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FROM SOCIALITE TO INNKEEPER, Meredith undergoes a heck of a transformation.

Divorcée Meredith Sullivan is starting over in rural Maine, leaving behind her glamorous NYC lifestyle and cheating husband. She’s denied her necromancy magic all her life, but things are about to change. And she thought perimenopause was rough!

The inn she inherits, dubbed Three Crones Inn by the locals, comes with three unexpected ghostly residents. Lottie was the first mistress of Three Crowns, but her cheating husband murdered her. Augusta came to the inn to write, and her spirit never left. Gemini was a '20s flapper on the wrong side of Prohibition. Together, they're enough to drive Meredith insane even as they help her find her way in this new adventure. Hunter, the sexy handyman, is a bonus and a complication she's not sure she's ready to face after ending her 20-year marriage, but if she wants to restore the inn to its former glory, she has to put on her big girl panties and deal with all the challenges coming her way. The mystery of what's happening in the lighthouse must be solved, and she has to keep living.

Life's no longer about cocktail parties, but there are still plenty of spirits.

This is the compilation of the completed series. It includes:

Ghostly Inn-Heritance

Vastly Inn-Proved

Ghastly Inn-Tentions

Grave Inn-Tervention
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GHOSTLY INN-HERITANCE 
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FROM SOCIALITE TO INNKEEPER, she didn't expect to trade cocktail spirits for another kind entirely.

Divorcée Meredith Sullivan is starting over in rural Maine, leaving behind her glamorous NYC lifestyle and cheating husband. The inn she inherits, dubbed Three Crones Inn by the locals, comes with three unexpected ghostly residents. Lottie was the first mistress of Three Crowns, but her cheating husband murdered her. Augusta came to the inn to write, and her spirit never left. Gemini was a '20s flapper on the wrong side of Prohibition.

Together, they're enough to drive Meredith insane even as they help her find her way in this new adventure. Hunter, the sexy handyman, is a bonus and a complication she's not sure she's ready to face after ending her 20-year marriage, but if she wants to restore the inn to its former glory, she has to put on her big girl panties and deal with all the challenges coming her way. The mystery of what's happening in the lighthouse must be solved, and she has to keep living.

Life's no longer about cocktail parties, but there are still plenty of spirits.
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Prologue 
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MEREDITH CLUTCHED THE chilled bottle of champagne in her hands and stifled a giggle as she rode the elevator up to their spacious apartment on the twenty-first floor overlooking Central Park. Dirk was going to be so surprised. Tomorrow was their twentieth anniversary, but he wasn’t expecting her. 

She was back three days early from her girls’ spa trip by design, wanting to surprise him with her presence. She was giddy with anticipation, imagining how happy he’d be to see her. She’d lucked out, finding a chilled bottle of good champagne at the nearest liquor store.

She nibbled on her lip for a moment, letting worry consume her. They’d been so distant from each other, especially since Chayse went to college, but she was determined to fix things. Dirk seemed to be trying as well, having been happier lately. There were glimpses of the old, indulgent him, though he was still just as likely to tune her out as he had always been. She felt a surge of irritation that she quickly tamped down, not wanting her grievances to ruin the special night.

She looked at her watch, and it was twelve minutes until midnight. She was confident he would still be awake, since he often worked late, bringing home tasks from the office. Being a booming real estate developer kept him quite busy, but she was determined to carve out some time for just them. They had tried it last year for their nineteenth anniversary, taking a trip down the West Coast, but he had been far too distracted with work. She hadn’t felt like they got any closer during their trip, and this last year had seen them drifting even farther apart.

No more. They were going to fix this, starting tonight. She looked down at the bag in her other hand, which held a frilly negligée that would mold to her generous curves and a box of his favorite chocolates. It was a recipe for romance, and she was ready to get cooking. 

When Meredith got off on her floor, she slid the shopping bag over her wrist so she could fish out her key. She knew right where it was in her purse, and it didn’t take long to open the door and step inside the apartment.

She frowned, feeling a wave of disappointment sweep over her. All the lights were off. It was rather late for him to still be at the office, but maybe he’d decided to go to bed early. She hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. If she woke him up, surely he wouldn’t complain with what she had in mind.

With her excitement renewed, she tiptoed down the hallway, wanting to make sure she surprised him. As Meredith neared the doorway to their bedroom, she saw the light on, and the door cracked. She could hear something, but she assumed it was Dirk having a conversation on the phone. She grasped the door handle and pushed it open, popping inside with a bubbly, “Surprise. Happy annivers...” She trailed off, aghast at what she saw.

Dirk had gone to bed early all right, but he hadn’t done it alone. His blonde assistant was there with him, currently riding her husband in her bed. At least she had the grace to stop and look horrified as she clutched a blanket to herself at Meredith’s surprise entry.

“Mrs. Sullivan. I—” She broke off, bending her head to hide her face behind a long fall of blonde hair.

She was temporarily robbed of speech as she stared at her husband, who hadn’t moved his hands from the hips of the younger woman he’d been plowing just seconds before—and moments before their anniversary. Before she knew it, the champagne slipped from her hand, crashing against the marble floor. It must’ve been a good quality bottle, because it didn’t break, but the sound broke the floodgates of her paralysis. Meredith strode across the room, standing over the bed to glare down at Dirk. “What are you doing? It’s our anniversary tomorrow.”

He frowned and then shrugged. “You said you weren’t going to be home for it.”

“So you decided to get a proxy to celebrate?” She glared at the other woman, struggling to remember her name. Amy? Andie? Anise. “Anise, get your clothes and get the hell out of my house.”

“Meredith, calm down,” said Dirk, sounding irritated, as though he had any right under the circumstances.

“Get. Out.” She glared at Anise, not yet able to truly deal with Dirk. She was further irritated when the younger woman looked down at Dirk, getting a nod of assent before she obeyed Meredith’s demand to get out. She slid off Dirk far too gracefully, still clutching Meredith’s favorite set of satin sheets around her as she rushed to the bathroom.

There was complete silence between herself and her husband as they waited for his mistress to dress and leave. She scurried out moments later, looking stricken as she shot a glance at Meredith. Obviously, she hadn’t expected to be caught in flagrante delicto with Meredith’s husband. She had no sympathy for the woman, and she certainly had none for Dirk.

When she looked back at him, finally having the stomach for the task, she was disgusted by the way he’d folded his hands behind his head. He was practically smirking, and part of her wondered if he might have done this deliberately. Had one of her friends leaked to him that she planned to return early to surprise him? It would be just like Dirk to stage some sort of melodramatic show rather than tell her in an adult, mature way that he was having an affair. 

A wave of regret made her queasy. “I’ve just been wasting my time, haven’t I?” She shook her head as she thought about the last few years, and all she’d invested in trying to renew the spark in their marriage. No wonder she’d had little luck. He clearly had no interest in reciprocating or bringing back the strong relationship they once had. 

Or maybe she only thought they’d had a solid marriage. Suddenly, she was doubting every bit of her life with him, wondering how much of it had been a lie, and what manner of subterfuge he had engaged in all along to keep her in the dark.

“Things have just gotten stale, Meredith. A man needs an outlet, you know?”

She took a step back, feeling her eyebrows rise practically to her hairline. “So, you want an open marriage now? You’re okay if I go out and screw around too?”

His expression closed, and he looked angry. “Of course not. What would people think if they found out?”

“What will people think if they find out you’re cheating on me?” She practically screeched the words, but then a sinking sensation filled her. Suddenly, a lot more made sense. Many of her friends seemed to be avoiding her of late, and she couldn’t recall the last time Dirk’s business partner had actually been able to look her in the eye. She’d noticed the oddities, but she hadn’t ever thought it was something to do with Dirk cheating on her. “They already know, don’t they?”

He shrugged. “Some of them. It doesn’t have to be a thing unless you make it a thing. Lots of people in our position have this kind of marriage. You get to have the benefit of my name and money, and you provide my hostessing and all the other things I need. Anise is just a little bit of fun on the side.”

