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  Author's Note 


Hillside Cemetery in Reno, The Silver Queen Hotel in Virginia City, and the Nevada State Prison in Carson City are all real locations and details about them are as accurate as possible as of the time of publication. However, the characters and situations included in this work of fiction are products of this author's twisted mind. 
My thanks go to the wonderful team at Red Adept Editing for their help on this book as well as graphic designer Sujay Paul for his amazing cover art (https://99designs.com/profiles/369745). 
As always, I also want to thank my wonderful husband and fellow author, JT Hume, for his continued love, support, and patience. Sharing this writing and publishing journey with you is so much fun. I'm so glad we decided to team up all those decades ago! 
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  one

I’ve got to get out of here! 
Allie cast a furtive glance around in search of an easy escape route. 
Too many people penned her into the tight space. Many of them were taller.
Trapped!
Her glance fell on an ornate mirror hanging above the landing where the elegant staircase split. The image reminded her of the portrait at the end of The Shining. Only instead of everyone facing forward with Jack Torrance in front, this crowd looked inward, pointing and laughing at the old woman trapped among them. An object of ridicule. A closer look in the mirror revealed the shiny new device resting just behind her ear. The flesh-toned plastic didn’t blend with her skin as well as she’d hoped, and adjusting her short curls wasn’t an option. She’d only attract more attention if she lifted her arm and bumped one of the bodies towering over her. 
Once again, she wondered if she’d done the right thing by undergoing the surgery. 
What’s done is done. Hindsight is twenty-twenty, and you can’t go back now.
Unable to stand looking at herself any longer, she shifted her eyes to the paintings on either side of the oversized looking glass, portraits of a man and a woman clad in nineteenth-century clothing, whose flat eyes seemed to stare into the very depths of her soul. 
Judging her. 
Humiliating memories echoed within the confines of her tormented mind. The taunts of bullies who’d once cornered her on the playground—“Fatty, fatty, two by four.” The leering glare of the boyfriend who’d taken her to the prom and tried to force himself on her. A big rig looming in the rearview mirror before slamming her car into a concrete support. The last sight of the son she’d lost one tragic summer afternoon.
The trembling of her hands splashed strawberry daiquiri on her white blouse. With a feeling of foreboding, she studied the bloodred stain spreading across her chest as though she’d just experienced a premonition of her own demise.
The tall man looming over her looked down, his hooded eyes staring into the dark depths of her imperfect soul as he bent to whisper in her ear. “Judge and jury.” 
“What did you say?” she asked as a passerby knocked her into him. 
Her companion steadied her as the rest of the drink slipped from her nerveless grasp. The glass fell in slow motion, bounced once, then shattered, spreading viscous red liquid and glittering glass shards across the new hardwood.
She felt the rumble of the man’s chest as he spoke but couldn’t hear a word he said.
Allie’s hand went to her head. Feeling her processor did little to calm her. Breaking free of the man’s grasp, Allie concentrated on his strong mouth in an attempt to read his lips. She couldn’t separate his voice from the din of the crowd and realized she should have switched the sensitivity setting on her processor programming to noisy mode. 
Taking several deep breaths, she focused on slowing the racing of her heart. As her pounding pulse ebbed and the surrounding conversations lulled, she realized she could hear once more. 
“Are you all right, Allie?” Her husband held out the packet he’d pulled from his pocket.
She took a tissue and dabbed at her blouse. “I’m fine, Dave. Just klutzy.” 
“Here, let me help.” The voice of the young man who’d appeared at Allie’s side startled her. “I’ll just clean this up before someone falls.” He knelt to tackle the mess. 
Allie’s cheeks warmed. “I’m sorry to be so much trouble.”
“Not your fault, ma’am. You’re not the only one to spill today. Pretty crowded in here.” He gave a tired smile before hurrying off as quickly as he’d appeared.
A server carrying a silver tray of hors d’oeuvres took his place.
