and Gwen had refused to follow.

			But now her skin tingled with a fear she’d never felt before. If ghosts were not real, then who, or what, had just gently caressed her cheek, and was now running a finger lightly down the side of her throat?

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Billie, November 11

			Sex had always been a great connector for Gwen and Billie, and last night was no different. Humming with the afterglow of their “connection,” Billie opened her laptop. Time to find out if Walt was Martha’s only victim. The search yielded several St. Augustine antique stores grouped together on the western edge of the city. What Billie really wanted to do was try making it to the beach and get lost in the sounds of waves and seagulls, but she had to solve the Martha Mystery.

			Since the antique stores were within her comfort zone she ordered an Uber to take her west instead of east. 

			“Hey, Minnesota,” called the driver. “Climb aboard.”

			“Chuck,” Billie cried. “So glad it’s you. I’m gonna need you for four stops and a few hours, if that’s okay.”

			“My time is your money. Or is it your money is my time?” The guy shrugged and tapped his phone. “Okay, let’s get started.”

			At the first antique shop, Billie showed the employee her photo of Martha. 

			“Yeah, she comes in here maybe once a week?”

			“What day?”

			“Couldn’t tell you.”

			The story was the same at the second shop. At the third, the employee squinted at the photo. “I recognize her. Yeah, every Wednesday? Thursday? Can’t remember, but she has some bitchin’ goods to sell.”

			Billie leaned across the counter. “Which is it? Wednesday or Thursday?”

			The man turned and hollered toward the back of the store. “Pete! That chick with the burlap bag? When she come in?”

			“Tuesdays,” came the returning yell.

			Billie’s heart sped up. “Today is Tuesday. Has she been here?”

			The yelling relay continued until Billie determined that Martha had been there, but Pete hadn’t paid any attention to time.

			As Chuck drove Billie to the last shop, she looked at the photos she’d taken of the drawings Gwen had made yesterday. One was of the same two men, seen from above, but instead of pointing guns at Gwen they were exchanging money. And the second was a lovely night scene of St. Augustine aglow with tiny lights. Was this Nights of Lights? Billie had barely looked at the third drawing because it was unfinished.

			“Hey, Chuck,” Billie said. “I’ve been seeing posters about this Nights of Lights thing coming up. What’s that all about?”

			Chuck turned onto San Marco Avenue. “Nights of Lights turns St. Augustine into the prettiest city in the world for the holidays. The first night they make a big deal out of turning the lights on all at once. Thousands come downtown to the Plaza.”

			“That long, skinny park on King?”

			“The very one. There’s usually music and food, then someone flips a switch and the whole city lights up—buildings, bushes, trees, the bridge, the lighthouse on Anastasia. It’s awesome.” He parked in front of the last antique shop.

			Billie showed Chuck the photo she’d taken of the night scene drawing. “Does it look anything like this?”

			“That’s it exactly. City’s so bright I’ll bet you could see it from the moon.”

			Billie’s finger slipped and the photo of Martha appeared.

			Chuck turned to look at Billie. “You know her?”

			“Why?”

			“Weirdest passenger ever. Had her at least three times. I pick her up at the fort, take her to the same shops you’ve gone to today. Then we go to Winn Dixie and I wait until she comes out with a bag of groceries in each hand, then I drop her off back at the fort.”

			“Was that last Tuesday?”

			He checked his phone. “Yup.”

			Weird, weird, weird. “Okay, Chuck, this is the last store, then I think we’re done. I’ll be right back.”

			She recognized the owner as a friend of Walt’s who’d stopped at his shop a few times. Billie introduced herself, explained her concerns, then showed the woman Martha’s photo.

			“Oh, yeah, she’s been coming regularly for a month or two. She brings in the loveliest antique lace. In fact, you just missed her.”

			“What?”

			“She left maybe fifteen minutes ago.”

			“Holy shit. Thanks.” Billie flew out the door. Would she have time to get to the fort while Martha shopped? “Chuck, to the fort, ASAP!”

			Chuck threw the car into reverse and squealed out of the parking lot. “Who are we chasing?”

			She explained while Chuck focused on his driving. “If she follows the pattern you described, we might be able to make it to the fort while she’s buying groceries.” As he reached downtown, Billie leaned forward, straining to see through the windshield.

