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      “You have arrived at your destination.”

      “What?”

      As if responding to the navigation system, my stuffed-to-the-gills-and-a-little-bit-beyond lima-bean-green Kia Soul gave a soft sigh and shut down.

      “No.  No, no, no.  My destination is Portland.  PORTLAND, MAINE.  Not the side of a highway in the middle of nowhere.”

      It was raining.  It was pitch black.  I was the only person stupid enough to be on the road at 2 a.m. on a Tuesday night.  And I was absolutely, positively, nowhere near my destination. Even with my lousy sense of direction and complete lack of memory for place names, that was abundantly clear.

      I took a deep breath as the car rolled onto the narrow shoulder, then put the gear shift into park and reached for the key in the ignition.  Just as I turned it, a huge bolt of lightning forked down from the sky, illuminating the small exit sign a hundred yards in front of me.

      EXIT 43A.  MISTY HOLLOW.

      I turned the key in the ignition again — nothing — and reached for my cell phone.

      Which was also dead.

      “Well, this is exciting,” said Aunt Matilda from the seat next to mine.

      “Easy for you to say,” I told her.  Since she was a ghost, Aunt Matilda wasn’t bothered by rain, the absence of chocolate bars, or the prospect of spending a long, wet night trying to sleep in the front seat of my car. “Any suggestions?”

      “I’m just along for the ride,” she replied.  Aunt Matilda, in her lime-green plaid pantsuit, had been with me for the last two years.  Neither of us was sure why she latched onto me after choking on an olive at the Svelte Seniors Picnic in Fort Myers, Florida, but we’d come to something of a companionable arrangement.

      “Brilliant,” I said.

      “Oh, cheer up.  Maybe something good will come of it.”

      “Like a serial killer finding me stranded on the side of the road?”

      “At least you wouldn’t have to worry about paying for a hotel room,” Aunt Matilda pointed out.

      “That’s certainly glass half-full,” I said, looking at the rain-streaked windshield, which was faintly illuminated by a billboard next to the exit sign advertising “Misty Hollow: Your destination for a magical vacation.”  The small billboard featured a picture of a fanciful witch on a broomstick and an overfed black cat in a red bow tie.  The chamber of commerce could use some help, I thought.  Maybe I should drop off a resume.

      “You’re worried about the job situation again, aren’t you?” Aunt Matilda asked.

      “When am I not worried about the job situation?”

      “What happened to the donut machine wasn’t your fault,” she said.

      “Don’t remind me,” I groaned.

      “And when you sent out the ad with the picture of the donkey on it… It could have happened to anyone. Same with the chicken suit. And who knew the gorilla was going to get free at the zoo just as you put on the banana suit?”

      I knew she was trying to make me feel better, but going through a grand tour of my previous job mishaps wasn’t doing much for my morale.  “Are those headlights?” I asked, trying to interrupt her recitation of my checkered career.

      They were.  They came, and they went, leaving me alone with Aunt Matilda and all of my worldly possessions.

      “At least it wasn’t a serial killer,” Aunt Matilda said cheerily.

      I sighed.  Now what? I was hours away from everyone I knew (well, everyone except Aunt Matilda), and who knows how far away from where I wanted to be.  My phone was dead. And I was stuck on a dark road in the middle of nowhere, at two in the morning, during a rainstorm.

      I had just hit the hazard lights on my car when another pair of headlights appeared behind me on the road.  As I watched, they pulled in behind me, illuminating the small slit at the top of the rearview mirror—the only part not obscured by my worldly possessions. I sat frozen in the car, watching in the side mirror as someone opened the door of the car behind mine, walked up beside me, and knocked on the window.  I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or terrified.

      “He doesn’t look like a serial killer,” Aunt Matilda observed.

      “How can you tell?” I asked as he tapped on the window.  He was wearing a raincoat that made it impossible to tell anything about him—I was guessing it was a him, since he seemed to be over six feet tall—and I was in a bit of a dilemma.  I couldn’t open the window—the car was dead—and the way my luck was going, I wasn’t about to open the door.  “Need help?” he shouted through the glass.

      “I’m fine,” I yelled back.

      “Hogwash,” Aunt Matilda retorted.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” I muttered.