“Thanks,” Dave said as he snagged an appetizer.
The delicious aroma caused Allie’s mouth to water. 
“You’re welcome.” The woman nodded to a nearby doorway. “You may find an empty spot in the parlor. Looks like your lady needs to sit for a bit.”
“Good idea,” Dave said before looking down at Allie. “Open up.”
She closed her eyes as she chewed on the tasty morsel she’d been fed—a puff pastry filled with a savory meat-and-cheese concoction flavored with sage. The buttery crust melted in her mouth. Delicious. 
Of course Dave understood she might be suffering from low blood sugar. They’d known each other their entire adult lives, so surprises were few and far between these days. In fact, she couldn’t recall the last time they’d truly shocked one another. She took him in with fresh eyes as he talked with the other woman. His shoulders stooped a little, and a slight paunch padded his midsection. A few gray flecks dusted his brunet hair, but his beard came in white, which was why he shaved more often than not. 
Dave looked damn good for a man in his seventies. 
“You’re an angel in disguise.” Dave nodded at the server. “Thanks again.” 
Tamping down a surge of jealousy as she caught the server giving her husband the once-over, Allie grabbed another pastry. “My compliments to the chef. These taste amazing.” 
The server continued to smile at Dave as she said, “I’ll let Harry know. He’ll appreciate the promotion. We just call him ‘cook.’” She then turned her attention to Allie. “My name’s Stella, by the way. Feel free to ask for me if you need more treats.” 
“Will do,” Allie said even as she thought, Not on your life. 
Stella moved off with a smile and a wave.
“Why don’t we check out the other room?” asked Dave. “You do look like you need a rest.” 
They both stepped on quite a few toes while crossing the foyer. She took more calming breaths, clinging to her husband’s arm the entire way. Sweat broke out across her brow, tendrils of hair clinging to her forehead. Her tinnitus drowned out the surrounding voices, and she grasped him even harder as a wave of vertigo almost knocked her off her feet. 
Dave helped Allie settle in an open spot on an antique horsehair settee. When he spoke again, she realized she could now hear quite well. “Are you sure you’re okay, my love? You’re awful pale.” Dave placed his hand on her brow. “And clammy.” 
Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him stroke a damp strand of hair.
A few young people, gathered at the other end of the space, shot dirty looks their way. As they left, Allie heard one say, “The gall! Can’t have a confab without finding a fossil.”
She tried to ignore how small the rude comments made her feel. Getting older wasn’t for the faint of heart. “All good. Just dizzy.” Allie chose not to go into any more detail about what she’d been experiencing. She couldn’t. If he knew everything, he’d believe she’d lost touch with reality. Hell, the idea she might be having a mental break was why she’d started documenting her feelings in a journal that she kept hidden away from him. 
“We can head home anytime,” Dave said. “Nico and Angela would understand.” 
Allie jumped when a hand dropped on her shoulder. 
I’m a bundle of nerves, she thought as a line from Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” popped into her mind, the words keeping time to the racing of her heart: “True!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad?” 
She leaned back to find one of their hosts standing behind her. “Oh, hello, Angela.” 
As Angela spoke, Allie could just make out the words “Did you mention me?” 
Is the damned processor malfunctioning?
“You and Nico are the talk of the town,” Allie said, hoping she’d heard right. Nothing caused her more humiliation than responding in the wrong way. “You two have sure stirred up this sleepy old ghost—”  
“Please tell me nothing odd’s happening,” Nico interrupted as he joined the group. “I’ve had more than enough excitement to last a lifetime.”
Clear as a bell, thought Allie as she realized her hearing had returned to normal again. She couldn’t figure out for the life of her why the programming of her cochlear implant was so inconsistent.
“Don’t worry, darling.” Angela took her new husband by the hand, leaning her head against his arm. They looked like stereotypical young lovers, though a couple of decades older than the average newlywed. “If you let Allie finish, she was talking about our little ghost town. Not actual spirits.”