She glared at him. “I wonder if Anise sees it that way? I know I don’t. I want a divorce, Dirk.” As she said the words, relief filled her, and she admitted to herself she had been thinking about it for a while. She’d always tamped down the thoughts when they came to her, but she couldn’t pretend she’d been anywhere close to happy for at least the last couple of years. Their marriage had slowly died, with the passion going first, and after that, it had been an inevitable decline to this. Still, he could’ve given her the courtesy of telling her he wanted out before he started cheating.

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“No, I’m not. I deserve to be treated with respect, especially from my husband. How long have you been cheating on me, Dirk? Give me an honest answer.” She stared at him, pinning him like an insect stuck to a pad by an entomologist. Her gaze dared him to lie.

He shuffled a bit in the bed, looking away before finally meeting her gaze. He seemed kind of sheepish but also a little proud. “The first time was with Chayse’s Chinese nanny.”

Her eyes widened as she recalled the span of nearly a year when Yun, the Chinese student, had lived with them and helped provide childcare for Chayse on a part-time basis. Her daughter had adored Yun, and so had Meredith. She’d even given her a big bonus with which to go back to China. 

She was sick now, especially since Chayse had been eight years old. That meant the lousy dog cheated for the first time thirteen years ago. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask how many more, but she decided it didn’t matter. It was probably better not to know. Whether it was one or a hundred, he’d betrayed her, and the outcome was the same. “Why didn’t you just tell me you wanted out?”

He let out a sigh of impatience, as though she were the one causing problems. He rolled out of bed and came over to stand beside her, not bothering to get clothed. She could tell from the way his erection strained that he must’ve taken one of his magic blue pills. She grimaced, curling her lip in disgust at all the ways he’d prepared to cheat on her. She shook her head. “You’re nasty.”

He glared. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it, Meredith.”

“Yeah, I do. We’re through.” She started to rip off her engagement and wedding rings, but unfortunately, she’d had them on her finger for so long that they weren’t going anywhere yet. She scowled down at them for a moment before glaring up at him. “I’ll have these cut off at a jeweler and melted down. Maybe you can recycle them for your next wife.”

He shook his head. “You really are being quite childish about this. Can’t we just talk?”

Her mouth gaped, and it took everything she had not to kick him in his shin. “There’s no talking this through. It’s over. I wish I’d realized it years ago, because then I wouldn’t have thrown away half my life on you.” Tears burned the back of her eyes, and she blinked rapidly. “I wasted so much time.”

“It’s called marriage. It’s an investment. I chose you because you had good breeding, nice family connections, and you were pleasant in bed, Meredith. Most of those things still hold true, so there’s no reason to dissolve our partnership.”

She wasn’t certain if she could get any angrier, but he seemed to be trying to push her to that point. “We don’t have a damned partnership. I’m not your business partner. I’m not Stanley. For goodness’ sakes, I’m supposed to be your wife.” She took a deep breath, not liking the screeching tone of voice coming from herself. Taking a step back, she glared at him once more. “It really is over, Dirk. I don’t want anything else to do with you.”

He crossed his arms over his chest as he laughed at her. “You’ll change your mind. Why don’t you go somewhere and cool off? Maybe the Ritz? Once you feel better, we’ll figure out our next step.”

“My next step is to ask my girlfriends for the best divorce attorney they know. I’m going to drag you through the courts, humiliate you, and take you for everything.”

He flinched then, and his lips tightened. “Don’t be ridiculous. We can handle this matter in-house.”

She rolled her eyes at his continued use of business terminology. Had that always been his trend, to refer to their marriage as more of a merger? She’d have to analyze it later, but she didn’t have the patience or the inclination to right now. All she wanted to do was get away from him, hole up in a nice hotel suite, and figure out what happened next.

As she walked past the bottle of champagne, she bent to scoop it up, deciding she’d indulge in it alone. Whether it would be a celebration or a pity party, she couldn’t imagine the champagne would be out of place.

“Where are you going?”

“Somewhere where you aren’t to figure out what I’m doing next. I won’t be back, Dirk.”

Maybe something in the resolve in her tone got through to him, because he was quiet for a moment, and then he shouted, “If you walk out the door, don’t bother coming back. I’ll leave you with nothing. You’ll be the one who’s humiliated and destroyed.”

Meredith realized she was still carrying the bag with the negligée and his candy, and she dropped it so she could lift her hand to give him a parting gesture that was nowhere near friendly. After that, she slammed the apartment door behind her with a surge of satisfaction, enjoying the way it rattled, though not as much as it should have due to quality construction. 

Then she was in the elevator and returning to the parking garage, where she’d left her Volvo. Her luggage was still in the trunk from her girls’ trip, so there wasn’t anything she needed at the apartment she shared with Dirk. He’d insisted on a professional decorating firm, so there wasn’t even an abundance of family pictures in there. 

Each one she cherished was stored on her devices and backed up on the Cloud. Anything else could be replaced, but she was determined not to go back to the site where her marriage had ended, and where she had been humiliated so badly. Screw Dirk and his business lingo. If he wanted to regard this as a merger instead of a marriage, she was ready to dissolve the firm.
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MEREDITH CURSED HER late start and getting lost, which led to her still driving far into the evening. The coastline of Maine was gloomy and dark, with a thick fog rolling in, and it was cold. Perhaps relocating in February hadn’t been the best idea she’d ever had, but she’d had enough of New York. Now that her divorce was final, she had no reason to stay around. Chayse went to school in Boston, and all her friends had gradually drifted out of touch. She wasn’t certain if it was shame from hiding the affair, or if they were embarrassed to be associated with her because she’d insisted on divorcing Dirk despite their counsel.

Her lips turned up in a smile as she recalled that sweet moment yesterday when she had affixed her signature to the final decree after the judge had dissolved the marriage. It had been a long seven months trying to get free of him, but now she was. In the end, she hadn’t held to her plan to stick him for everything, because she’d decided it had been worth forgoing a chunk of their earnings accumulated during the marriage just to be free of her sleazy ex-husband.

Despite the stress of trying to navigate unfamiliar, curvy terrain in the dark, she still managed a bright smile at the thought of him being her ex. That phase of her life was well and truly over, and she was thrilled. She’d shed some tears, but considering she’d wasted twenty years plus the time they’d dated on Dirk, she thought she was recovering nicely.

In fact, she was looking forward to this new chapter. She was going to find out more about herself, and who she was living alone. A shiver of excitement went through her as she contemplated the adventure ahead. A lovely old inn awaited her, and it needed an innkeeper.

As she finally saw the sign for Crowder, Maine on the highway ahead of her, she idly wondered if Lucy had seen some of this coming. Lucy Sullivan had been an eccentric old woman, and she’d been a source of some mockery for Dirk’s family. Meredith had heard several horrible things about the woman before she finally met her when Lucy came to New York for a visit four years ago. 

She’d been anticipating a crazy woman, but they had clicked right away. She still smiled fondly thinking about the visit, and how close she and Lucy had become afterward. Lucy hadn’t been much for technology, so they mostly exchanged handwritten letters, and her only real regret was she hadn’t gotten to see Lucy again before the older woman passed from a stroke several months ago.

Unfortunately, she had been in the depths of dealing with her divorce at that point, and it hadn’t occurred to her to make a visit to Lucy, though she’d always meant to in the future. She hadn’t known the other woman was ill, though she guessed it shouldn’t have been a surprise, since Lucy was seventy-six when she passed away. The legal firm’s representative told her it had happened while she was asleep, and Meredith hoped it had been a peaceful passing.

When the attorney showed up at her doorstep, she at first assumed it was some new maneuver by Dirk to further cheat her in the divorce settlement, but instead, he had been a representative of Lucy’s estate, there to present her with the deed for Three Crowns Inn and the surrounding land. Meredith had been surprised to inherit property from her ex-husband’s aunt, but she hadn’t had the attention span to deal with it. She’d simply accepted the bequeath and moved on at that point.

Until she came across the paperwork in the back of a drawer just a few weeks ago. It had reminded her of everything, and suddenly, she had a backup plan. The idea of remaining in New York as a bored, divorcée socialite seemed tedious. She’d wasted enough time on that life, though it had never appealed to her. She might’ve been born into it, and Dirk had firmly enmeshed himself into her world, but she was looking forward to something new.

