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      Julia

      I swear there’s somebody watching me.

      The fine hairs on the back of my neck prickle to life as a deep sense of unease slinks across my skin. It’s not a new feeling, not here in this huge house on the edge of the swamp, but it still hits me hard every time, drawing the air from my lungs and sending hot fear careening through my veins.

      But when I whip around to glance at the doorway of the bedroom, there’s nobody there.

      There never is.

      “Julia?” My best friend’s voice filters through my phone’s speakers, grounding me back in reality. “Are you still there?” Nina asks, concern leaking into her normally peppy tone.

      “Mhm,” I hum, my eyes still fixed on the empty threshold.

      “You sound so distracted,” Nina continues. “I thought you said you were bored out of your mind?”

      “Oh, I am,” I confirm. “There’s nothing at all to do in Hahnville, unless you like quilting blankets for alligators or whatever it is the women do out here.”

      Nina tries and fails to hold back a snort. “So it’s safe to say you haven’t made any new friends? At least you have Jake all to yourself out there. That must be quite the change from New York.”

      Any eeriness I felt earlier is overtaken by exasperation as soon as she mention’s my husband’s name. “It would be great, if he was actually home for more than a day or two at a time.”

      Nina pauses for a moment before she responds. All of her teasing cheerfulness is gone when she probes, “Jules, you don’t think he’s… you know, seeing somebody again?”

      My gaze flickers to the ensuite bathroom door. Jake had gone in there a few minutes before, saying he had to take a shower before leaving for yet another business trip. The burble of running water filters out into the bedroom, but I don’t trust it to mask the sound of our conversation entirely.

      Not wanting to risk it, I creep out of the bedroom and into the hallway. “Don’t even start this again, Nina,” I warn in a low voice.

      “He’s gone all the time,” Nina points out. “And from what you describe, your sex life is about as exciting as waiting in line at the DMV.”

      I head down the stairs toward the kitchen as I argue, “Yes, but that doesn’t automatically mean he’s cheating. He just works hard. Jake sunk a ton of money into this house, and it had to come from somewhere. Besides, you wouldn’t believe how much they’re charging us to remove that ghastly cemetery from the swamp.”

      As I hoped, Nina latches on to this new piece of information. “Finally!” she exclaims. “Those pictures you sent made it look like you were living in Dracula’s fucking castle. Good riddance!”

      I emerge into the kitchen and make a beeline for the fancy espresso machine on the counter. I had it imported straight from Italy and never once regretted the hassle of getting it through customs. Prepping the grounds, I reply, “Honestly, it’s so creepy. Just the thought of all of those bodies rotting away in practically my backyard, it makes my skin crawl.”

      “I mean, who would actually want to be buried out there?”

      “The people from the historical society said it’s an ancestral graveyard,” I explain. “I guess that before us, the property was owned by a single family. Whenever they died, they’d just bury them in the swamp.”

      “Gross,” Nina replies. “That feels like a perfect way to be haunted by your great-great-grandma forever.”

      Whatever presence I’ve been feeling out here, something tells me it’s not somebody’s elderly grandparent. But I’m certainly not going to tell Nina about the weird stuff that’s been going on in the house since we moved in. While she is my best friend, she’s not exactly known for her discretion. If I said something to her about it now, half of our social circle would think that I’m hysterical over some spooky graveyard by this time tomorrow.

      And that’s why I feel the need to reply sternly, “Nina, there’s no such thing as ghosts.”

      I can practically hear her roll her eyes over the phone as I gather up my freshly brewed latte and start toward the living room. “Haunted or not, it’s still fucking weird,” she insists, and I can’t help but agree with her.

      Just as I step out into the hallway and open my mouth to reply, a colossal bang echoes through the kitchen behind me. A startled cry stutters in my throat as I jump at the sudden sound. Hot coffee sloshes over the side of the mug I’m holding, splattering onto the pristine hardwood floor.

      “What the fuck was that?” Nina asks sharply. “Jules? Jules, are you okay?”

      Am I?

      I turn around to face the kitchen doorway and decide that I am definitely not okay.

      Seconds before, the room had been neat and tidy, everything in order.