“Absolutely.” Allie nodded. Though hesitant to stir anything up, Allie asked, “Has anything else happened since the reception?”
“No sign of our spooky friends since they left the party, so to speak,” Nico said.
Rubbing a hand over his eyes, Dave asked, “Do you believe what we all thought we saw?”
“Can’t say that I do,” Allie said. “Ghosts have never felt real to me.”
Angela shook her head. “No one will admit they saw anything. Some even suggested we might be suffering from mass delusions.” A hint of regret tinged her voice. “Though I’m happy to think she may be at rest now, I miss Johanna.”
“Not me.” Nico hugged his bride. “While I’m grateful they brought us together, sharing you wasn’t my favorite thing. I’m happier as a couple than a quartet.” He winked at Dave. “Though some might like that kind of relationship.”
Anger surged through Allie when Dave laughed. Even though she trusted her husband, her blood boiled at the idea of sharing him with another woman. 
“Hey, Grams! Gramps!” Her grandson bent to kiss her brow.
Allie smiled as she patted his cheek. “Hi, sweetie. I’m glad you made it.”
“Hey, Steve,” Nico said. “Good to see you, Chrysta.”
The fact that Steve and his new friend had shown up at the same time didn’t surprise Allie. They’d been spending a lot of time together.  
“Great party, guys,” Chrysta said. “How are you holding up?” 
Angela embraced Chrysta as she replied, “Not too bad, all things considered.”
After Angela’s response, the room fell as silent as though someone had muted a TV. Allie dug through her purse as she mumbled, “Just changed the damn batteries.” She opened the app connected to her implants. The volume setting looked fine. So did her programming, connectivity, and battery life. Seeing no reason why she shouldn’t be able to hear, she threw her device back into her bag.
The room spun again. 
She shut her eyes and held tight to the arm of the settee.
A whiff of a familiar masculine scent tickled her nostrils. 
Bay rum. Smells like Grandpa.
Peering through her lashes, she saw a familiar man behind her husband. As she focused on the newcomer, the spinning stopped, and both her equilibrium and hearing returning to normal.
Dave placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Need to step outside?”
The strange man faded away as though he’d never existed. 
“Yes, please.” Allie met her husband’s glance. “Fresh air sounds good.”
Dave helped her to her feet.
“Are you all right, Grams?” Steve took her free arm to help steady her.
Allie preferred not to worry her grandson. Steve had enough on his plate. He didn’t need to feel responsible for her too. “Don’t worry, sweetie. I’m fine.” She suspected peace and quiet might calm her. “You stay and visit. I’ll be back soon.” When her husband and grandson released her at the same time, she tensed, fearing she might stumble. Remaining steady, she felt reassured. 
Once outside, she breathed deep of the fresh air while taking in the glorious hundred-mile view spread out before her. Golden light bathed the distant hills as the shadow of Mount Davidson shrouded the nearby streets in gloom. The cooling breeze caressing her heated cheeks carried the comforting scents of sage and soil. The tranquil place seemed almost eerily deserted. As though everyone in town had disappeared.
Allie descended the front steps and crossed to lean against the fence overlooking the Storey County courthouse. She then turned to look back at the house, imagining the entire population of Virginia City crammed into the small but impressive three-story structure. Pale beige with sage-green window trim and railings and a taupe mansard roof, it blended into the surroundings. 
A movement on the front porch startled her. A moment later, Nico emerged from the deepening shadows to join her at street level. “Are you feeling all right, Allie?”
Ignoring his question, she motioned at the building, “The place looks great.” 
“Thanks.” He shaded his eyes against the last rays of the setting sun before dropping an arm across her shoulder. “To be honest, I never thought we’d finish this cursed renovation. All the spirit shenanigans really slowed us down.” He squeezed her close. 
“I’m sure that horrible Grant woman didn’t help matters.”