She had the first stirring of doubt when she turned off the highway to take the Crowder exit. The town was tiny; much smaller than she’d expected. There were a few restaurants, but they all appeared closed. Her stomach rumbled then, reminding her she’d skipped eating earlier, wanting to arrive at her destination before it got too dark. Then she had gotten lost, and her provisions had long since given out.

She slowed as she passed the grocery store, but it was shuttered and dark too. She couldn’t even read the sign that told her the name. It wasn’t quite nine o’clock yet, but everything had shut down.

She resigned herself to spending the night hungry, but as she was driving past the school, she caught sight of lights ahead. She slowed down, flicked on her left turn signal, and turned into the parking lot. A bar with a gas station awaited her, and that was a strange combination. It had a single pump, and it looked to be the old-fashioned kind that wouldn’t even accept a debit card. She felt like she was in a time loop as she slowly got out of the car, locking it with her fob before entering the bar.

At least it was open, though there were only a couple of other patrons. It had a musty smell that was a combination of old smoke and perhaps degrading fish. They were awfully close to the coastline, after all. She wrinkled her nose but ignored the stench, deciding this was her best option for food. That was affirmed by the small menu posted to the wall.

She looked around, expecting a waitress, but no one appeared. Hesitantly, she started to move to a table, and an older man with a grizzled visage cleared his throat from behind the bar. She looked up at him. “Hello.”

He grunted. “Sit at the bar please, miss. It’s just me tonight, and it’s easier to serve you that way.”

She approached slowly, eyeing the other two patrons. They sat with a few barstools between them, and they were both older men who appeared lost in their thoughts. They must’ve been depressing thoughts, or maybe it was just the atmosphere of the place weighing them down. She felt like it was pulling her down too as she sat on a rickety barstool.

“What’ll you have?”

“Do you still have food?”

“Aye, I can fry up something.” He handed her a small sheet.

She looked down, seeing it was the appetizer list. Everything was fried, but she was too hungry to be picky. After selecting a few items, she said, “I don’t suppose you have sparkling water in a bottle?”

He snorted, shaking his white head at her. “Not too likely, miss.”

“Tap water will be fine then.”

He glowered at the sign behind him that read: Two Drink Minimum. “You gotta order two drinks.”

“Do they have to be alcoholic?”

He nodded. With a sigh, she glanced at the two men farther down the bar. “I guess another round for them on me.”

Apparently, that suited the man just fine, because he grunted and turned away. She watched him walk behind the bar and disappear into the kitchen. Seconds later, she heard a sizzle as he dropped something in hot oil, and then he returned. He poured one of the other patrons a shot of something and gave the other one a glass from whatever he had on tap before giving her a glass of water. Both men looked at her and nodded, so she smiled in return.

“You headed to Portland, miss?” asked the old barkeep when he returned to her vicinity.

That was the closest large city, but she shook her head. “No, I’m here to stay.”

He laughed. “Don’t think you’ll find that barstool very comfortable.”

Meredith smiled. “I meant in Crowder, but it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever sat on.” That was a total lie, of course. She had never been to an establishment like this in her life, and she was used to furniture being sturdy without the threat of tipping over under her when she sat on it.

“So, you’re here to stay in Crowder? You must be that foreigner who inherited Three Crones Inn.”

Meredith blinked. “I’m not a foreigner. I was in New York City.”

He snorted. “Might as well live on the moon as be from that crazy place.”

She wasn’t certain whether to be amused or insulted, so she decided to go for a neutral response. “Do you mean the Three Crowns Inn?”

He shrugged. “That’s the official name, but folks ‘round here tend to call it Three Crones Inn.” He lowered his voice lightly in a conspiratorial way as he leaned across the bar. “It’s ‘cause of them ghosts.”

Meredith frowned as a chill slipped on her spine. “Ghosts?”

“Aye. By all accounts, there must be at least three of them that live there. At least, that matches up with what folks have seen over the years.” He gave her look full of pity. “If I were you, I wouldn’t want to inherit that place. I might be tempted to turn right ‘round and go back where I came from.”

“That’s not an option.”

A beeping from the kitchen interrupted any reply he might’ve made, and he grunted at her before he turned to fetch her food. He returned less than a minute later with everything dumped into a large plastic basket lined with paper.

“How long have you lived here?” Meredith dipped a fry in ketchup as she asked before popping it in her mouth. Fries weren’t part of her usual diet, but she couldn’t deny it tasted heavenly. That probably had something to do with the layers of old oil from years of use that imparted their unique flavor. She tried not to think about that.

“All my life. Come from a long line of Crowders.”

“Is your name Crowder them?”

He shook his head. “I’m Abel White, and I inherited this place from my daddy, who got it from his once Grandpa retired from fishing.” He held out a hand, seemingly not bothered by the fact she had a little grease on her fingers when she shook his. “I just call myself a Crowder. That’s what we townsfolk do.”

“Is that why I’m a foreigner?” She couldn’t hide a bit of amusement at that. Apparently, New York City was a foreign country around here.

He shrugged. “Don’t despair. You might fit in and be a Crowder before you die.”

She laughed, but her amusement slowly faded when he showed no sign of joking. She cleared her throat. “Ah, okay.”

“Don’t expect too warm of a reception ‘round here. Folks tend to be suspicious ‘til they get to know you.”

“How long does that take?”

“At least a few years,” called the patron whose shot she’d purchased in order to buy food. He lifted it in her direction and swallowed before slamming the glass down on the bar.

“Easy there, Gus. Don’t want you breaking my glasses.” Abel whisked it off the bar and safely underneath it, likely into a waiting container. Either that, or he’d just recycle it for the next customer without the bother of washing it first. That was a concept better not considered.

“I’m not sure I’ll be here for years. I just needed to get away from New York for a while.”

Abel nodded, looking unsurprised. “That’s exactly why folks don’t open up much to outsiders ‘round here. They tend to be gone before you can get a real sense of them.”

She managed a tight smile, but she was feeling less encouraged by the moment. She had regarded Maine as a sort of refuge, a place to regroup and gather her thoughts before deciding what came next. She hadn’t anticipated being regarded as an outsider, and she wondered if the town would be at all welcoming.

She kept her attention focused deliberately on her food, suddenly not wanting any further conversation. That seemed to suit Abel and the other patrons just fine, because he drifted to sit on a chair behind the bar, lifting an old Louis L’Amour novel that looked like it had been well-thumbed.

After she finished her unhealthy but completely delicious meal, she rifled in her purse for cash. Surely, Abel must take cards, but it just seemed like the kind of place where he preferred not to. She left a generous tip and wished them all a good night before exiting The Sea Shanty a short time later. 

She wondered if she should’ve asked for directions, but she had put in the exact coordinates into her GPS, so she probably wouldn’t need them. Deciding to brush off her doubts about staying in Crowder, she returned to her car and followed the GPS’s directions.

Less than twenty minutes later, her Volvo was climbing up a steep hill, and she could see the inn in the distance. It rested on a cliff, and she imagined it was going to have a breathtaking view when it wasn’t shrouded with fog. There was a set of iron gates at the foot of the driveway, and they were closed. 

She groaned to herself, wondering if she needed a combination or a key, but after she got out of her car and investigated, she discovered they had just been shut, but there was nothing locking them. She pushed one open and drove through, deciding not to bother with closing it behind her. It was a wet and dreary evening, and she just wanted to get inside the inn. She was looking forward to a toasty fire, and she’d called ahead to ensure all the utilities were turned on. She didn’t know for sure there was a fireplace, but surely in a place like Three Crowns Inn, there must be one somewhere in the house.

It was difficult to make out details in the dark, but she could see the inn was larger than she’d expected. In its heyday, it probably could’ve accommodated at least twenty guests. To her surprise, standing less than one hundred feet away from the inn, there was a decrepit old lighthouse. Of course, there was no light shining from it, and from what her headlights illuminated through the fog, it seemed about ten seconds from falling over. She fretted about that, wondering if she’d have to have it removed before she could have guests.

She parked in front of the entrance, finding herself near a fountain. It had certainly seen better days, and there was no water running. It featured cavorting cherubs, but one of them had lost its head, and she winced at the macabre sight. It turned what should’ve been a whimsical, fun exhibit into a sadistic display, and that was going to be among the first repairs she tackled. Well, her work people tackled, since she had very little hands-on experience with any sort of labor outside the kitchen.