			“Chuck, you gotta clean your windshield.”

			“Yeah, lost some stars ’cause of that. But look, there she is.” He pointed about two blocks ahead.

			Sure enough, Martha was exiting her Uber with a Winn Dixie bag in each hand.

			“Shoot, shoot. I can’t lose her.”

			Chuck looked at the traffic, then pulled a U-turn that caused some honks but enabled him to pull into the fort’s parking lot. “Go!”

			“Thanks. You’re the best,” Billie shouted as she leapt from the car.

			“I know!”

			Billie half-walked, half-ran down the sidewalk digging out her wallet. She had to detour around a group of school kids blocking the way but got to the ticket booth as Martha was walking away from it. She passed so closely Billie could have reached out and touched her, but then she’d never learn why Martha was so obsessed with the fort. 

			Billie bought her ticket then ran across the bridge and pushed past another clog of kids. What was with people? It was like a population explosion at the fort.

			A third school group stood just inside the courtyard with Martha’s black hair barely visible on the other side of them. Billie pushed through the crowd, apologizing, horrified she was being rude to kids. She finally fought her way through the courtyard.

			But where was Martha?

			Billie whirled in a circle, scanning everyone. No Martha.

			Billie started with the room to the left of the restrooms, but it was locked and marked “Staff Only.” The next door led to a series of three nested rooms, one after the other. The last was a room marked “Powder Magazine” that was only accessible through a four-foot-high tunnel, so Billie dropped into a crouch and scuttled into the powder magazine. It was an odd little room with such a low curved ceiling that Billie felt as if she were inside a barrel…an empty barrel.

			Billie returned to the courtyard then quickly searched every room, ending with the soldiers’ barracks Kylie had taken them to after the encounter with the rangers. Nothing. No Martha. Not even an empty Winn Dixie bag.

			Hot and confused, Billie popped into the gift shop and bought a bottle of water to hydrate, then searched the entire fort again, both levels. The rangers she’d talked to that first time she’d followed Martha were right—there weren’t many places for an adult to hide.

			Too tired to walk home, she ordered another Uber and spent the rest of the afternoon on the porch swing, stewing about Martha, who kept disappearing, and about drawings of guns and Seminoles dressed as Hamlet and Gwen’s fifty-fifth birthday party, without Billie. 

			The mail came and it included a thick overnight envelope from Faye, which Billie signed for. The ancestry information. Gwen had given Billie permission to open it and start combing through the material. The photos had notes on their backs, but Billie didn’t recognize any of the names. Gwen’s mom had been adopted so that branch of the family tree was as bare as an oak in January; Gwen’s father was the one with roots in Oklahoma.

			Billie finally found the notes Aunt Ruthie had made. It took Billie an hour to decipher the elderly woman’s cramped writing, but she was able to re-create the information on a fresh sheet of paper. Starting with Gwen’s father William and his sister Ruthie, the Tucker family records stretched back to Gwen’s great-great-grandfather Anthony Tucker and a woman identified only as “Mary.” Tucker had been born in St. Augustine in 1820, which certainly connected Gwen with this city, if not the fort. “Mary” was less helpful. Billie realized she was getting nowhere. Would they ever figure out who the ghost had been before it became a ghost? Man? Woman? Child? Native? Immigrant?

			She had no answers, which circled her back to Gwen’s refusal to answer Billie’s question about the move and Gwen’s job offers. How would they survive as a couple if Gwen kept treating her like someone too broken to be able to handle the truth? Their lives had felt out of balance for so long that Billie struggled to recall what “normal” had felt like. She’d never been so stuck, so unable to feel optimistic about the future. Gwen made everything worse by refusing to be honest with her. How would they get unstuck if nothing ever changed? A mix of emotions began bubbling through her.

			By the time Gwen arrived home from work, Billie overflowed with emotions hard to name and fueled by things she didn’t understand. Anger? Love? Frustration? Hurt? She didn’t know if she wanted to scream or cry.

			“I want to talk about us,” Billie announced the second Gwen stepped into the house.

			“First, not a good time. I’m exhausted. Second, what’s there to talk about? You were fine not talking last night.” Gwen’s eyes sported dark circles, and her shoulders slumped forward.