      But now, every single cabinet door is standing open, swaying slightly on their hinges as though rocked by some spectral breeze.

      “I… I’m fine,” I choke out, unable to tear my gaze from the unexplainable scene as adrenaline hurtles through my veins.

      “What the hell happened?”

      “Something fell,” I lie, eyeing the cabinets with a mix of fear and suspicion. “And I spilled my coffee. I’ve got to go and get this cleaned up.”

      I can tell that Nina doesn’t quite buy my story, but she doesn’t argue. Instead, we exchange our goodbyes and end the call. Placing my phone and the half empty mug on the kitchen counter, I run my hand over the cabinet doors, swinging them shut until the last one closes with a gentle click. I glare at them for a moment, daring them to open again, but they remain innocently motionless under my watchful stare.

      Finally, when my eyes start to water, and I begin to feel stupid at letting a breeze and some cabinets rattle me so badly, I turn away. Gathering up a fistful of paper towels, I turn my attention to the spill.

      Coffee pools on the hardwood, flowing between the cracks in muddy little rivers. It’s a tragic scene. I drop the paper towels on top of the liquid and use the sole of my designer heel to push it around. I’m just bending down to retrieve the sodden paper when Jake appears at the other end of the hallway.

      “Great view, honey,” he grins. “What are you doing?”

      “I spilled something,” I explain, unable to keep the fear from seeping into my voice. “I made myself a cup of coffee, but when I went to leave the room, all of the cabinets flew open. Isn’t that weird?”

      Jake laughs and shakes his head, dismissing my unease. “Julia, we’ve talked about this. This is a new house, and it’s built on soft ground. Everything is just settling.”

      “It’s creepy,” I huff, crossing my arms over my chest. “I hate it here, Jake. I really do. Stuff like this happens all the time, and I always feel like I’m being watched, like something doesn’t want me here.”

      Jake sighs dramatically, as though I’m making a huge deal out of nothing. “It’s just your mind playing tricks on you, Julia. You’re lonely and bored, and your brain is messing with you.”

      “I’m only lonely and bored because you’re never here,” I shoot back.

      “Honey, you know I’d rather be here with you,” he soothes, trying to reassure me. He wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me into his side. “But I’m so close to closing on this huge deal, and I’m meeting with investors this week to get this thing off the ground. Once I get it in the bag, I’ll be all yours.”

      He guides me toward the front door, where his duffel bag and briefcase are waiting. Once he releases me in favor of his luggage, I follow him as he opens the door and steps out into the sweltering summer heat.

      As the afternoon humidity chases away the coolness of the house’s air conditioning from my skin, I’m reminded of yet another reason why I despise living here. It’s practically tropical. The heat curls around the trunks of the cypress trees that line the shaded drive in a greenish haze. The sky is heavy with purplish, brooding clouds that look ready to burst. I really hope it doesn’t storm tonight, not when I’m home alone.

      One of Jake’s bright red sports cars is parked outside behind the contractor’s trucks, pitting the vehicles in stark contrast. I watch as my husband tosses his bags into the back seat before he returns to where I linger on the doorstop.

      “You’ll be fine, Julia,” he assures me. “I’ll only be gone for a little while.”

      “I know,” I sigh. As much as he gets on my nerves sometimes, I really don’t want Jake to leave me here, but there isn’t much I can do about that.

      “Bye, honey.” He leans in, and my heart thunders as I expect him to catch my lips in a heated kiss, but he simply presses his mouth chastely against mine before pulling away.

      Disappointment wells in my chest as Jake retreats to the car, opens the driver’s side door, and slips behind the wheel. Seconds later, he’s revving down the driveway, and then he’s gone.

      Solitude settles over me as I stand in the doorway. I’m about to go back inside when voices drift over from the side of the house, growing closer. Two men appear, carrying a mossy, gray chunk of stone between them. As they approach, I realize with heightening apprehension that it’s a grave marker..

      “Howdy, ma’am,” one worker greets me as he catches sight of me standing there.

      “Hi,” I offer back. “Any problems out there?”

      “No, Mrs. Carter,” the second guy replies. “We’ve just got another stone up. Want to take a look?”