“Shh!” Nico placed a finger to her lips. “She’s lurking around here, you know.”
“Why on earth would you invite her after all the trouble she caused?”
When he ran his free hand through his hair, Allie recognized the nervous habit. She and Dave had known Nico’s parents since long before his birth. The foursome had become friends back in college, well before either Dave and Allie or Claire and Nicholas Senior were married. More than a half century earlier.
How time flies.
“The Restoration Network insisted on filming a season finale.” Nico’s soothing voice pulled her out of her memories. “Angela convinced me we needed both the publicity and the closure. Today’s event ends our commitment to them.” He glanced down, eyes twinkling. “I’m learning that listening to my wife is the best way to keep the peace.”
“You’re a good man, Nico. I hope Angela realizes how lucky she is.” Allie felt a great fondness for both Nico and his new bride. 
“No, I’m the lucky one,” Nico said. “I just wish I’d found her sooner.”
They stood silent for several moments.
“Would you share your newfound wisdom with Dave?” Allie asked. She felt envious of her young friend’s fresh perspective on life and love. “He’s forgotten some important lessons after all this time.”
“Sure!” Nico laughed. “We’ll have a heart-to-heart before you leave.” 
“Time to come in!”
They both looked up to find Angela standing in the doorway.
“Duty calls, and my public awaits.” Nico tucked Allie’s hand into his arm and led her inside.
Once she’d rejoined Dave, her gaze followed Nico to the landing where the staircase split. He stopped before the massive mirror with the portraits framing him. The image of the man in the painting, the one she now suspected was Joshua Samuelson, looked just like the man she’d seen standing behind Dave earlier. 
Gooseflesh peppered her arms.
Could the couple still be haunting the house? 
The paintings seemed to grow and swirl, becoming larger and larger, expanding outward, a vortex of light and shadow spreading across the room toward her. Nico’s voice faded in and out as a loud whooshing filled her ears, a sound very different from her tinnitus and the throb of her own heartbeat. The roar of rapid movement. Like a train passing through a tunnel.
Everything vanished as the colorful whirlpool engulfed her. 






  
  two

“Is Grams okay? She seemed pretty out of it when we left the party.” 
Dave shook his head as he handed Steve the first aid supplies he’d brought out from the house. “She hasn’t been herself lately. I’m really worried.” He paused to examine the enclosed space. “We should probably cancel our trip.”
Steve slid the box beneath the central banquette before standing. “That’s a bummer, but I understand. Gram’s health is more important than my plans.” Their eyes met as he asked, “Do you think I should tell Chrysta we’re not going?”
Dave saw the disappointment Steve tried so hard to hide. His grandson had become very fond of Chrysta in the short time they’d known each other. The fact that the young woman also brought out Steve’s more playful side had only increased how much Dave liked her. She’d become a bright spot in this otherwise turbulent season of life with Allie. Even if the foursome didn’t end up taking to the road as planned, they could still hang out together. He got the impression Chrysta might enjoy getting away from her overprotective parents for a bit. 
“Why don’t you invite the gang down for a Restless Spirits viewing party?” he asked. “We’ll all have fun, and I can ask the others for advice. When Grams isn’t looking, of course.”
“I must’ve learned my devious ways from you, Gramps.” Steve looked around their tight surroundings with a faraway expression that suggested he wasn’t really taking in the view. “Which may be why Mom is sometimes so upset with me. I know you two didn’t always get along well.”
“We’re too alike in some important ways.” He thought back to the day his daughter had moved out. Though she’d been offered a scholarship to the local community college, she’d instead moved to Southern California to pursue her acting dreams. Her determination reminded him so much of his younger self that he’d been taken aback. As their youngest child drove away, he’d tried to comfort Allie, but she’d shrugged him off. To this day, he wondered whether she’d ever forgiven him. How Allie could expect him to keep their strong-willed daughter in line was beyond his comprehension. The fact that he and Sam were so much alike didn’t mean he could control her.