			“Do you resent me? Do you resent the move?”

			Gwen slowly lowered herself onto a chair and pulled out her sketchbook and flipped it open to the unfinished sketch. “I don’t want to talk about the move. I want to know why the ghost has targeted me. I want to know if I’m in danger or if some twisted evil spirit is having fun with me.” She tossed the sketchbook, open to the unfinished drawing, onto the table. “This one is really bugging me. I hate anything unfinished, but when the guard yelled at me, the ghost released my hand and left.” She closed her eyes and dropped her head back. “I’m not going to talk about the move.”

			Billie clenched her jaw and struggled to stay calm. Gwen just kept adding brick after brick to the wall between them, so to avoid exploding Billie left Gwen to her sketchbook and returned to the porch, now in shadows because it was so late. She rubbed on some lotion to repel the no-see-ums. She’d thought northern mosquitoes were bad, but at least you could see and kill them. No-see-ums were horrid and their bites were sharp. She pulled out her phone, wondering why she hadn’t thought to do this before.

			She scrolled through her contacts until she found Kim’s phone. Kim was one of Gwen’s friends from Hamline; they’d both started teaching there at the same time.

			Hey, kim. billie here. hope u r well. gotta ask—any good jobs for a history prof in Cities? G won’t admit but not happy here. did she burn any bridges? any jobs at Hamline or elsewhere? plz don’t tell her i’m reaching out on her behalf.

			Kim went to bed ridiculously early as a technique to get her kids to bed, so Billie didn’t expect an answer before morning.

			Eventually, she heard Gwen go to bed, but Billie was feeling too restless, too angry, too tired to try tearing down Gwen’s invisible walls tonight. How did you reach someone who didn’t want to be reached? Billie ended up wandering back into the kitchen where the sketchbook lay open to the unfinished drawing. She leaned on one arm, studying the sketch. It appeared to be two people facing each other, a woman with shoulder-length black hair with her back to the viewer, possibly holding something like a sword that was only visible over her left shoulder. The person facing her also held a sword. Hmmm. The more she looked, the clearer the scene became. 

			Billie picked up the pencil. The underlying structure of the one visible face was there. Maybe she could coax out the image with a few pencil strokes. Hair-short. Face—wide with well-defined chin. Clothing—nondescript, cargo pants maybe? Boxy shirt?

			Lost in her work, Billie sketched for an hour, hyper focused on each mark she made, determined to read and follow the ghost’s guidelines. It was quiet in the house, the only sound her pencil moving across the paper. She’d loved pencils ever since she learned that the friction of moving the pencil across the paper created enough heat that the graphite melted into the tiny hills and valleys of the paper’s surface. Pencils sacrificed themselves for words and images.

			She finally put the pencil down, removed her glasses, and rubbed her eyes. She might need to get bifocals one of these days, but to do so was to admit she was aging, and there just wasn’t room in her basket of anxieties for that. Agoraphobia took up most of the oxygen in the room.

			Billie looked down at the drawing and gasped. She jammed her glasses back on. What the hell? Then she covered her mouth and moaned. Oh. My. God. What had she done?

			There must not have been enough direction from the original drawing, so Billie had guessed and interpreted and ended up…sketching her own face.

			She’d wanted to help Gwen but had ended up drawing herself weirdly engaged in a swordfight, of all things, with a black-haired woman. Billie banged her head softly on the table.

			Sighing, she wrote a short note in the corner of the page. So, so sorry. Thought I could help, but thanks to previously unknown but now apparent narcissistic tendencies, I drew myself. Gaack.

			Feeling foolish, Billie finally went to bed.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Gwen, November 12

			Gwen woke up early enough that it was still dark outside. She lay there imagining that they were still at home, in their 1930s St. Paul brick bungalow with the original woodwork and cute working fireplace, with fresh snow blanketing the city in clean white sparkles. The air would bite when she stepped outside, but Gwen loved the change in the air that fall brought, along with the insistence that it was time to start something new, to turn over a new leaf, gather your nuts for winter. Time to stock up on fresh wax for her skis, maybe buy a new winter coat, take a class, learn to play the ukulele.