      I don’t particularly want to, but morbid curiosity compels me to nod. The men tilt the stone so that I can see the inscription. The whole thing is overrun by lichen and the edges of the letters are softened by time, but I can decipher enough of the date to realize that whoever this grave belonged to had only been alive for six years.

      “A child?” I gasp. I don’t know why I should be so surprised. It used to be common for kids to die young from things like fevers or consumption. But when a second set of men round the corner of the house with a decaying wooden box held between them, a second wave of shock hits me. The coffin, for that’s what it surely is, is so small.

      “You never get used to it,” the first of the contractors calls from where he and his colleague are loading the gravestone onto the bed of the nearest truck.

      “Do you do this a lot? Moving graves, I mean,” I ask, grateful to drag my attention away from the tiny coffin.

      “It ain’t our first rodeo, ma’am,” he explains. “There’s all sorts of protocols to follow, so there are only a few companies that’ll do it. But we’re making good progress here. Look, here’s the first stone we pulled up today.”

      He and his partner hold up another grave marker, this one flat and not nearly as faded.

      “Hezekiah James,” I read.

      And as I say the name out loud, I’m once again sure that I can feel eyes on me.

      Only this time, I don’t turn around to look.
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      Jake

      

      “I missed you, Jake.”

      The woman’s words linger on the humid night air.

      What’s her name again? Ellie something, I think. She’s a busty blonde that I’d picked up at a real estate development conference a few months earlier. After spending several raucous nights in the hotel room with her, coupled with the fact that she lives in New Orleans, she’s currently my most convenient option for a quick and willing fuck.

      She isn’t the only one, of course. I’ve got women scattered across the country, and they tend to make themselves available to me once they know I’ll be in town on business. But with most of my meetings scheduled for the New Orleans office, I’ve been seeing a lot more of Ellie lately.

      “I missed you too,” I fib. The whole truth is that sometimes I find myself daydreaming wistfully about the feeling of my cock in her cunt, but her personality is utterly forgettable.

      I raise my arms above my head and allow myself a luxurious stretch before settling back down onto the sheets. The silky fabric clings to my sweat-soaked limbs, a reminder of the way I’d pumped my lust and frustration out into Ellie’s compliant body. The smell of sex, heavy and cloying, hangs in the stifling air.

      “Don’t you have AC?” I ask her, kicking the sheets away from my overheated skin.

      Ellie shakes her head. “The window unit’s busted.”

      Just my luck. When I’d told her that I’d wanted a steamy night at her place, I hadn’t meant it quite so literally. It’s hotter than hell in here.

      I suddenly find myself longing for the state of the art HVAC system that pumps immaculately cool air through the house I had built on the edge of the swamp. Honestly, it’s one of the only things about the place that I actually like. When I’m inside, I can pretend that I’m still in New York and not camped out in the ass crack of nowhere. That is, if some weird shit isn’t going down in the house.

      Goosebumps creep across my skin as I consider some of the unusual experiences that I’ve endured in the new house. Even though I’ve told Julia that it’s just the house settling, or the pipes, or whatever bullshit I conjure up in the moment, I can’t help but think that there is something there, something strange and unexplainable.

      Doors open and close on their own. Objects never seem to stay in their proper places. A few times, I’ve sworn that Julia was thumping around upstairs in those hideous designer heels of hers, but when I’ve checked, she’s always been out shopping and spending all of my hard earned cash.

      And don’t even get me started on that fucking swamp. The smell alone is bad enough, but that cemetery really takes the cake. Every time I look out there, I feel like I’m going to see the Creature from the Black Lagoon rise up out of the mud.

      But it’s almost worse when I don’t look. For some reason, I can’t shake the sensation that there’s something standing out beneath the gnarled trunks of the cypress trees, staring.

      Watching.

      Waiting.

      The thought makes me shiver in spite of the oppressive heat. I’m not scared, though. There’s nothing out there, not really. It’s just some stupid trick of the mind brought on by Julia’s incessant nagging and the weird way that the light shifts out over the marsh.

      “Jake, are you okay?” Ellie frowns, running her small hands down my arms. “You look like somebody just walked over your grave.”

      I choke out a strangled laugh as an image of that grotesque cemetery in the middle of the swamp flashes through my mind. “I’m fine,” I manage.