Meredith went to the trunk of her car and retrieved her suitcase. The rest of her belongings would arrive in the next few days, which was the closest window the movers could give her, so she hoped the law firm rep had been correct when he told her all the possessions remained in the home. It would certainly make life easier if she didn’t have to sleep on a cold floor tonight.

The key was right where the attorney had instructed her, lodged in a faux rock by the front door. It wasn’t exactly a security-conscious way to store it, but she didn’t think robbery was a big concern around this area. It was an old-fashioned cast-iron key, and the lock groaned as she put it in. It offered temporary resistance, but she was able to push past it, rewarded with a click soon after.

She pushed open the door and reached for the light switch, fumbling around for a moment before she found one. It caused the chandelier overhead to come on, but that was the only lighting in the area.

Her lips curled when she saw the peeled wallpaper, stain spots on the carpet, threadbare areas, and even a small hole smackdab in the middle of the foyer floor. “Oh, my. What a dump.”

Her stomach sank as she ventured further into the house, using her phone as a light until she found light switches in each room. The entire place was in a state of deep disrepair. So much for her imaginings that she would come in, perhaps do a deep cleaning after a few months of no activity, and soon have the place up and running as an inn again.

“I should’ve asked for pictures.” It hadn’t even occurred to her when she got all the information from the attorney who was handling the estate. She shook her head as she imagined Lucy living in the place like this for the last several years of her life. It sent a pang through her, picturing the woman surrounded by ever-worsening conditions but too proud to reach out for help.

Not that she could blame her. Lucy had clearly been well-aware of her reputation for being crazy among the Sullivan family. She’d acknowledged it openly and laughed about it, making Meredith uncomfortable at the time. “They’re the crazy ones,” she’d assured Meredith then, laughing once more.

Meredith smiled at the memory in spite of the gloominess around her. What next?

“Somewhere to sleep,” she said decisively. She decided to skip going upstairs for the night, since she wasn’t certain about the soundness of the staircase. Instead, she confined her search to the bottom floor, soon discovering Lucy’s study.

Here, everything was neat, tidy, and in reasonably good repair. It was still messy though, and obviously, Lucy hadn’t been the tidiest of people. Still, she felt a lingering touch of Lucy’s warm personality and joyful spontaneity as she stepped into the room. A smile touched her lips as she closed her eyes to appreciate the ambience.

Her eyes opened quickly when the light flashed, and there was a sound of thunder from outside. Lightning followed a moment later, and the lights in the study dimmed again.

“We’ll need an electrician.” She shook her head, realizing she was talking to herself. It was a habit that drove Dirk mad, and he’d gradually chastised her to the point that she no longer did it. Having lived alone for the last few months, except when Chayse came to visit, she slowly got back into the habit again, and she found she didn’t care.

She dropped her suitcase on the desk as she eyed the Victorian-style chaise lounge. It looked a little hard, and it was certainly dusty, but it would be serviceable enough for tonight. She spent the next few minutes pulling off the furnishing covers, dusting the furniture in the surrounding area, and scavenging for a few pillows scattered around the office on various surfaces. When it looked like she had a cozy enough cocoon, Meredith sought out the bathroom. She’d seen it down the hall, and she entered with trepidation.

It was just a half-bath, but the light came on when she tried it, and so did the faucet, including hot water. The toilet was old-fashioned, and she would guess it was something from the ‘fifties—whether the eighteen or the nineteen-fifties, she couldn’t say. Either way, it worked when she tested it, and so did the sink. 

She looked up from washing her face, and she let out a small cry. There was a blurred shape in the mirror, and when she spun around, a cold chill went through her. She fumbled for a towel before realizing there wasn’t going to be one, so she wiped her face with the back of her sleeve instead. It was ill treatment for the Ralph Lauren garment.

When her face was dry, she blinked and focused, not surprised to find there was nothing behind her. Clearly, her imagination was getting the best of her. She laughed at her silliness as she exited the bathroom. She was heading back to the study when she heard a crashing sound from out back. She looked at the sky through a window, but there didn’t seem to be thunder, and there was no lightning chasing behind it. Her mouth went dry, and she rushed into the study, closing and locking the door behind her.

There was something outside, but what? Surely, it was just the weather. But what if it wasn’t?

Suddenly, she remembered a conversation she’d had with Lucy, when the woman had told her about keeping her dead husband’s service pistol in her desk. Meredith didn’t know much about guns, never having fired one, but it would give her at least a false sense of security, so she rushed over to the desk. The chair squeaked when she sat in it but was surprisingly comfortable considering how old it was. 

She opened the first drawer, reaching in to find nothing. It was the same with the second and the third, but when she moved to the desk drawers on the other side, she found a locked box with a key beside it in the middle drawer. She pulled out the metal box and unlocked it, finding a revolver inside.

Lucy had referenced this as her husband’s service revolver, not specifying in which war her husband served. Meredith wondered if it had been from the Crimean War. It was certainly old enough. She doubted it would even fire should she know how to load it and do so, but it might provide some level of intimidation if someone was trying to break in.

That seemed unlikely, but on the other hand, maybe not. The townspeople obviously knew someone was coming to inherit Lucy’s place, but they didn’t know exactly when. If someone wanted to steal her blind before she arrived, they’d do it under the cover of darkness.

She was skeptical there was much worth stealing in Lucy’s house, but she couldn’t discount the possibility. She lifted her phone, planning to call nine-one-one, but she cursed when she realized there was no reception. Was it the storm, or was it simply the house itself? 

It was another problem to add to her list of concerns as she reached for the old-style rotary phone on the desk, but it was disconnected. It had never occurred to her to call the phone company and ensure there was a landline in place, because she hadn’t used one herself for more than a decade. It was daunting to realize she was basically on her own, but it didn’t feel right to sit there in the dark and hide, especially when she heard the crashing sound again.

Squaring her shoulders, she marched from the study and went to the closest exit, which was a pair of glass doors leading out to the patio. She threw them open, raised the gun, and confronted a solid form standing on her patio. “Drop what you’re holding and show me your hands.” She was proud at how confident she sounded, though her hand shaking as she held the pistol somewhat belied that.

Thunder rumbled, almost drowning out his voice entirely. It sounded like he said, “Who are you?”

“I’m Meredith Sullivan, and I own this place.” She gestured with the pistol in what she hoped was a threatening manner. “Just who are you, and why are you on my property?”

He let out a sigh of irritation. “My name is Hunter Ellison, and I’m Lucy’s caretaker. You can put down the gun. We both know it wouldn’t fire in its current state.”

It took some of the wind from her sails as she slowly lowered the gun, though she didn’t put it away just yet. That he knew about it and recognized its state of disrepair indicated he was probably telling her the truth. “May I see some ID?”

He let out another sigh of irritation, but he reached into his pocket for his wallet, which he extracted a moment later. He flipped it open, showing her the Maine driver’s license that identified him as Hunter Ellison. A quick glance at his birthday revealed he was forty-six, just a year younger than her.

It was difficult to make out much detail with the inadequate lighting spilling from the room behind them, but from what she could tell, he was a handsome fellow. He was tall and muscular, with just a hint of scruff on his cheeks that she found appealing, and slightly overgrown hair that appeared dark with strands of gray.

She quickly squashed that idea, since she still had no idea who he was beyond his claims. “You work for Lucy?”

“I did, and I’ve been taking care of the place since her passing. I live in the guesthouse, which she left to me, along with a plot of land.” There was a hint of defensiveness in his tone as he said that, as though he was concerned she would immediately assume he had been squatting.

She lowered the gun completely, slipping it into the pocket of the raincoat she hadn’t gotten around to removing yet. “Sorry about this.” She gestured to her pocket. “I heard a noise, and I didn’t know what was going on.”

“A sensible person would have called the police.”

“I don’t have a phone that works around here.”

He nodded. “Yeah, cell reception comes and goes up here. You’ll definitely want to get the landline in the main house turned on again.”

She nodded, but she stared at him pointedly. “So, what were you doing out here?”

He gestured downward, and she saw he’d been loading bags of soil into a wheelbarrow. She arched her brow. “Is this really the right time for that?”