      The man paused and dug something out of his pocket. I prayed it wasn’t a gun.

      It wasn’t.  It was a police detective’s badge.

      “I promise I’m not an ax murderer,” he said, as if he’d read my mind.  I opened the door a bit so we could talk, and a sheet of cold water poured onto my leg.  “What’s wrong with your car?” he asked.

      “It just died,” I told him, turning the key in the ignition again.  Nothing.

      “Had you already pulled over when it happened?”

      “No,” I told him.  “It died on the road, so it’s probably not the battery.”

      “Why don’t I take you into town, get you to a hotel and organize a tow?”

      I quickly debated my options—spend the night with Aunt Matilda in a cramped Kia Soul, or maybe be able to take a shower and sleep in a bed.  It was a short debate.  “Thanks,” I told him.  “That would be terrific. Let me just dig out what I need and we’ll go.”  It took a little doing, but I located the red strap of my overnight bag and extracted it from the pile in the back seat, then grabbed the key from the ignition.  My raincoat was buried, unfortunately, but at least I’d have a toothbrush.

      “Don’t you want to turn the hazard lights off?” he asked as I stood in the pouring rain.  “Save your battery.”

      “Good idea,” I said, reaching in to flick them off before following him to the cruiser.

      Aunt Matilda followed, too.  “This is so exciting,” she burbled.  “I’ve never been in a police cruiser before! Do you think he’ll make the sirens go?”

      I ignored her as best I could—the last thing I needed was to seem like I was prone to conversing with myself.

      “Thanks so much for helping me out,” I told the officer as I tucked my bag in under my feet.  The dashboard was a mass of lights and screens; it was a little intimidating.

      Aunt Matilda had passed right through the door of the car and was bouncing around in the back seat.  “So this is what it feels like to be arrested!”

      As my aunt poked her fingers through the metal grille separating the back from the front, I glanced over at the officer as he took the hood of his raincoat off.  And… um… wow.  He could have been a Hemsworth brother.

      Aunt Matilda noticed, too.  “He’s a dish,” she observed.  “Maybe things are looking up for you, Amanda.”

      I surreptitiously wiped under my eyes in case there was any smeary mascara as he put the cruiser in drive and pulled back onto the highway.  “What brings you to Misty Hollow?” he asked as he turned onto the exit.

      “It’s strictly accidental.  I’m moving to Portland, actually.  Or at least I’m trying to move to Portland.   They closed down 95, and then there was a detour, and the nav system got me lost, and then my car gave up the ghost.”

      “Hey,” Aunt Matilda pointed out.  “I’m still here!”

      I chose to ignore her as the officer raised an eyebrow.  “You do know that you’re in Vermont.”

      I blinked.  “Vermont? How did I end up in Vermont?”

      “Might want to get your navigation system checked out.  Good thing I happened to be driving by,” he said. “I’m not usually out on the highway at night.”

      “Maybe your luck is turning around,” Aunt Matilda suggested as she drifted through the metal grate, brushing past me on her way to investigate all the control panels.  I shivered as she made contact; so did the officer, whose name I realized I didn’t know.

      “I’m Amanda, by the way.  Amanda Appleton.”

      “Zeke Parker,” he replied as we approached the small town of Misty Hollow.  “There used to be some Appletons in Misty Hollow.  Are you related?”

      I shook my head. “Everyone in my family lives in Boston or Florida.  What a cute town!” I commented as he turned onto a main street that, from what I could see through the darkness and rain, looked like it could have been featured in a storybook.  The billboard might look less than enchanting, but the town itself was gorgeous. There was a row of shops with quaint storefronts.  As we rolled down the street, I noticed a bookstore with a swinging sign that I could just make out was labeled Once Upon a Time, a bakery named Sticky Buns, where the low light in the big plate glass window dimly illuminated a beautiful woodland bread display, and a corner coffee shop named Magic Beans that had a smattering of bistro tables in front, the rain-dripping chairs tilted up against them.  There was also a small shop called The Crooked Broomstick, with crystals sparkling in the window as the police cruiser’s headlights hit them; it looked like some kind of new-age store.  “Is there a reasonably priced hotel?”