			Sadly, fall had always seemed to ramp up Mom’s ghost obsession. For some people Halloween was all about trick-or-treating, neighborhood haunted houses, or carving pumpkins. For her mom, fall brought out the Ouija board as a way to communicate with the spirits of her dead ancestors, none of whom she knew because she’d been adopted. One October when Gwen was in high school, her mom had scheduled a séance for herself and friends at the house. Gwen, small and slender at the time, decided to hide behind the living room drapes to prove the séance was fake. And she did. 

			Earlier that afternoon, the woman conducting the séance had insisted on being alone in the living room to better clear the “psychic space” for the spirits, but what she’d actually done was install three speakers, one of them on the floor behind the drapes. Gwen tripped over it as she’d slid behind the drapes while the woman used the bathroom and before everyone arrived. Somehow, during the séance, the woman triggered a knocking sound from the speaker she’d hidden in the front closet, a sad sobbing from the speaker in the fireplace, and a moaning from the speaker at Gwen’s feet. The woman had also triggered some sort of mist that filled the room with the scent of old socks. Who decided that visiting spirits smelled like a locker room?

			At the height of the performance, as Mom’s dead relatives were “present and telling her they loved her,” Gwen had jumped out waving the speaker as evidence of fraud. Mom had been so angry that she couldn’t speak for hours. Now, at age fifty-four, Gwen wondered why she hadn’t just let her mom have what she’d needed—a connection to a family she’d never known.

			Shaking off the past, Gwen rolled out of bed and opened the blinds. Palm-like bushes surrounded their St. Augustine house. The lawn was made of thick, stiff grass that they both found painful to walk on without shoes—the blades were like little knives. But they loved the house, and the area. According to their neighbor Sassy, over the years, the neighborhood had fallen into disrepair, the houses’ paint entirely weathered off, their windows blinded by rotting sheets of plywood. But then, house by house, windows were replaced, paint reapplied, and the neighborhood came back. It was a tight area, with narrow streets, narrow driveways, and almost no lawns, but it thrummed with life. And of course, there was that tree in the middle of the street. Where else would a person see that?

			“G’morning.”

			Gwen turned. Billie, still half asleep, reached out her hand so Gwen dropped back onto the bed and gave her a quick hug, inhaling the comforting smells of Billie’s white musk soap and shampoo. She appreciated that no matter how hard the previous day had been, they could, in their hearts, forgive each other overnight and get on with things the next day.

			“I’m meeting Kylie and Austin at the fort,” Gwen said. “You want to come?”

			“I have to work at nine. But I thought you’ve been banned.”

			Gwen shrugged. “I did too, but Kylie says they have a plan, so we’ll see.”

			As Gwen parked in the fort’s lot, she was grateful to be out of winter, but everything was still so new—it had only been two months—that homesickness often crept over her. She resolved to shake it off so she could figure out what this ghost wanted.

			“Gwen!” Kylie wore a skirt made entirely of leather belts lashed together with the flattened plastic lace Gwen had used to make lanyards at summer camp.

			Gwen waved, trying for enthusiasm but failing. Ghostly possession was too exhausting for excitement. “I thought Austin was coming.”

			Kylie smiled. “He’s already where he needs to be. C’mon.” She pulled Gwen off the blacktop, past the ticket booth, and down onto the sandy area next to the sea wall. The wall was so high she couldn’t see the river. 

			“Where are we going?” 

			“We’re heading for the northwest bastion, the one farthest from the entrance.” Eventually, they followed the sandy path around the first bastion and through the grassy moat to the northwest bastion, where Austin stood against the fort wall, or rather, curtain as Jeremy had lectured her.

			The sheer size of the fort towering above her weighed down her spirit. She watched as Austin picked up an aluminum ladder and clanked it loudly against the sloping wall.

			“Quiet, honey. We don’t want the rangers to know we’re here.” Kylie smiled at Gwen. “We dropped this off this morning before the sun came up, and Austin’s been guarding it.”

			Gwen stared up the ladder. “This is how we’re getting into the fort? But it doesn’t reach high enough.”

			Kylie grabbed Gwen’s hands and squeezed. “That’s the best part. We don’t need to get inside the fort, we just need to get as close to it as we can. We’re hoping the ghost will come to you.”

			“Through the walls?”

			Austin nodded. “Ghosts can pass through solid matter, but these walls are really
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