“It’s about to rain heavily, and I didn’t want the soil to be ruined. I didn’t know you were coming yet, Mrs. Sullivan.”

She managed what she hoped was a warm smile. “Please call me Meredith. You must’ve known Lucy well, and I’d like to talk with you more about her, and what it is you do around here.”

He nodded. “Aye, but probably not tonight. You should get in before the rain really starts, and I’d like to put away this soil before it gets too wet. Cold damp can play hell with my hip.” He rubbed his left hip as he said that.

He didn’t seem old enough to have bad hips. “Are you all right?”

“It’s nothing. Just an old injury from when I was in the service. Got shot, and it’s the kind of wound that keeps on giving for years and years.” He sounded carefree enough about it, and his easy chuckle indicated he was resigned to the situation.

The sound of his laughter sent a warm sensation flooding through her, and she quickly stepped back. “In that case, I’ll tell you good night, Mr. Ellison.”

“Good night, Mrs. Sullivan.”

“Meredith.” She really didn’t like to be called Sullivan these days, knowing what a dirtbag Dirk was, but she wasn’t eager to take back her maiden name either.

He nodded. “Hunter.”

She watched for a moment as he loaded the last bag of soil into the wheel barrel, which caused it to creak against the stone of the patio. That must’ve been the sound she’d heard before.

She turned and went back in the house, closing the door and locking it behind her, leaving on the light in the sunroom that led to the patio. It was a courtesy for him, but she also didn’t want to sleep in an entirely dark house with which she was unfamiliar.

As she laid down on the chaise lounge a few minutes later, struggling to get comfortable, she finally managed to find a spot she could sleep in. She did remember to pack a throw, so she was semi-warm, and her eyes were drifting closed when she heard a rattling and squeaking sound from overhead. It clearly came from upstairs, and her eyes snapped open. 

For a moment, she remembered Abel’s claim about the three ghosts who lived in the house. She told herself that had to be nonsense, though she couldn’t help recalling the incident she’d experienced when she visited that small town in Oregon. She couldn’t prove it, but she was certain she’d seen something otherworldly at the Newcastle Bed-and-Breakfast. It was all a hazy recollection now, and whenever she thought of the town, it was mostly a blank partition in her memory, but she was convinced something had occurred there.

“Stop scaring yourself silly. Remember what Dr. Barker said.” He had been her therapist from the time she was eleven until she was seventeen, when he finally got tired of bilking her mother out of money, because he was retiring to Boca Raton. 

He’d basically told her over and over that it was all her imagination, and the trauma of losing her father so young had been what prompted her to see things no one else could see. Meredith had tried to believe him and temper her imagination. It was in ingrained habit by now, though there were times she still thought she’d seen...things.

Since she hadn’t for a while, she shook her head at her imaginings, firmly closed her eyes, and ignored the next time she heard the creaking sound from upstairs. Soon enough, she was asleep after her exhausting day.
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Chapter Two 
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MEREDITH WOKE WITH renewed resolve the next morning, determined to get everything in order. So what if it would take longer than she’d expected? She might not be ready for guests in the timeframe she’d anticipated, but she wasn’t too disappointed. Renovating the inn gave her something to look forward to and something to focus on, and it also allowed her to add her own personal touches. Maybe it was actually a blessing the place was currently a decrepit heap.

She had to venture upstairs to find a bathroom that contained a shower, which she discovered adjacent to what was probably the master bedroom. More of Lucy’s mark was around the room, and it had a personal, lived-in feeling. The bathroom was also newer, clearly having been renovated sometime in the last twenty-five years instead of two hundred like the rest of the house. After a quick shower, she changed into more serviceable clothing, anticipating she’d get messy. First, she wanted to find help getting this place cleaned up though.

She walked down the stairs, and she hadn’t paid much mind when going up. Thankfully, there were a couple of creaks but nothing more. It seemed relatively sound, at least structurally, so that was one less thing to focus on.

She searched for twenty minutes to find a phonebook for Crowder so she could book a cleaning service, but there didn’t appear to be one in the house. Her phone still didn’t have reception, but when she took it outside with her, planning to track down Hunter, she was able to get a signal when she stepped out into the garden.

She looked away from her phone to take in the sight of the overgrown and ill-kempt garden. She moaned, wondering just how long that would take to renovate. That was something else about which to ask Hunter.

She used the browser to search for a cleaning service in Crowder but found nothing. With a sigh of defeat, she walked down the path, hoping it would lead to Hunter’s place. She could see a small structure in the distance that she assumed was the guesthouse. As she got closer, it seemed more and more likely that it was his home. 

It was in a neat state, carefully repaired, and recently painted. A white picket fence surrounded the area that must be part of his home, and his yard and garden were as tidy as could be. She couldn’t help wondering exactly what Lucy had paid him for if he let the grounds get into the state they were in, but she didn’t want to provoke a fight just yet.

Instead, she walked up the stone steps and knocked on the wooden door. It was set into a stone cottage, and though it was obviously an old structure, it appeared to be well-made and solid. After she’d knocked, she waited, and then she heard barking. It was coming from in the house, followed by a sound of a large animal scrabbling across the floor, and then the barking reached peak decibel on the other side of the door.

“Calm down, Duncan,” called Hunter. She recognized his voice through the door.

It opened a moment later, and Hunter stood framed in the doorway. There was a mixed-breed dog beside him who came up to Hunter’s waist. He appeared to have some St. Bernard, but he was predominantly a brindle Great Dane. Despite his loud barking and huge stature, he was wagging his tail, and he didn’t seem particularly threatening.

“Is it okay if I say hello?”

Hunter gave her a crooked grin. “Sure, but I might not reply.” 

She huffed a sigh. “I meant to your dog.”

He chuckled as he stepped aside, inviting her in without words.

Meredith squeezed past him, barely able to because of the dog’s enthusiastic greeting. Duncan didn’t jump on her, but his natural height made it seem like he had. He was easily able to slurp her across the chin with his long pink tongue, and she rubbed his head. “Who’s a pretty boy?”

“He probably won’t answer,” said Hunter, obviously determined to be a smartass.

She cut a dismissive gaze to him before looking back at the dog, whom she found infinitely more charming. “He’s quite adorable. You can learn a thing or two from him.” She sniffed at him as she stood up. “I was hoping you could help me.”

He arched a brow. “What do you need help with?”

“I need a cleaning service, but there doesn’t appear to be one in Crowder.”

He snorted. “There aren’t that many conveniences available in Crowder. You’ll probably have to go to Portland, but you’d need to anyway with trying to hire for Three Crones.”

She rolled her eyes. “Must you call it that too? Surely, you aren’t superstitious enough to believe it’s haunted?” As she asked the question, Meredith realized she wasn’t certain what answer she wanted. If he immediately agreed, she might rest easier, but if he hesitated, it might mean he had an open mind. Hers was forcibly opened, so she certainly couldn’t discount the possibility that ghosts existed. Not that she planned to have that conversation with him.

He shrugged. “Rumors often start from a small fact at least. Lots of folks around here are superstitious enough that you probably couldn’t find adequate help to get the inn cleaned up. Lucy mostly did her own cleaning.”

She sighed heavily. “That explains why everything is such a mess. She was seventy-six, after all.”

He shrugged. “It’s an old place and needs a lot of work. It hasn’t been functional for years.” One of his black brows raised slowly. “You weren’t actually planning to run this place as an inn?”

She shrugged, not liking how his question made her feel foolish. “Why not? That’s what it’s set up to be.”

He waved a hand to encompass the area, though they were standing in the foyer of his cottage. “It could take years to get everything in order. You might be able to get a cleaning service, but you’ll have to pay extra and provide accommodations, I don’t doubt.”

“I’m certainly willing to do that. It seems quite reasonable.” She hesitated before clearing her throat as she tried to broach the subject delicately. “The grounds are a mess. Are you going to be able to address that?”

“Should I just wave my hand and make it magically perfect?” There was a hint of sarcasm in his tone.

She glared at him. “No, but maybe you should do your job. It is what you’re paid for, isn’t it?”

He laughed. “If you want to get technical, I’m not being paid for anything, Meredith. You and I don’t have any kind of agreement, and the one I had with Lucy ended when she died. It was a surprising and generous gift that she left me this plot of land and my home, but that’s my only tie to this place now. If you want me, you need to make a good offer.”