      “There’s only one hotel,” he replied.  “A bed and breakfast, actually.  It’s called Blue Water Inn.  I’ll drop you off and leave a message for Ed that you’ll be in touch.”

      “Who’s Ed?”

      “He owns Floyd’s Mechanics, the Misty Hollow repair shop,” he told me.  “He’ll set up a tow and get your car taken care of.”

      “I like this town,” Aunt Matilda announced from the dashboard, where she was fiddling with the knobs.  It was a good thing she was invisible to Zeke, or he wouldn’t have been able to see through the windshield.  “It feels nice.”

      It did, I realized.  Something inside me had relaxed since he turned onto Main Street.  It felt homey here… comfortable.  As he turned onto a side street, the siren blared.

      Officer Parker reached for the knob and flipped it off.  “What the…”

      Aunt Matilda was perched on the dash, with half her body on the wrong side of the windshield, looking pleased with herself.  I shot her a stern warning look.  She blew me a raspberry and started to play with the video display.

      Thankfully, the officer turned off at a big, gray Victorian before Aunt Matilda managed to do any more damage.   “Here we are,” he said as he pulled up near the front door.

      “Thank you so much,” I told him as I grabbed my bag from beneath my feet.

      “My pleasure,” he told me.  “Check with Ed at the shop in the  morning; I’ll leave a message with the tow truck company, and you can square it with him.  If you need anything else, here’s my card.”

      He handed me a card, and our fingers brushed.  Despite the humid air, I felt a slight shock, almost like static electricity.  I thanked him, and our eyes locked for a moment.  Then I grabbed my bag and, with Aunt Matilda in my wake, made a dash for the front door of the inn.
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      “This place is pretty nice,” Aunt Matilda commented as she swirled around the lobby.   If you could call it a lobby; it looked more like a living room, complete with a banked fire in the ornate fireplace and a calico cat curled up on the Oriental rug in front of it.  “Not as nice as that policeman, though.  If I was twenty years younger and still alive…”

      As she explored the room and commented on the visual merits of Officer Parker, I tried to decide what to do.  It was two in the morning and I didn’t want to wake anyone up, but I didn’t want to spend the rest of the night in the lobby, either.  There was no bell or button or instructions on what to do.

      “Oooh, look at this sofa,” Aunt Matilda said, perching on the red velvet settee.  “I feel like I belong in a movie.”  She struck a pose, and the calico cat shot up from the rug like it had been fired from a gun.  A moment later, the animal was atop the heavy oak hutch, staring down at Aunt Matilda with her tail puffed up like a bottle brush and hissing like a snake.

      “What’s up with her?” Aunt Matilda said.  I didn’t answer, because at that moment, a middle-aged woman walked into the lobby, eliminating my anxiety about how to let someone know I was here.  She was dressed in a blue fluffy bathrobe covered in coffee cups, and looked like she’d just climbed out of bed.  Which I guessed she had.

      “I’m so sorry to bother you,” I said, wiping my wet hair out of my eyes and trying to ignore Aunt Matilda, who was busy trying to coax the terrified cat from her perch on top of the hutch.  “My car broke down on the highway, and I need a place to stay.”

      “That’s what we’re here for,” the woman said in a cheery tone.  “One room for the night, then?”

      “Yes, please.” As I spoke, the cat hissed louder.  I turned to look; Aunt Matilda was floating up next to her, trying to pet her.  The cat had other ideas; as I watched, she launched herself at a framed painting of a wrought-iron bench in a garden.  It didn’t work; the picture slewed to the side, depositing the poor cat on the floor.  She scuttled under the settee, letting out a colorful mélange of hisses and growls.  Matilda floated down toward the floor, determined to follow her.  I rolled my eyes and gave my aunt a stern look, but it was useless.

      “Please tell your friend to let Patches settle down,” the woman said.  “She doesn’t like ghosts.”

      “What?” Aunt Matilda and I spoke at the same time.  I swiveled to look at the innkeeper, whose eyes appeared to be on my wayward aunt. “You can see her?” I asked.

      The woman nodded and looked down at her computer screen.  “First floor okay?”

      “That’s fine,” I said, as Matilda drifted up next to me.

