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      The realtor presses the keys into my palm and squeezes—too hard. “Are you sure you want to do this, Anne?”

      The breeze is sweet against my knees. The sundress I’m wearing matches the cerulean blue sky, but it’s far from a festive occasion. I pull my hand away and suppress the comeback that rises in my throat. I know, lady, you want to sell it out from under me, make the commission, right? Not much cash when someone gets a house willed to them. It’s rude, I know it’s rude, but it’s also true. I think it is anyway.

      “It’s just… I need to make sure you understand what you’re getting into here,” she goes on. “What I mentioned earlier. I can sell it for you without much trouble if you don’t want to take those…risks.”

      There it is—I knew it. And the risks she’s worked up about… I raise my eyes to the house. Weather-worn facade? Check. Wide, deep front porch? Double check. Giant half-dead oak tree, the kind dripping with moss that makes it look like it might attack? Triple check.

      Here’s the thing: the house is the type known to creep people out. And here in New Orleans, there are rules about things that go bump in the night—you have to disclose whether the house is haunted. The realtor told me with downcast eyes, but in the most serious of tones, that the place was probably teeming with spirits. Sure, there have been deaths here, as you’d expect from any place built centuries ago. But I think it was the neighbors that freaked her out, calling her over and over to report people moving around at night, noises from inside after my aunt passed away—when no one should have been here. They probably want to run the price down, buy it for themselves, then fix it up to raise the value on the street. That would make sense.

      But I don’t have that kind of ambition. I can’t purchase one house, let alone a fixer-upper. I had plans once, you know. I wanted to be a chef, maybe go into restaurant management. I went to college and everything, was almost done with my bachelor’s degree too. But then I met Clark. I dropped out of school to pay for our apartment while he got his music career off the ground. Big mistake. Now, even if I listen to her and sell the place, I have nowhere else to go—no roots tugging at me from another state, and certainly no other cash to buy something else. I’d be homeless until the final papers were signed. For now, this is as good as it gets.

      These points would be lost on the realtor. She’s the kind of woman who’s never known a moment of financial discomfort. Her hair is so shiny it looks wet, and every line of her makeup is immaculate. Her suit is perfectly pressed too—even her shoes are shiny despite the dust here on the gravel drive.

      I know what I’m getting into, lady: A home. Ghosts are bullshit. That’s what I want to say. Instead, I smile and nod. Like a coward. “Thanks, I’m good.”

      “Okay then.” She turns on her heel with a harsh cshh sound. I turn back to the house and stare up at the dark windows, the interior hidden behind thick drapes.

      If ghosts are real, I hope it’s Aunt Grace wandering around those halls. She never married, never had much use for a man, she always said. I felt bad that she never found someone to share her life with, but I was also insanely jealous. That level of confidence, to love the quiet so much… I want that. Maybe I’ll find it here. Maybe I’ll learn.

      God knows I need to do something different. And I’ve always loved this house.

      I listen to the realtor’s car start, the crunch of tires on gravel as she makes her way toward the road, the groaning of the huge iron gates at the base of the drive that do nothing to detract from the “it’s haunted!” vibe that makes passerby so nervous.

      I square my shoulders and march across the grass, long since gone to seed. I’ll have to see if there’s a lawnmower around here somewhere. But later. The drive from Iowa to southern Louisiana took more than sixteen hours, and I did it all in one shot after a long night of packing. At least I didn’t have anyone worth saying goodbye to.

      The front door lock clunks. A fresh start, I think to myself. A new home, a new me. When my sister finds out that Aunt Grace left me this place, she’s going to be pissed.  I smile and push my way inside to the squeal of hinges.
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