      Ellie opens her pretty bow mouth to say something, but she doesn’t get a chance. My phone startles to life, ringing and lighting up cheerfully to reveal a picture of me and Julia, one that I’d drunkenly snapped at a party back in New York before we’d moved.

      Grateful for the distraction, I snatch up the device and hit the green button to accept the call. I hold one finger out to a pouting Ellie, shushing her as I say into the speaker, “Hello?”

      “Howdy Jake, it’s Thurman,” a familiar voice greets in a heavy Texas drawl.

      “What’s up?” I ask. I can never tell with Thurman. His tone never seems to change, regardless of whether he’s giving me good news or bad.

      “Just wanted to let you know that the latest shipment came in with no problems,” the man says slowly.

      I glance over at Ellie, who’s watching me curiously. Damn. The last thing I need is for one of my side pieces to catch wind of what I’m doing and try to hold that over me, so I choose my next words very carefully when I ask, “And the, uh, produce? It’s all there?”

      “Yup,” Thurman confirms. “Everybody’s accounted for. We should be all set for the first construction site next week.”

      “Music to my ears, Thurman,” I grin. “Thanks.”

      “No problem, boss,” he replies in that same unaffected tone. “Any luck with the investors?”

      “I’m pretty sure we’ll have them in the bag after this week. In a few short days, Carter Real Estate Developers will officially become Carter Real Estate Developers and Construction,” I assure him. “We’ll be fully funded and fully staffed.”

      “Good to hear,” Thurman responds.

      There really isn’t much more to say, especially with Ellie’s impatient hands beginning to roam over my body. I wrap the call up quickly as she adds more incentive by way of trailing a line of hot kisses down my neck.

      As soon as I hang up, Ellie’s blue eyes widen, and she asks, “Are you really here on business, or just to see me?”

      “Who says you aren’t business, baby?” I tease as I curl a lock of her bottle blonde hair around one of my fingers.

      Ellie rolls her eyes, but smiles all the same. “I mean, which is the excuse to get out of Dodge? Me or these mysterious business deals of yours?”

      “You, of course,” I grin. “But I really am here on business too. I’m expanding my company, which means meeting with investors. It’s not my fault that they happen to be based right here in New Orleans, same as you.”

      “You’re gone so much, your wife is going to hate you,” Ellie jabs. Do I detect a little jealousy leaching into her tone? That makes things a bit more interesting. Maybe I’ve been underestimating just how entertaining she can be.

      “I think she already does.” I consider how Julia always seems to find fault in everything I do. Apparently, it’s not enough that I work my ass off to shower her in money and expensive gifts. Hell, I even built a whole fucking house for her. I glance around Ellie’s cramped apartment, with its yellowed walls, sagging ceiling, and no goddamn AC. Julia should be grateful, but it never seems to be enough for her.

      Maybe it never will be.

      “Is that why you travel so often?” the blonde woman presses. “To get away from her?”

      “Not exactly,” I hedge.

      If I really wanted to escape from Julia’s vexing clutches, I’d divorce her. Even in New York after she’d found out about one of my little indiscretions, and we’d fought viciously, I’d stayed with her.

      “Then why?”

      I close my eyes and let out a pained sigh. “The house,” I admit. “It’s that fucking house.”

      “The one you built?”

      Without opening my eyes, I nod. “That’s the one.”

      “But you showed me pictures of it. It’s gorgeous!” she exclaims.

      “Yeah, maybe if it wasn’t sinking into the fucking swamp and overrun by ghosts.”

      There. I said it. Ghosts.

      “Ghosts?” Ellie parrots. “Like, for real?”

      “Maybe,” I groan. “I don’t know. It’s just creepy. Even when I’m home alone, it always feels like there’s somebody watching me. There are noises, things moving, that sort of stuff.”

      “Have you ever seen anything? Like an apparition or whatever?” Ellie asks eagerly.

      I open one eye and glance at her. She really is quite sexy, in a generic sort of way. Her blonde hair is thick and tumbles over her shoulders in carefully styled waves. Her face is a plastic surgeon’s playground, full of fillers and Botox. I doubt even her breasts are authentic, though I’m certainly not complaining.