      “How can you see me?” Matilda asked.  “No one’s ever been able to see me before.  Except Amanda, of course.”

      “I just can,” the innkeeper said.  “Always have been able to.  Anyway, I’m going to put you in the Rose Room.  We’ve got a resident spirit in the house—her name is Ivy—and she’s very shy.  If you stay off the second floor, we should be okay.”

      “There’s another one of me here?” Matilda asked, brightening.  “Is she friendly?” You’d think ghosts were a dime a dozen, but Aunt Matilda had only turned up half a dozen of her kind over the past two years, and none of them had been what you’d call chatty.

      “Not exactly,” the woman said.  “If you’re here a few days, she might be brave enough to come out, but she keeps to herself a lot.”

      “I’d like to meet her.  How old is she?”

      “She just turned 75, I think,” the woman said, as if a 75-year-old ghost named Ivy were perfectly ordinary.  “Now, here’s the key.  It’s down that hallway to the left, and breakfast starts at eight and goes to nine thirty.  Do you need any help with your luggage?”

      “This is all I’ve got,” I said, pointing to my small bag.

      “Great.  And the Crooked Broomstick opens tomorrow at ten.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll want to visit it while you’re here.”

      “Why? Are they hiring?” Aunt Matilda asked.

      “Maybe,” she said cryptically.  Before I could ask her anything else, she smiled at both of us and turned off the computer.  “I’m going to head back to bed.  If you need anything, just dial 0 on your room phone.”

      She smiled at both of us and turned off the computer.  “I’ll see you at breakfast!”
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      “I can’t believe she could see me!” Aunt Matilda said excitedly as I opened the door to the Rose Room a few minutes later.  “And there’s another ghost here.  I can’t wait to meet her!”

      “Well, don’t go hunting her down tonight,” I admonished her as I turned on the light.  The room was, predictably, a dusky rose color, with a beautiful duvet embroidered with roses and lavender.  Even the air smelled faintly of roses.  I dropped my bag and closed the door behind me, relieved to be in a room for the night.

      “This is nice,” Aunt Matilda commented as she floated around the room.  She ducked into the bathroom, then flitted back out.  “There’s a big claw-foot tub in there; you should take a bath.”

      “I think I will,” I said.  It was late, but I was still wired from the adrenaline dump of being stranded, and my damp clothes had given me a chill.

      As I walked into the spacious, tiled bathroom to start the bath, Aunt Matilda followed me. “I wonder what it’s like where Ivy lives?”

      “The innkeeper told you to leave her alone,” I chided Aunt Matilda as I turned on the hot water, pleased to note a tiny bottle of bubble bath.  I emptied it into the tub and inhaled as the scent of roses filled the small bathroom.

      “But how could she be shy around me?” she asked.

      I peered into the mirror over the bathroom sink and poked at the white streak of hair above my right temple. “Not everyone is quite as… effervescent as you are.” I wondered if I should color that streak again, or let it grow out and embrace it as a natural highlight for a while.

      “It must be my joie de vivre,” she said.  “Ironic, since I’m not technically alive.”

      “Maybe she’ll be more up for company in the morning,” I suggested.  “But for now, let’s just settle in, okay? It’s not like Ivy’s going anywhere anytime soon.”

      I pulled my toiletry kit out of my overnight bag, and a somewhat crumpled sheet of paper came out with it and fell to the floor. With a sigh I picked it up and stuffed it back into my bag, trying not the wince at the IRS logo at the top of the page.

      Apparently I hadn’t been successful. “Oh, don’t worry about that!” Aunt Matilda said cheerfully. “I never paid my taxes either!”

      Didn’t I know it. It had taken the better part of the year after the olive incident to square away her remaining debts, and I was not so sure it was all dealt with yet.

      “Yes, well, I⁠—“

      There was a bump in the hall, right outside our door.  A chill unrelated to my wet clothes ran down my spine.

      I looked at Aunt Matilda expectantly.

      “I’m not going out there,” she said, eyes wide.

      With a sigh, I walked over to the door and looked through the peephole.  Nothing.

      “Probably just pipes bumping or something,” I suggested, trying to convince myself as much as her.

      “That didn’t sound like pipes,” she said ominously.