A pat on Dave’s arm brought him back to the present. “Sorry. What were you saying?”
“What time should I tell them to show up?”
“How about five o’clock?” Dave glanced at his watch. “I’ll have food delivered.”
“Why on earth are you two just standing out here?”
The two men spun to find Allie watching them from the front steps.
“Gotta run!” Steve rushed past his glaring grandmother.
“Coward,” mumbled Dave.
Sunlight highlighted the gray streaks in Allie’s hair and emphasized the lines creasing the once-smooth skin of her face. She seemed much younger and fitter than many other women her age. Not that he spent much time comparison shopping these days. He’d broken that habit when she moved back in with her parents for several weeks after catching him drooling over a coworker during the early years of their marriage. One of many harsh lessons he’d learned back in his youth.  
With a yawn and nonchalant stretch, Dave said, “Just thinking.”
“You’re determined to make me a widow, aren’t you?” she said in an acerbic tone, with her arms akimbo. The depth in her forehead crease only emphasized the intensity of her frown. “Your doctor warned you to be more careful. I’ll bet you didn’t even use sunblock today.”
When her comment hit home, he realized he couldn’t fault her anger. They’d both been thrown by his health scare a couple of years earlier. Fortunately, after the benign moles were removed, he’d been given a clean bill of health. “You’re right, my love. I forgot.” He joined her on the porch, waggling his brows as he pressed his lips to the sensitive skin of her inner wrist. “Feel free to punish me for misbehaving.”
“Really!” Allie pulled her hand away. “You act like we’re still in our twenties.” Though she still spoke in a stern tone, her beautiful eyes now twinkled with mischief. 
“How can I help myself when you’re more gorgeous than ever?” He hoped a little light flirtation might help to ease her irritation. Especially since he had to inform her he’d invited a group over to their house that evening. When he’d made the suggestion, he hadn’t considered she might not be up to socializing. She didn’t seem to have gotten over her strange experience at the grand opening of Nico’s bed-and-breakfast. “Do you feel like curling up together to watch a little TV tonight?” 
The look Allie gave him curled his toes. “What have you done?”
“Nothing.” Dave led her into the house. 
“You stop right there, David Manning. I know you’re up to something.”
They found Steve in the entryway. “They’re all coming, Gramps. I’m gonna go shower.”
Busted.
Allie crossed her arms. “Who’s on the way, mister?”
“Just a few friends. Nico and Angela, the Dunns, and Jenn Bellows.” Dave ticked off the guest list on his fingers. “I suspect they’ll bring Bridie, since I invited them to watch Restless Spirits. Jenn may also bring her dad, if he isn’t busy. Not a huge group. I thought this might make Chrysta’s transition to our house easier for Sage and Larrea.”
Glancing around, Allie frowned. “The place is an absolute disaster, and we have almost no food. What the hell were you thinking?” She kicked the small suitcase on the floor next to the sofa. “I wasn’t expecting anyone but Chrysta, who’s almost family at this point.”
“I’m glad she and Steve get along so well,” Dave said, taking Allie in his arms and swinging her in a circle. “And the house is fine, my love. Really.”
“Put me down, you old fool! You’ll hurt your back,” she said. When he did as she asked, she pulled away. 
Though she tried to maintain a stern look, he again caught the twinkle in her eye.
“How long before they show up?” she asked.
“A couple hours. I had Steve tell them five o’clock.” Dave glanced at his watch again. “Which means I need to order dinner. We can set the food on the dining table and use the disposables we bought for the trip so we don’t have to wash up when we’re done.” As he passed Allie, he dropped a light kiss atop her head. “We can always replace everything before we leave.” What he didn’t say aloud was if they would leave. 
Allie rushed past as he stepped into his office.
Both doors shut, rattling the awards he’d stacked on his bookcases.