      There are a thousand things I could be doing with a woman like this, and talking about a haunted house isn’t one of them.

      Sensing that I’ve got other things on my mind, Ellie pouts those perfectly sculpted lips and begs, “Please? Just tell me one story, I’m dying to know!”

      After a few seconds of indecision, punctuated by her staring enticingly up at me from beneath her lashes, I capitulate, “Fine. But only one.” I think about all the incidents that have happened over the last six months since we’ve moved in, but finally, I decide to tell her about the builder.

      “We hired a local construction crew to clear the debris from the lot and rebuild the house,” I start. “The contractor was this guy, I think his name was Tyson? Tyler? Something like that. But anyway, all these weird things started happening at the construction site. All the batteries on the power tools would be drained overnight, locked doors would be open in the morning, stuff like that. We all thought that maybe some homeless guy was living out in the swamp and coming up at night to mess with everything.”

      “Well, was there?” Ellie inquires.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. There were some accidents too. Some guy fell out a window and nearly fucking died in our driveway. Can you imagine what a mess that would have been for our insurance? And then some poor asshole put a nail through his hand a few weeks later. Meanwhile, every time I’m in town to walk through the property, I start hearing that the place is cursed.”

      Ellie’s eyes widen. “Seriously?”

      “I mean, that’s what they said. And then just when we’re a week or two out from completion, the contractor, Trevor or whatever his fucking name is, goes crazy. He just snaps, starts doing weird shit around town and raving to people that there are demons in the swamp. Then one night, he just disappears.”

      “Just like that?” Ellie gasps.

      “The foreman said he was there one day, gone the next. But it sounds like something horrible happened in the house the night the contractor went missing. The foreman told me that there was blood all over the place, especially in the kitchen.”

      “Oh my God!” I can tell the story is scaring her, and I hate to admit that I’m a little pleased by her reaction. “Do you think he’s dead?”

      “Who knows?” I shrug, conveniently leaving out another detail the foreman had shared, which was that he had ended up locating the contractor in Florida a few weeks later, apparently tending to a family emergency.

      Ellie suppresses a shudder, and I wrap my arms around her comfortingly, drawing her into my chest. “I can see why you always want to get away from there,” she whispers against my skin.

      “It’s horrible,” I agree. “In fact, I’m inconsolable.”

      Recognizing the playfulness in my tone, Ellie draws back. “I’d better console you then,” she says slyly as her hands slide down my chest and further south.

      “I think you should,” I say.

      And then I lie back and let her.
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      Julia

      

      The morning is blindingly bright and damp as hell.

      “Shit!” I yelp as I jump up from the rocking chair I’ve just sat in. I should’ve realized that all of the furniture out here on the back porch would be soaking wet after last night’s rain. The sun has only been up for a few hours, and with the humidity churning the air into a soupy mess, nothing has even begun to dry out from the thunderstorm.

      I really fucking hate it out here. Even the house’s redeeming qualities, like the luxurious deck, are rendered useless by the swamp and the unrelenting Louisiana weather.

      “This is why we can’t have nice things,” I mutter grumpily as I raise my mug to my lips and take a sip. At least the coffee’s good. Thank God for small mercies.

      My original plan had been to settle out here with my morning coffee in an attempt to make peace with the swamp. Obviously, nature isn’t too keen on this tentative truce, so I resign myself to leaning against the railing with the ceramic mug clasped between my hands. The rising steam blurs the air, and I squint through it at the lush greenery of the surrounding landscape.

      Beyond the lawn, the ground softens into churning brown mud punctuated by pools of festering brackish water. The trunks of ancient cypress trees protrude from the depths like the prehistoric bones of some forgotten creature. Sunlight filters through the dense canopy of leaves, painting the air beneath with a hazy greenish glow. Insects whir and chirrup in the scraggly underbrush while birds wail to one another between the branches.

      The cemetery is partially hidden by greenery, but its presence is inescapable. Yesterday, the workmen had removed two more gravestones and tiny coffins before leaving, and I had done my best not to look. There are still a lot left out there, however, and I know that the crew will be back in about an hour to pull yet more bodies from their watery crypts. I’ve already decided that I don’t want to be out here when they’re working.  Some things are better left up to the imagination.