      There was another bump.  I looked again.

      “Open the door a crack,”  Aunt Matilda suggested.

      “Or you could just go through the door,” I reminded her.

      “No way.  You know how I am about ghosts and things.”

      “Five minutes ago you were complaining that you couldn’t go meet one.”

      “That’s a different kind of ghost.”

      The bumps came again, and this time they were definitely at our door.

      “Fine,” I said, steeling myself, and I unlocked the deadbolt, making sure the chain was still in place. I carefully turned the doorknob and gingerly pulled the door open just a crack. “Hello? Can I help you?”

      Something dark and sticky and cold flew through the crack.  I jumped back and screamed, but it wasn’t after me.

      It glommed right onto Aunt Matilda’s arm.
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      “Get it off! Get it off!” Aunt Matilda screamed and began bouncing around the room like a pinball on speed.

      “I’m trying!” I told her.  “Slow down.”  I could spot something attached to her arm, but the way she was zinging around the room it was hard to see what it was.

      On the next pass by, I could make out a small, dark thing with what looked like teeth sunk deep into Aunt Matilda’s spectral forearm.  Although Aunt Matilda was yanking at it with everything she had, it wouldn’t budge.  “What do we do?” Her voice was frantic. “The little bugger won’t come off!”

      “Let me think!” Magic, it obviously was something magical. We needed some kind of magical antidote. What had I ever read about, in any of my fantasy books?  “Iron, salt… too bad we’re not in the kitchen.  Wait…” I hurried into the bathroom and rifled through the basket on the countertop.  “Maybe this!”

      I rushed back into the bedroom, unscrewed the top from the little jar in my hand, and flung the contents at Aunt Matilda’s arm.

      The dark thing reared back, gave an unearthly screech, and shot out through the crack in the door, leaving Aunt Matilda nursing her arm.  I slammed the door behind it, relocked the deadbolt, and sagged against the wall.  There was another bump from the hallway, then nothing—except for the sound of water still running into the tub.

      Aunt Matilda was wild-eyed, clutching her arm. “What did you do?”

      “Bath salts,” I said.  “It’s a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.”  The bed, night table, and wood floor were now covered in pink crystals.

      “Who cares about a mess?” she said.  “The important thing is, that thing is gone.”

      “What was it, anyway?”

      “I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to know,” Aunt Matilda said, “but it hurt like the dickens.  I didn’t know ghosts could get hurt.”

      “Let me see your arm,” I said.  She held it out for me to inspect.  Sure enough, there were two little puncture wounds in the pale skin.  “Weird,” I commented.

      “What?”

      “It wounded you.  We should get that checked out.”

      “Where?” she asked.  “At the Ghost Urgent Care Center?”

      I hadn’t thought about that.  “We’ll think of something,” I replied.  “Maybe the innkeeper will be able to point us in the right direction.  She seems to know a lot about ghosts.”

      “I don’t think I can sleep here tonight,” Aunt Matilda announced.

      “You don’t sleep, remember?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I sighed.  “I don’t have a car.  We’re stuck.”

      “I’m beginning to think your bad luck is contagious,” she grumbled.  “You never should have opened that door.”

      “You told me to do it,” I reminded her.

      “You should know better than to listen to me.”

      I ignored her and looked at the scattered crystals on the floor.  The thing was gone for now, but I didn’t relish the idea of being woken up by a second visit.  “Let’s sweep those up and make a line in front of the door,” I suggested.

      “I’d love to help, but I’m spectral.”

      “You didn’t have any trouble getting that police car siren to play,” I reminded her.

      “That’s different.”

      I rolled my eyes and gathered the bedspread, which was still covered in salt, folding it and giving it a little shake so that the salt gathered in the middle.  I carried it to the door and tipped it sideways, making a little pile by the threshold.  I spread it out, then used a washcloth to gather more of the bath salts from the floor and sprinkled the crystals on the windowsills.  “There.  Now you can relax.”

      “Easy for you to say.  You weren’t the one who was mauled by a vampire bat.”

      “You figure that’s what it was?”

      “I don’t know, but it left toothmarks on me,” she said. “So that’s what I’m calling it.”