Her breath caught in her throat for a moment, because her brain insisted on providing a different interpretation for his words than he certainly meant. She didn’t know why her mind jumped there, but she did her best to prod it back into a more professional domain. “What’s a fair price for a groundskeeper? What was Lucy paying you?”

He named a figure.

She was already nodding even before he finished. “Of course.” She didn’t tell him she’d paid their part-time housekeeper in New York more than that. What a steal, but it must be because she was in rural Maine instead of New York City.

He held out his hand. “In that case, let’s shake on it.”

“Maybe we should get it in writing.” As she said it, she held out her hand, not wanting to reveal how reluctant she was to touch him. It wasn’t that she was afraid he would hurt her, but more she was afraid of her own reaction. When her palm brushed against his a moment later, it was just as she’d feared. A spark of awareness shot through her skin and felt like it zapped down her spine. Dang it, she was attracted to him. She didn’t want that.

The handshake was brief, and she quickly released, bringing her hand back to her side and blotting it subtly against her outer thigh as though she could wipe away all trace of the unwanted reaction. “Now that that’s settled, do you think you could start on the grounds?”

He grinned. “I had planned to anyway, Meredith.”

She shook her head in confusion, not certain how to read him. With a word of parting to the dog, and purposely denying him one, she left his cottage and returned to the patio. Once again, she was able to find a signal, so she used it to search for cleaning services in Portland. 

It took twenty minutes before she found one that was willing to send a crew who would stay overnight until the job was done. Since they were sending six people, she was optimistic that they might finish within a week. She hoped. They weren’t due to arrive until the next day, so that gave her time lay in supplies and check out more of the town.

She had the craziest urge to check in with Hunter to tell him where she was going before she left, but she ignored it. As she was getting into her car, she felt like someone was watching her. A chill ran down her spine, and she looked up. For just a second, she thought she saw something semi-transparent in the window of the second floor, but when she blinked, it was gone. Convincing herself it had simply been a trick of the light, she slid into her Volvo and tried to forget that.

***
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CROWDER WAS JUST AS small as it had seemed the night before. In fact, it was even starker in the light of day, because she could see just exactly how much wasn’t there compared to what she was used to from living in New York. There seemed to be one hair salon, and there wasn’t anything posted about them doing nails. She supposed she could learn to do her own manicures, and with all the cleaning and decorating ahead of her, it would be silly to keep acrylic nails anyway. There was a doctor’s office, the hardware store, Able’s bar, another gas station besides the one associated with The Sea Shanty, and a few other things.

The predominant street in town seemed to be Montrose, and as she followed it to the end, she found a reasonably sized grocery store called Montrose Family Grocers. She pulled in and parked in the semi-busy parking lot. She was already making a mental list as she got into the store, claimed a cart, and started shopping with the plan of accommodating herself and a cleaning crew of six for at least a week. 

And Hunter? Would he want to eat with them? She hadn’t thought to ask, but he’d had a nice little kitchen in his cottage, so he probably did most of his own cooking. Still, it might be a good idea to figure him in the calculations, just in case—

“Watch it,” said a crotchety old voice.

Meredith blinked, realizing she hadn’t been paying attention to where she was going, and she’d nearly plowed into another cart on the other side of the aisle. A small old man stooped at the waist stood behind it, and he was glaring at her.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I got distracted. Are you all right?”

After a moment, he nodded slowly. “I suppose I’ll live. You need to pay more attention to where you’re going, young lady.”

She bit back a grin, realizing he’d used the same kind of tone on her that she used to use on Chayse when her daughter was misbehaving. “Yes, sir.”

He appraised her for a moment. “You’re not from around here.” He said it like a statement of fact.

She supposed it was obvious. Even in jeans and a sweater, she didn’t quite fit in. For one thing, they were designer clothes, and she doubted very many people wore such exclusive labels living in Crowder. She nodded her agreement. “I’m from New York City.”

He frowned, his gold glasses obscuring his eyes, but not his bushy white brows. “You must be the foreigner taking over Three Crones.”

She wasn’t surprised to be labeled as a foreigner this time, so she just nodded. “I’m Meredith Sullivan, and Lucy left me Three Crowns Inn.”

He nodded. “Aye, I’ve heard. I’m Angus.” It was difficult to tell if that was his first or last name, but she assumed his first name. For whatever reason, he wasn’t offering a surname.

“Nice to meet you, Angus.”

He grumbled something, and then he shook his head. “You won’t last long,” he said in a dire voice.

Her eyes widened, and she instinctively took a step back. “Are you threatening me?”

He made a scoffing sound. “Of course not, Mrs. Sullivan. I’m simply pointing out the obvious. Once you get a gander at the ghosts, you’ll be gone. Not many people can stick it out at Three Crones. Miss Lucy was the exception, I assure you.”

She smiled, noting the tone of affection in his voice. “Were you close to Lucy?”

It was charming the way he flushed, with the tips of his ears going red as he cleared his throat. “We were friends after her husband and my wife died.”

She’d be willing to bet they were more than friends, but she certainly wasn’t going to be intrusive. “If you feel like coming for tea sometime, Mr. Angus, I’d love to hear more about Lucy. I met her a few times, but always in New York. There’s a lot I didn’t know about her.”

He seemed to ponder for a moment, and then he nodded slowly. “I suppose, though I might prefer you come to my place. Never could feel settled when I was at Three Crones.”

She gritted her teeth but let the continued use of Three Crones pass. She had a feeling she was going to hear it a lot around Crowder, and it wouldn’t do anything besides label her as difficult if she complained each time someone called Three Crowns Three Crones Inn.

After parting from Angus—she still didn’t know if that was his first or last name—she started collecting items from her mental list. She hoped she hadn’t forgotten anything, and she wished she’d thought ahead to make a written list. With the advent of perimenopause, her memory seemed far worse than ever. For the last couple of years, it had been on a gradual decline, and though she knew it was normal, it was still frustrating.

As she turned the corner, heading for the produce, she chuckled to herself as she remembered being able to sit in classes in college and remember everything she’d heard from lectures without taking notes. Sometimes, she couldn’t even remember what she’d just watched on TV the day before these days.

She was sticking bags of lettuce into her cart when a woman in a pink shirt approached. She had the logo of the grocery store appliquéd on the left side of the polo, and she wore a friendly smile. “Howdy there.”

“Hello.”

“Do you need any help with anything?” Her nametag identified her as Courtney.

“No, I’m doing fine.” As she moved on from the lettuce to the tomatoes, she eyed Courtney from the corner of her eye. The woman had to be around her age, and she was tall and gangly, with a pretty face, a smattering of freckles, and hazel eyes. Meredith had what she considered boring blue eyes and always envied people with hazel orbs.

Gray liberally streaked her red hair, but her face was still relatively unlined. It was obvious the employee was curious and looking for a reason to hover, so after she’d finished selecting the tomato she wanted, she turned more fully to Courtney. Holding out her hand, she said, “I’m Meredith Sullivan, and I’m not around from around here. I’m the foreigner who inherited Three Crowns Inn.”

Courtney shook her hand, grinning. “That’s pretty informative of you.”

Meredith smiled. “Let’s just say, I’ve heard that a couple of times now.”

“People around here like to gossip. It’s one of their favorite pastimes.” She shrugged. “They mean well, but they can be a bit cliquish. Might take you a while to settle in.”

The more she spoke, the more Meredith realized she didn’t have the typical northern Maine accent. At least not the one she’d grown accustomed to during her brief stay in Crowder so far. “You seem like you might be a bit of a foreigner yourself.”

Courtney grinned. “I’m originally from Texas. I married into the Montrose family, and it took me a good six years of running the store with my husband before people started to really trust me.”

“That’s discouraging to hear. I really don’t want to be treated like an outsider for six years.”

She shrugged. “Maybe you’ll fit in faster. Who knows? Just don’t take it personally if people are a bit standoffish.”

“I’m glad you reached out to me and have been friendly so far.”

“Us foreigners have to stick together.” Courtney gave an awkward laugh, but it seemed to be her natural laugh rather than because she felt self-conscious. It was somewhere between a cross of human, donkey, and perhaps a mix of orangutan. It was a distinctive chuckle, for certain.