      At the stark reminder of death’s proximity, I decide that I’ve had enough of the great outdoors for one day, and I retreat into the blissful chill of the air conditioned kitchen.

      I only get a few minutes of peace before the doorbell rings, sending a harsh double chime echoing through the empty halls. Wincing at the unexpected noise, I leave my coffee on the kitchen island and bustle toward the front door. For a moment, I consider who might be visiting at such an early hour, but then I realize that it must be the workmen checking in before they get started for the day. After all, it’s not like I have any friends here who’d be swinging by.

      But when I pull the door open, there’s nobody there.

      “Hello?” I call, peering out into the sun-drenched morning.

      Only the insects answer, humming wildly, unseen in the cypress trees.

      Nothing moves. There are no trucks in the driveway, no indication that the workmen have arrived, or of anybody else for that matter. Cold dread settles in the pit of my stomach as I freeze on the threshold.

      Somebody had rang the doorbell. I know I hadn’t imagined it.

      “It’s the wiring,” I whisper out loud, trying to convince myself. “It’s like Jake said. It’s a new house. Something weird just happened with the wiring.”

      I know that’s not the truth, even if I can’t explain it. But there isn’t really anything I can do about it, is there? The only solution is to close the door, make sure it’s locked, and try to forget about it.

      So I ignore the frantic pounding of my heart and do just that, slamming the door shut and turning the latch until the deadbolt slides home with a satisfying click.

      I start back toward the safety of the kitchen but only make it a few steps before a new sound slices through the quiet.

      Creak.

      Freezing instantly, my eyes crawl up toward the ceiling where the noise came from.

      There are a few seconds of tense silence, and then a quick pattering noise overhead followed by a high, child-like giggle turns my blood to ice in my veins.

      Footsteps.

      A child’s footsteps.

      Without thinking, I fly to the stairs and barrel up them toward the second floor, determined to pinpoint the source of the noise.

      But as soon as I burst onto the landing, the footsteps instantly cease, as though somebody had simply hit pause.

      The hallway is empty.

      “What the fuck?” I gasp.

      Am I going crazy? Had I just imagined it?

      The memory of the workmen loading those tiny coffins onto their trucks yesterday pops into the forefront of my mind. Maybe that’s what triggered this, I realize. I’d found the sight so jarring, and now my lonely, pre-coffee brain is interpreting totally normal noises as ghost children running through the corridors. The thing with the phantom visitor right before probably didn’t help, either.

      But just when I think I have the whole thing rationalized, the familiar two notes of the doorbell filter up from the first floor.

      Anger replaces the cold fear in my chest. Whether it’s spirits, my tired mind, or somebody just playing a stupid prank on me, I’m sick of it. In fact, I’m fucking done.

      I stomp back downstairs, fuming. By the time I reach the front door, I’m in an absolute rage. I fling the door open and growl, “This isn’t fucking funny!”

      To my utter shock, there’s actually somebody there.

      An older lady with graying hair takes a step back, her eyes widening in surprise and concern at my uncouth greeting. She looks familiar, and it takes me a beat to realize that this is our closest neighbor, Helen.

      “Oh my God, I am so sorry,” I babble, my face reddening with embarrassment as it sinks in that I’ve just yelled incoherently at an elderly woman. “I’ve had somebody ding-dong-ditching me all morning, and I just thought…. Well, I don’t know what I thought. I’m so sorry!”

      Helen, recovering quickly from the misunderstanding, waves her hand dismissively. “Don’t you worry about it, honey. I just stopped over with some muffins,” she explains, holding out a basket covered with a pretty yellow cloth.

      “That’s so kind of you,” I say. Normally, I’d just take the muffins and not bother fostering any social connections in this dump, but my loneliness and the hot dread I’d felt earlier urge me to ask, “Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?”

      The older woman hesitates. Her eyes dart up to the house, stopping on each of the windows as though she expects to see somebody there. Finally, she replies, “Yes, thank you. That would be lovely.” But even as I hold the door open for her to step inside, I notice that the tension never quite leaves her shoulders.