      I brushed my hands on my pants and checked on the tub, which was full.  “I’m going to hop into the bath.  Why don’t you try to relax a little bit?”

      “There’s no TV in here,” she complained.

      “There’s an audiobook on my phone.”

      “What am I going to do with a self-help career book?” she pouted from her perch at the end of the bed.  She was still cradling her arm.  “Besides, I can’t use the earbuds.”

      “Well, then, I can’t help you.  See you in a bit,” I said, closing the door to the bathroom and hoping Aunt Matilda wouldn’t decide to join me.
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      “Wake up, sleepyhead!”

      I reached for my phone: it was seven forty-five.  Aunt Matilda was perched on the end of my bed; I could feel her staring at me.  “It’s too early,” I grumbled and pulled the pillow back over my head.

      “Breakfast starts in fifteen minutes,” she said.  “I thought we might want to ask the innkeeper about that vampire bat.”

      “Doesn’t breakfast run till nine thirty? We can go down at nine.”

      “I think we’d better go sooner.”

      “Why?”

      “We need to talk to that innkeeper. My arm is disappearing.”

      I sat up, suddenly awake.  “What?”

      She held up her arm.  Where the two toothmarks had been last night were now two transparent spots.  And they were bigger than the toothmarks.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “It’s achey,” she said.  “Like a bruise.”

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and headed into the bathroom.  “Let me brush my teeth and toss on some clothes and we’ll head down.  I need to find out what’s up with the car, anyway,” I added, thinking of Officer Parker.  Would it be completely out of line to give him a call this morning?

      Stop thinking about that, Amanda, I reprimanded myself.  Aunt Matilda is losing her arm, and you’re thinking about hot policemen?

      Ten minutes later, I cautiously opened the door to the hallway, being careful to stay behind the line of salt.

      “Maybe you should put up the Do Not Disturb Sign,” Aunt Matilda suggested.  “So nobody messes with the salt.”

      “Good idea,” I said.  “But I’m hoping we can check out and be on our way this morning.”  I glanced back at her.  “Once we figure out what to do about your arm, that is.”

      “Do you think we can?” she fretted.

      “The innkeeper must know what to do,” I said, with more confidence than I felt.  I glanced down the hallway in both directions, but there was no sign of the vampire-bat thingy.

      “We should take some salt, just in case,” Aunt Matilda suggested.

      “You’re right.”  I gathered up some of the bath salts from the floor and held the granules in my hand, just in case the creature, or whatever it was, decided to make a second appearance. “I’ll go first,” I volunteered, and stepped out of the room.  When it was clear that I wasn’t being attacked, Aunt Matilda reluctantly followed, still cradling her arm.

      Together, we followed the scent of maple syrup and bacon.  My mouth was watering—I hadn’t had anything to eat since a Big Mac at three the previous day—as we walked through the lobby and into the empty dining room.

      “Do you think we just pick a table?” I asked Aunt Matilda.

      “I guess so,” she said.  “That one by the window is nice.”

      As I pulled out a chair and sat down, the woman who had checked us in the night before bustled in with a carafe of what I was hoping was coffee.  “Breakfast is almost ready,” she informed us.  “Did you sleep okay last night?”

      “Yes,” I said.  “But there was one incident…”

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      “Yes, please.  But if you could look at my Aunt Matilda’s arm…”

      “Just a minute, dear,” she said as she filled my cup.  “The bacon’s about to burn.  Cream and sugar is right here… I’ll be back in a moment!”

      “You’re going to have to be a bit more insistent,” Aunt Matilda advised as the woman disappeared again.

      “She can hear you, too, you know,” I pointed out, stirring a bit of cream and some sugar into my dainty floral teacup, which came with a matching, gold-rimmed saucer.  I took a sip and almost groaned in delight.  It was strong, hot, and rich, just the way I liked it.

      “I miss coffee,” Aunt Matilda complained.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “I wish I could share.”

      “Can I just have a sniff?”

      “Of course,” I told her, holding out the cup so that she could sniff.  Aunt Matilda had just taken an exaggerated inhalation when someone behind me spoke.

      “Making an offering to the god of caffeine?”