“Manager to register two,” said a male voice over the speaker system then.

Courtney sighed. “That’s me, but I’d love to give you a proper welcome to Crowder when there’s more time. Since Ed died, there hasn’t been enough of that with me running the store pretty much single-handedly these days, but I’d definitely like to make time. Maybe you could come over for dinner this weekend?”

Meredith instinctively shook her head, not missing Courtney’s look of disappointment. “I’d like to, but I’m going to be entertaining the cleaning crew for at least this week. Maybe next week?”

After a moment, Courtney nodded. “Abel reduces the cost of his already cheap swill on Tuesday nights if you want to meet there around eight?”

“Sure, I’d be happy to. Thank you for the invitation.”

“Manager on register two,” said the impatient male voice again.

Courtney sighed and rolled her eyes. “My work’s never done. I’ll see you Tuesday then, Meredith.”

Meredith waved to her before finishing in the produce section. She moved on to the dairy and finished shopping with the snack aisle. When she got to the front, there was a place for three registers, but only one of them was open—the middle one, occupied by a young man who could’ve been around her daughter’s age. He looked familiar, and as she got closer, she realized why. He bore a striking resemblance to Hunter, but a lot younger. His nametag read Brett, and his shirt was a dark pink instead of the light pink Courtney wore. She wondered if that was because Courtney was the manager, or she just wore what she wanted because she owned the store.

As she unloaded, she asked, “Do you know Hunter Ellison?”

The kid’s eyes widened for a moment before he slowly nodded. “You could say that. He’s my dad.”

He certainly seemed to have his father’s sense of wiseacre-ness. “Hunter works for me.” It sounded strange to say that, but after their morning conversation, it couldn’t be phrased any other way. She’d kind of inherited him from Lucy as well.

The young man nodded after a moment. “You must be the gal from New York who’s taking over Lucy’s house.”

“That’s me.” She finished unloading her cart, and she just had to wait for him to finish bagging and ringing up everything. He seemed to go slowly, but maybe that was just the pace in the town. It was something she would have to adapt to, but she might even come to enjoy a slower pace. “Did you know Lucy?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “Sort of. I saw her a lot of times when I visited my dad.”

“Do you see Hunter a lot?”

His expression closed. “Not really.” There was a world of mystery without any explanation in his words, and his body language suddenly radiated rejection. He obviously didn’t want to talk about that.

At least it hurried up his pace, and he soon had her checked out, with all her bags loaded and back in the cart. He gave her the total, and she was surprised. Not because it was so expensive, but because it was far less than she’d expected. Of course, her brain had still been tallying New York prices, not coastal Maine, and she happily scanned her card, recognizing another positive facet of switching from her Park Avenue lifestyle to the Crowder slow lane.
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Chapter Three
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MEREDITH WOKE EARLY and was waiting for the cleaning crew the next morning. They arrived in the company van bearing the logo of Portland Clean Sweep, and six employees filed out. They all wore neat uniforms of khakis and black polos also bearing the logo of the company, and they seemed like serious professionals. She didn’t get introduced to the other five, but the leader of the crew, Hazel, a woman a little older than Meredith, briskly introduced herself and asked where they should start.

“I’m flexible on that. I figured you might have preferences on how you dole out the assignments?”

Hazel nodded after a moment. “That’s a sensible course.”

“Can I offer you all some breakfast before you begin?”

It was obvious the crew was interested in that, but Hazel quickly shook her head. “No, ma’am. We’ll get started right away.”

Meredith gave the younger people a sympathetic smile and watched them file into the house behind Hazel before joining them to bringing up the rear. As she got closer to the front door, once again she felt like something, or someone, was watching her. Her gaze lifted to the second-floor window, where she’d seen that flickering the day before, but there was nothing obvious. 

Of course, there was nothing there. It was all in her imagination. For a moment, she once again recalled her stay at the Newcastle Bed-and-Breakfast in Harrow Bay, but it was still vague and sketchy in her brain, so it did nothing to elucidate the situation.

With a shake of her head, she soon found herself in the kitchen, doing her own cleaning and organizing as the cleaning crew split into three teams of two to tackle each floor. They saved the basement and attic for last, or so Hazel indicated, already planning to tackle it as a complete crew.

She opened the nearest cupboard, coughing slightly at the cloud of dust that flew out. There was a hint of moisture on some of the canisters when she started to remove them, which she assumed must be from the humidity of being along the coastline. At least they weren’t shrouded in fog today as they’d been at her arrival, and she had even seen a hint of sunlight peeking through the overcast clouds when she went out to greet the cleaning crew.

She soon had the cabinet emptied, and she’d stowed the canisters on the old woodblock counter when she heard someone call her name.

She left the kitchen to respond to the calls of “Mrs. Sullivan,” finding two of the cleaning crew in the formal living room. “Yes?”

“Ma’am, the lights keep flickering.”

She sighed. “It looks like I might need to have an electrician come out as well. Just do your best, and if it goes out completely, let me know. Of course, I suppose we’ll all know if the power goes out completely.” She managed a small smile, but she couldn’t miss the way the kids seemed skittish. This was probably the kind of setting they envisioned when they thought of horror stories. Add in the flickering lights and the old décor, and it was a breeding ground for fertile imaginations. She was hardly exempt, having imagined being watched more than one since she’d arrived.

When they didn’t need anything else, she returned to the kitchen. Meredith stumbled to a stop as she eyed the wooden counter where she’d placed all the canisters. “What the...?” She shook her head as she looked at the bare counter then back at the shelves. All the canisters had been returned. How could that happen? She knew she had emptied them out with the intention of cleaning the shelves and then the canisters themselves after examining the contents. 

A chill went down her spine, and she let out a startled shriek when there was a thud behind her. She turned around, clutching her chest, and was startled to see Hunter entering. The thud had come from Duncan brushing against a table that had bumped against the wall.

Hunter smiled. “You’re a bit jumpy.”

“I... The canisters...” She trailed off, biting hard on her lip. It didn’t seem like a good time to share what had happened, particularly since she barely knew him. He was likely to think she was crazy. Unless he had ghostly experiences of his own, but then he probably wouldn’t be too eager to admit that either, since they were of such short acquaintance. And maybe she’d just imagined it. 

She knew that wasn’t the case though. She clearly remembered removing the canisters, and as she started to pull them out again, her fingerprints remained in the traces of dust, indicating she’d already handled them once. It was something to puzzle out, but she didn’t have a chance to, because she heard shouting from the second floor. 

She ran in that direction, but Hunter was ahead of her. His longer legs gave him an advantage, and he arrived at the scene of the shouting seconds before she did. She skidded to a halt before running into him, nearly colliding, but managing only to brush her shoulder against his. It caused that unwelcome tingle of reaction, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. “What’s all the shouting about?”

“The vase moved from over there to over here,” said one of the young women in the black polo.

Her cleaning partner, a young man a few years older than her, scoffed. “No, it didn’t. You’re just imagining things, or maybe you brushed against the table.”

The blonde frowned at him. “I know what I saw.”

“You’re losing it,” he said with a smirk as he turned back to cleaning.

Meredith gave the girl a sympathetic smile, but she didn’t add much. What could she say? If she conferred that she believed the woman, it might raise eyebrows among the rest of the cleaning crew, and possibly with Hunter as well. Though she didn’t know him well, she already knew she was going to need his help to get the inn fully restored, so she couldn’t risk alienating him by having him think she was a crazy lady seeing ghosts.

As they turned away, the room temperature suddenly plummeted by several degrees. Meredith shivered, swearing she could see her breath in the air. Before she could say anything, the cold spot had dissipated as quickly as it came. It prodded something in the back of her mind, but she couldn’t quite recall the details. She looked at Hunter, who had been walking beside her. “Did you feel the cold spot?”

His expression didn’t betray any interest. “It happens in an old house. Lots of drafts.”

She nodded slowly, but she wasn’t really content with that answer. That didn’t feel like just a drafty spot, but she couldn’t explain why it felt so odd to her either. Instead of trying, she decided to return to Lucy’s study. The kitchen held no appeal after the canister incident, and she was on edge, half-expecting the cleaning crew to have yet another crisis at any moment.