      “I don’t think you’ve been inside, have you?” I inquire politely as I lead her into the kitchen.

      “No, I haven’t,” Helen confirms. “I haven’t even set foot on the property since Ms. Penny lived here. It was shortly before the fire, in fact. You’ve done a beautiful job, though. How do you like it here?”

      “It’s a nice house,” I say carefully. “I’m still getting used to it.”

      We reach the kitchen, and I offer Helen a stool at the island. She settles onto it as I go through the process of filling the kettle and placing it on the stove. We make small talk as the water boils and the tea brews, chatting about the life I’d left back in New York and Helen’s husband, who I have yet to meet.

      “And what about your man? Is he at home?” Helen asks. It’s a casual enough question, but there’s something in her tone that makes me think that this is more than just simple curiosity.

      “No,” I reply slowly. “He’s away on business.”

      “So he doesn’t spend much time here?” she probes.

      I shake my head. “Honestly, he’s gone more often than he’s not. So it’s mainly just us girls. And by us, I mean me.”

      “You must be awfully lonely out here,” she observes keenly. “I bet your imagination runs wild in a big house like this, especially once the sun sets.”

      A shiver slides down my spine as I once again have the uncanny feeling that Helen’s words hold a double meaning. Deciding to test that theory, I inquire, “Have you heard the stories about this place? About the ghosts in the swamp?”

      Helen’s eyebrows shoot up at the directness of my question, and I realize that the elderly woman had, in fact, been fishing. “Everybody knows the legends,” she says after a moment.

      “And are they true?”

      “In a way.” Her eyes dart around the kitchen, as though she’s worried somebody might be listening. “Has anything weird happened since you moved in? Anything that would make you feel unsafe?”

      I shrug. “Normal house stuff. Pipes and creaky floorboards and some bad wiring. No ghosts though, sorry.”

      The older woman doesn’t look convinced, and when she speaks again, earnestness sparks like flint in her eyes. “If things ever get too strange, my door is always open.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, thinking that this conversation was already far too strange for my tastes. At the same time, I have to admit that I’m grateful for her company, which lasts until the crunch of gravel outside indicates that the work crew has arrived.

      Helen and I exchange our goodbyes, and I escort her to her car, greeting the workmen on the way. Before she drives off, she rolls her window down and catches my eye. “Remember what I said, Julia. You can always call me if you need help.”

      And then she rolls away, waving brightly.

      What an odd lady.

      By the time her vehicle disappears around the cypress-lined bend, I’m already dripping with sweat. Did I mention I hate the humidity? All I want to do is take a cold shower and bask in the air conditioning.

      I turn around to make my way back to the house and find myself face to face with a stranger. Surprised, I let out a yelp and stumble back. It only takes a moment for me to realize that the man must be part of the work crew, though I don’t recall having seen him the day before.

      Eyes the color of molten honey meet mine. Sunlight filters through his fine blond hair. It gives an illusion of a golden halo spreading around his head, which compliments the strong lines of his jaw. He looks like the kind of guy you’d find playing baseball in the Midwest, not out here in the middle of a swamp.

      My gaze trails down to his chest. He’s muscular, but it’s clear that he’s built his bulk through hard labor, not long hours at the gym and endless cans of protein powder. He’s wearing a white, buttoned shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and tan trousers held up with suspender. It’s a good look, I decide. In fact, the whole package nearly leaves me speechless.

      “I… I’m sorry,” I stammer, apologizing for the second time that day. “I didn’t realize you were right there!”

      He smiles warmly. “The apology is all mine, ma’am. I’m sorry to have startled you.”

      “It’s fine,” I assure him. He seems sweet, even if he speaks a little formally, and I sure won’t be forgetting those glowing honey eyes anytime soon.

      “You have a fine morning, ma’am.” He nods.

      He turns and heads toward the swamp, leaving me standing in the driveway.

      Melancholy overtakes me as I watch his retreating form. Maybe being haunted wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      At least I wouldn’t feel so alone.

      I turn back toward the house and take a few steps, but then, I can’t help myself. I want to see him again.

      When I turn back around, he’s gone.

      Thinking he must’ve been walking faster than I realized, I go inside to take that cold shower.
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