      I jumped, dumping the cup and its contents all over the white tablecloth.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you.” It was Officer Parker, looking heart-stoppingly gorgeous in a pair of jeans and a button-down blue shirt.  I was suddenly very aware of my own abbreviated hygiene routine.  I was clean, but in my loose T-shirt and black leggings, I wasn’t exactly ready for primetime.

      “It’s okay, officer,” I said, trying to mop up the spilled coffee with my napkin. “I was just… stretching.” There was an awkward pause, and I hurtled on.  “Thanks so much for helping me out last night.  I haven’t had a chance to call the garage yet…”

      “Call me Zeke, please,” he said, and I almost swooned.

      “Okay… Zeke.”

      “I just stopped by there,” he informed me.  “They’re about to take a look at your car.”

      “Thanks,” I said, still staring at him, and realized I hadn’t invited him to sit.  “Please, sit down.”

      “I wouldn’t mind another cup of coffee.  As long as I won’t interfere with your stretching,” he added with sexy grin.

      Aunt Matilda pouted, but scooted out of the way.  A moment later, Zeke Parker’s handsome face was across the breakfast table from me.  It was a bit disconcerting.  “So,” I said as I finished cleaning up the coffee and tucked the napkin off to the side, “how long have you been in Misty Hollow?”

      “Depends on what you mean by my ‘having been’ here,” he said.  “To live and work here, a few years. I went to college in Boston, and worked there afterwards, but then just couldn’t stay away from Misty Hollow.”

      “Stay away from it?”

      “My mom grew up here, and I spent a lot of time here in my holidays as a kid.”

      “I know he’s cute,” Aunt Matilda said from somewhere over my left shoulder, “but we can’t ask the innkeeper about my arm if he’s here.  Can’t you get rid of him?”

      I wanted to suggest she go track down the innkeeper without me, but there was no way to do it with Zeke sitting across the table from me.  I was worried about Aunt Matilda, but I didn’t want to be rude to the man who had rescued me the night before.  Plus, I had to admit I was enjoying his company.

      The innkeeper appeared with a plate stacked high with pancakes and bacon.  As Zeke and Aunt Matilda looked on, she set it down in front of me.

      “Looks like you’ve got company,” she commented, glancing at Aunt Matilda and smiling at my breakfast companion.  “Can I get you some coffee and a plate? On the house.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Zeke demurred.

      “You didn’t have to come five minutes after I called about a rowdy customer last month, either.” She put a plate and cutlery in front of him.

      “It’s my job,” he said, “but if you have extra…”

      “There’s plenty,” she said.  As she spoke, I looked at Aunt Matilda and jerked my head toward Zeke.  She gave me a puzzled look, so I did it again.  After the third jerk, I noticed Zeke giving me a funny look.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I felt the blood rush to my face.  First, the coffee cup incident.  And now, this.  Life with a ghost was challenging sometimes.  “I’m just… I must have slept funny.  I have a kink in my neck.”

      “That was convincing,” Aunt Matilda said with an eye roll.

      “I’ll leave you two to your breakfast, then,” the innkeeper said, grinning.  She headed back into the kitchen.  Unfortunately, Aunt Matilda didn’t follow her.

      “Have you talked with her much?” Zeke asked as he speared a piece of bacon.

      “We just met briefly last night,” I replied, deciding not to go into the whole thing with Aunt Matilda and Ivy the shy ghost.

      And it was a good thing I didn’t, too, because the next thing he said was, “She’s a nice lady, but she’s got a few screws loose.  Thinks she can see ghosts.”

      As he spoke, Aunt Matilda said “Boo!” and  swooped down from the ceiling, right through his breakfast plate.  It seemed she’d forgotten about last night’s little vampire bat episode.

      I jumped, but Zeke continued to munch on his bacon, unperturbed.

      “So, she can see ghosts?” I asked as I speared a bit of egg.

      “Actually,” he said, taking a sip of coffee to wash down the bacon, “this whole town seems to be kind of a hotbed of people who are into that kind of stuff.  Ghosts, witches — there’s this shop called the Crooked Broomstick,” he said.

      “Yes, I saw it last night. And the innkeeper mentioned it,” I said as Aunt Matilda spiraled around the room singing, of all things, Mary Poppins songs, at the top of her ghostly lungs.  I had to strain to hear Zeke talk.