“Not my brightest moment,” he murmured as he settled down at his computer. 
Dave scrolled through emails while waiting for the food delivery. Though he’d been retired for many years, former clients often contacted him regarding upgrades to their projects. He wouldn’t take on any jobs himself these days but still maintained a list of trusted contractors he could refer to others. That way, he could still feel useful. He’d never much liked the idea of waiting out his final years in a rocking chair, so he didn’t mind maintaining his connections.
A text notification popped up on his smartwatch. 
He grabbed his phone to find a message from a former coworker, a bright and beautiful young woman named Jessie whom he’d mentored just before retiring. In those days, she’d been dating one of their fellow staff members despite company policy about fraternizing. Dave had known the man was trouble and told her as much. When his mentee wouldn’t believe him, he’d tried warning her that she’d lose her job if she didn’t break things off before their superiors found out. Jessie hadn’t contacted him in so many years that he’d almost forgotten her.
Until today.
I need to talk to you, read the text. I don’t know where else to turn.
He realized the message out of the blue indicated she must be having a rough time. Probably with the jerk she’d married, if he wasn’t mistaken. 
“The food’s here!” Steve shouted from the living room.
Turning off his phone, Dave called back, “Be right there!” He’d deal with Jessie later.
Dave hurried out to join his grandson.
“Where’s Grams?” Steve glanced down the hall.
“She may be lying down. I’ll go check in a minute.” Dave began unboxing the delivery. “Would you dig out the plates, cups, and utensils?” A beam of sunlight streaming through a gap in the arborvitae surrounding the pool blinded Dave for a moment. He crossed to the windows and pressed the button to activate the blinds, dimming the glare without blocking the view. 
They were just finishing up when the doorbell rang.
“I’ll get it!” Steve said.
Voices filled the house as Steve escorted the guests in.
Dave turned back to see Bud, as expected, along with everyone else he’d invited. Angela appeared last, wheeling her mother before her.
“What a beautiful house,” Bridie said in a cheerful tone. “I just love these high ceilings.”
He returned the older woman’s smile. Though he didn’t know her well yet, he hoped to have her around more often. Allie could use a few close female friends. “Thanks. We wanted a place like those fancy cabins up at the lake.” 
Angela parked her mother near the end of the overstuffed sofa “You sure accomplished that! I’ve seen photos of expensive homes up at Tahoe that don’t look half this nice. The fireplace is impressive.” She took in the rest of the room. “Is this all one level?”
As they discussed the merits of a single-story home, Dave felt grateful he’d created a design with wide hallways, oversized doorways, and no steps. Though young when they’d drawn up the plans, the couple had loved the property so much they’d realized that they’d never want to move. The simple design would allow them to age in place easily.
And they’d been right.
Bridie looked around the room. “Where’s your wife?”
“Why don’t you help yourselves while I go track her down?”
Steve chatted with Chrysta as they dished up their food. “We could take a swim later, if you’d like.”
“Sounds nice, but I didn’t bring a suit.” Chrysta’s flirtatious tone amused Dave.
“No problem,” Steve said. “I’m sure my mom left a couple around here.” 
As he headed to the primary suite, Dave thought of his youngest child once more. True to her Cancerian birth sign, Steve’s mother loved water and spent most of her time in the pool whenever she visited. Which wasn’t often these days. He wondered how Chrysta would feel about wearing a suit that might be considered vintage.
Opening the bedroom door, he found Allie curled up on the bed, fast asleep. One arm hugged her body pillow while she’d tucked the other under her head. When he brushed a stray strand off her brow, she leaned into his touch, a gentle smile curling her lips. She looked so peaceful he hated to disturb her. 
He leaned down to place a gentle kiss on her lips.
Allie let go of her pillow to pull him closer. “Don’t stop.” She sighed.
“Our guests are here, my love.”
Her eyes popped open as she sat up.
The happy chatter filtering back
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