When she entered Lucy’s study, it was just as soothing as it had been before. She imagined Lucy spent most of her time here, and it gave her a warm feeling to picture the older woman behind the desk, perhaps paying bills or keeping track of records as would be required for an innkeeper.

She frowned as she realized that image didn’t quite fit with what Hunter had told her though. Apparently, they hadn’t had guests for a few years. That was a sad thought, and she hoped Lucy had made the conscious decision to retire rather than have her dream slowly taken as her age advanced and left her in a state where she couldn’t keep up.

She sat down at the desk. The chair was just as comfortable as it had been, and she leaned back, resting for a moment, though she hadn’t done anything particularly strenuous yet. Idleness soon got the best of her, and she started going through the drawers again. 

She’d been searching for something specific the other night when going for the revolver, but this time, it was all more leisurely exploration. Mostly, Lucy had an accumulation of junk, but in the third drawer down, she found a powder-blue leather journal with a navy-blue ribbon attached to it. 

She opened it, seeing a list. She thought it was a record of previous guests until she examined the writing closer. Her eyes widened as she realized it was a log that detailed all the ghost Lucy had encountered and claimed to have exorcised. Meredith frowned, feeling a chill go down her spine. She looked around to make sure she was alone, but it wasn’t the same frigidity that had come from that cold spot.

Lucy’s journal indicated she was a madwoman, but Meredith couldn’t quite bring herself to believe that. When she’d known Lucy in New York, the woman had seemed quite lucid. Just because she believed in ghosts and thought she had exorcised them didn’t necessarily mean she was crazy. Right?

She wasn’t comfortable with the logical answer, so she shied away from it. Instead, she kept reading the journal, but it was mostly a list and brief accounting of how she’d proceeded with each encounter.

Meredith was partway through when she turned the next page and found a letter folded in there. It was tucked into the spine, and it had been flattened enough that it didn’t automatically cause the book to open to that section. She felt a bit like she was snooping as she pulled out the letter, telling herself she would just identify for whom it was written and see if she could get it delivered. Her eyes widened with shock when she unfolded the letter and saw her own name at the top.

Dear Meredith,

I’m writing this but I’m not certain I’ll ever be able to send it to you. Most likely, you’ll find it at my death, because I know how crazy it sounds. You seemed to like me and have a good opinion of me when we met, and I want that to continue. I don’t want you to dismiss me as a crazy old lady, who believes in ghosts. I don’t think I’m crazy, but I do believe in ghosts. I believe in what my senses have shown me to be true over the years, and I suspect you’ve had your own share of encounters as well, whether or not you’re ready to admit to it.

Meredith shifted in the chair, suddenly uncomfortable and anxious. She thought about folding the letter and returning it to the book without reading it, but curiosity got the best of her. She bent forward again, continuing to read Lucy’s neat cursive.

I recognized it in you the first time we met. You have magic in your line. Somewhere, there’s a necromancer or two in your ancestry.

Necromancer? Wasn’t that something to do with the dead? The thought chilled Meredith, but she couldn’t stop reading now.

You can control the dead, at least to a certain extent. Maybe not you personally, because it depends on the level of power you have and how you cultivate it. I could feel it coming from you, but I don’t know how much there is. I suspect you’ll never be a full necromancer, but you can probably accept possession, and you might even be able to redirect the dead. It’s going to be handy for the task awaiting you at the lighthouse. I’m sorry to thrust this upon you, but...

Meredith turned over the letter, expecting it to continue, but there was nothing on the back. With a frown, she looked at the book, but there wasn’t another page. She even picked up the journal and flipped through it upside down, shaking it to dislodge anything it might hide, but nothing else fell out. Either Lucy hadn’t finished the letter, or part of it had gone missing.

What was she talking about, and what task awaited her at the lighthouse?

She tucked the letter in her pocket and stood up, deciding to check out the lighthouse for herself. She left the house and walked toward it. The closer she got, the more a sense of dread grew in her, and she was almost relieved to find the door locked. She shook the knob halfheartedly, startled to see Hunter approaching. He looked grim, but he didn’t say anything. He just stopped near her. After a moment, she broke the awkward silence. “Do you know where the key is?”

He hesitated and then shrugged. “Nope. I don’t recall seeing Lucy ever open the place in all the time I’ve lived here. I think it ought to be condemned, and you should stay out.”

She nodded slowly and backed away, not inclined to disagree with him. It didn’t seem safe to enter, and she was relieved not to have to. Yet she was still curious, and she thought about asking Hunter if he knew anything about the letter Lucy had started to write to her. It seemed unlikely he would, and if he read it, he might just dismiss Lucy as crazy. From Lucy’s own words, she wouldn’t want to be perceived that way, and Meredith couldn’t bring herself to contribute to tarnishing her image. Instead, she resigned herself to returning to the house.

She lost herself for the rest of the day in cleaning, having no more disturbing incidences for either herself or the cleaning crew. If there were ghosts, perhaps they had calmed down when they realized the cleaning crew was just there to help. Of course, she didn’t really believe there were ghosts. Did she?

As she glanced out her window late that night, there was a flickering coming from the lighthouse. She could see it through the window at the top of the structure. It didn’t look like anything easy to explain, such as a blinking bulb. The flickering was almost rhythmic, as though someone or something was trying to communicate. 

A wave of curiosity swept over her, but it was quickly drowned out by a stronger sense of self-preservation and the mental reminder that she didn’t have access to the lighthouse unless she broke the lock or found the key. It was with a mix of relief and a sense of cowardice that she dropped the curtains and stepped back, deciding to go to bed and ignore the cryptic lighting.
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Chapter Four
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AFTER THE ROCKY START with the cleaning crew, things had calmed down, and Meredith was lulled into a false sense of security. She still had no explanation for how the canisters had gotten back into the cabinet, but she was glad to have three peaceful days of working in the house without anything disturbing happening. 

That all changed on the fourth morning. Meredith had finally returned to the kitchen, taking time to thoroughly clean each canister before stacking it on the counter just in case they ended up back in the cabinet before she was ready for that. She was trying to appear industrious and lost in the task, but she was really trying to sense if there was anything around her. She strained with all her might, though she was uncertain how to detect such things as ghosts. During her previous incidents in childhood, she’d just seen the ghost naturally.

She quickly veered away from that thought, reminding herself that had been a byproduct of grief all those years ago. She had been close to her father, and when he died, it had been natural that she’d continued to see him, though her mother had found it decidedly unnatural. When Meredith insisted she was seeing her father’s ghost, her mother had quickly shipped her off to an inpatient rehabilitation program for months and then ensured she remained in therapy for the next six years.

Meredith was certain the therapist’s explanation made sense, that grief had caused hallucinations, but even now, she couldn’t help wondering. In fact, her doubts were stronger than ever, especially in light of recent events. She was mulling over the possibility that she’d been forced to believe something that wasn’t true for years when she heard a clatter from upstairs.

At first, she just assumed it was the cleaning crew. Then it came again, followed by a shriek she’d never heard the likes of before. It certainly didn’t sound human, and she dropped the canister she’d been wiping down. Fortunately, it was empty, because the metal lid popped off, and it would’ve spilled its contents all over the floor if it hadn’t been.

Her heart was racing in her ears, and her first instinct was to call for Hunter. Realizing how cowardly that was, and how much like the old Meredith that would’ve been, she reached for the broom nearby. It looked a little rickety, and she didn’t think it would be much of a defense, but it made her feel better as she rushed from the kitchen and up the stairs.

While she was running up the stairs, the cleaning crew was running down. Meredith tried to catch their attention, but none of the kids were paying her any mind. They just thundered past.

In confusion, she reached the second-floor landing and went down the hallway. She hadn’t seen any sight of Hazel, but she caught a glimpse of her now. She rushed forward, realizing the other woman was standing frozen in place. She touched her arm, and Hazel let out a shriek. It was an unexpected sound, especially coming from the no-nonsense woman Hazel appeared to be, but it wasn’t the same shriek she’d heard before. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
“GHOSTEY NN
TVASTIV NN -PROVE
“GHASTEY T NNE 1 oy
GRAVE INNTE RV EINGION"/






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