      “Well, the women who own it claim to be descended from the Salem witches,” he informed me.  “People seem to believe them, too; folks come from all over the place to shop there.  It’s like a magnet for people who buy all that woo-woo stuff.”

      “Huh,” I replied, not sure what else to say, since my spectral Aunt Matilda was now hanging from the chandelier behind him.

      “A bunch of claptrap if you ask me, but they seem to be doing okay.”  He glanced toward the kitchen again.  “This place got a write-up in a haunted house book.  It’s amazing what people will believe.”

      As he spoke, Aunt Matilda, who had been strenuously swinging back and forth on the chandelier, finally got it to move.  It tinkled slightly behind Zeke.

      “Look,” I said, pointing toward the ceiling.  “The chandelier’s moving.  Maybe the place is haunted after all!”

      He turned and looked at it.  “You know how these old houses are.  Probably someone walking around upstairs.”  He focused his attention back on his plate and scooped up some eggs.  “So, you’re headed to Portland,” he commented, dismissing the chandelier.  “I’ve heard of people getting off-course, but how did you end up in Vermont?”

      “I have no idea,” I said.  “I’m no good with a real map, so I just kept following the nav.”

      “That was awesome, wasn’t it?” Aunt Matilda said, swooping around the table.  “You saw it, didn’t you?”

      I glanced up at her, worried about her arm—there was definitely a translucent spot, and it appeared to be growing—and turned my attention back to Zeke.  Short of actual possession, there was going to be no convincing this man.

      “What’s waiting for you in Portland?” he asked.

      “Nothing yet,” I admitted.  “I’ve had a streak of bad luck on the job front.  I was hoping maybe a change of venue might turn things around.”

      “What kind of bad luck?”

      “Oh… you know,” I said.  “Just stuff.”  I neglected to mention the banana suit disaster.  Or the mishap with the donut machine.  “How long have you been with the police force in this town?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

      “I just moved back recently, in fact,” he said.  “I worked in Boston for about five years before that, after college”

      “Boston?” I asked.  “That’s where I was.  What made you decide to switch gears?”

      “Too much nasty stuff,” he said.  “Although there were a few cases that were just hysterical.  Would you believe, a few years ago, there was a case where this woman ended up being chased down the streets of Boston by a gorilla?”

      I felt my face turn red.  Yes, I would believe it.  Because that woman had been me.  “Really,” I said.

      “Yes.  What happened is, there was this gorilla, and the woman was wearing a banana suit to promote a new sunscreen that smelled like bananas…”

      Fortunately, before he could launch into the rest of the description, the innkeeper returned with a pot of coffee.  “How’s it going out here?” she asked.

      “Oh, just fine,” I said, glancing up at Aunt Matilda.

      “Not exactly fine,” Aunt Matilda announced, brandishing her arm.

      “Oh, dear,” the innkeeper said, inspecting her spectral arm.

      “Oh, dear, what?” Zeke asked, looking perplexed.

      “Ghost stuff,” she said mildly, then, “You should come with me.”

      “Who?” Zeke asked.

      “Amanda’s Aunt Matilda,” she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Oh, good morning, Mr. Burton.” She nodded at the man who had just come into the room, a tall middle-aged person with a pale face, whose buttoned-up polo shirt and blue chinos somehow looked incongruous on his lanky frame. “If you’d like bacon and pancakes, it’ll be a few minutes, I have to make some fresh.”

      “I’ll come back later then,” said the man, a slightly disapproving frown wrinkling his forehead. “Fourteen minutes? That’s how long it took yesterday.” He marched back out of the dining room.

      “If you say so,” the innkeeper said to his retreating back. “I’d better get started on that, or it might be fourteen and a half. Come along, dear.”

      As Aunt Matilda floated after her back into the kitchen, I shrugged and tried to act as if I had no idea what the innkeeper had meant by that bit about “Amanda’s Aunt Matilda.”

      Unfortunately, at that moment, the vampire bat thingie darted into the dining room, hovering around the chandelier and zipping over to lurk above my companion.

      Without a second thought, I grabbed the salt shaker and hurled it at a spot two inches above Zeke Parker’s head.
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