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      I live next to a haunted house. It doesn’t bother me too much. Most of the time, the Marwick residence is quiet—dormant—and nothing more than a two-story stack of old, lichen-coated stones, sash windows, and dying vines behind my fence.

      The house is charming in its own way. It would have looked magnificent when it was new, before the porch’s paint began to peel and the shingles fell askew. Still, even washing the cobweb-framed windows and reviving the long-dead garden would go a long way towards restoring its former dignity.

      Most of my neighbours try to avoid the house. They don’t look at it. They don’t talk about it. Some actually cross the street when they need to pass it. I don’t have that option. Only a thin picket fence divides my yard from Marwick’s. I stare at its back twice a week when I hang out my laundry, and its front every morning when I water my garden.

      I wouldn’t say I’ve grown attached to it. But a fascination has slowly built over the four years I’ve lived beside the house. It’s like an odd character at a formal dinner: I spend the first half of the night trying to avoid them, but by the end of the evening, I start to wonder if they might be the most interesting person there.

      I don’t know who built it or why, but the house looks nothing like the suburban homes surrounding it… and maybe that’s a good thing.

      I’ve known it’s haunted for a while. My suspicions grew gradually, and before the twelfth of November, it was just little hints. My big tomcat likes to roam the neighbourhood and beg cuddles and treats off our neighbours. He’ll dig up the garden of anyone who isn’t friendly to him. He owns the entire street, but he never steps foot on the Marwick property.

      Marwick’s garden won’t thrive, no matter how many new plants are dug in and watered dutifully. I’ve seen several families try. Their young shrubs and flowers wither and turn black after a few weeks. But two feet away, mine are flourishing.

      I’ve seen three birds fly into its windows, apparently bent on self-destruction. I hear a bang, look up, and see a little ball of feathers tumble down the side of the house. It’s heartbreaking. I can’t explain why the birds choose to speed into the Marwick house when its windows are so dark and uninviting, but never fly into mine.

      All of those things together grew into a steady wariness of the property. Or perhaps the wariness existed the day I moved in beside it, and that was what made me notice all of the small, strange occurrences. Either way, I didn’t trust it. And following the evening of November twelfth, I knew I had good reason not to.
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      A woman’s strangled scream woke me. I opened my eyes and rolled onto my back, staring at the ceiling, as my brain tried to come to terms with what had disturbed it.

      The night was unpleasantly warm. I’d left my window open to invite in a non-existent breeze, and sweat stuck my pyjamas to my limbs. I pressed my thumbs into the corners of my eyes to wipe away the gunk that had collected there, then I rolled over to fall asleep again.

      I blinked at the light pouring through my bedroom window. Someone was awake in the Marwick property. Maybe they’d stepped on one of their children’s toys, or perhaps the mother had discovered the toilet seat left up one too many times. That could explain the scream.

      But it didn’t explain the gunshot.

      I sat up, the crack echoing in my ears, and shuddered despite the heat. I hadn’t just heard the gun fire, I’d seen the flash of white burst through the second-floor window. I wondered if they needed someone called. The police… an ambulance… it wouldn’t be my first time phoning the emergency helpline over the Marwick property. They always took so long to respond, though. Far longer than for any other house in our street.

      My toes dug into my bedroom carpet as I slid out of bed. I crossed the room, drawn almost against my will, to watch the neighbouring house. Lights were turning on throughout the property. A woman wailed, her voice so high and strained that I couldn’t understand the words. She was begging for something. I reached for my phone.

      Another gunshot came from the room near the back of the house. I didn’t know the family well, but they had three children, and I was fairly sure that the room belonged to their youngest son. Real, visceral fear woke me. I dialled the emergency helpline and held the phone up to my ear. I heard static in response.

      More lights turned on, illuminating the house like a Christmas tree. A man ran past a window, his form a silhouette behind the curtains. He was carrying a child in one arm and a gun in the other. A woman followed closely. I could hear her words then. “Leave it… leave it, John. You can’t hit it.”

      A child’s cries rang through the stillness. The voice rose into a deafening shriek that drowned out the mother’s. I followed the family’s movements through the windows. They were going downstairs.

      I redialled the emergency helpline as I mimicked the Marwick family’s movements and descended my own stairs. Again, static. Had my phone broken? I was sure I’d remembered to pay the bill—

      The Marwick’s front door burst open. I stopped in my kitchen and bent across the bench to press my face against the window. I counted the shapes illuminated by the blocks of light escaping through the windows. Two large figures, three small. The whole family was there. Some of my fear eased, and I lowered the phone.

      “In the car.” The father put down the child in his arms and turned back to the house. He held his rifle close to his chest, using it as a shield more than a weapon. I could see the whites of his eyes flashing as he scanned his house.

      As the mother pushed her children into the backseat, the youngest continued to wail. She didn’t buckle them in. “John, come on.”

      He backed to the driver’s side and reached behind himself to open the door, not taking his gaze off the house for even a moment. I watched him slink inside and heard the engine turn over. Tyres screamed on the driveway as the car pulled out then rocketed down the street, its trajectory so erratic that I was sure he was still watching the building over his shoulder.

      Finally, the night fell quiet again. I leaned back from the kitchen window and dropped the phone to the bench. I wondered how many other neighbours had been woken by the screams and gunshots. Had any called the police? Were they pressed to their windows, like I was, watching with the same fascination drivers develop when passing a car accident?

      If they were, none of them turned their lights on. The street remained dark and quiet. I waited in the kitchen for another few minutes then turned and climbed the stairs.

      That was the last time I ever saw that family. I can’t even remember their last name—to me, they were just “the Marwick family.” That was the house’s name, and it had been for as long as I’d lived in the street. They didn’t return in the morning, as I’d expected, to collect their clothes. No one came for the furniture. No one even turned out the lights. They stayed on for two full weeks until someone cancelled the contract and power to the house was cut. I hung blackout curtains over my windows for those two weeks and suffocated in the stifling heat of my improvised hotbox. On a few of those hot nights, I lay awake staring at my ceiling, completely naked and still overheated, and actually considered crossing over to the Marwick building, walking through the front door, which I knew had been left unlocked, and turning off the lights myself.

      I never did. I was too afraid of what lived inside.
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        * * *

      

      Following the night of November twelfth, the Marwick house stayed empty for eight months. It was the longest I’d ever seen it vacant. The building was peaceful during that time, like a giant who had fallen asleep on a hill and was gradually being coated in moss, until no one could tell it apart from the surrounding boulders. Some mornings, when I hung out my washing or watered the plants, I wouldn’t even stare at the building’s façade.

      I asked around to see if any of my other neighbours knew why the last family had left. No one could tell me any more than what I’d seen with my own eyes; Faye Richmond, who lived on the house’s other side, even seemed surprised when I told her the building was empty. Eventually, I stopped thinking about it, and the memory began to seem less dramatic and less exciting as time wore away at it.

      I’d passed the For Sale sign so often that it looked unnatural when Sold was eventually plastered over it. It was like an old friend growing a moustache; there was nothing wrong with it, but the change was still uncomfortable.

      Barely four days after the sign changed to Sold, it was taken down, and that same afternoon, a small rental truck pulled into the driveway.

      I’m a curious person. I don’t feel ashamed to admit it. Curiosity does a lot of good; from what I gathered, no one else tried to call the emergency helpline on the night the previous family fled. Curiosity has led me to find abandoned kittens in drains and to notice when Mr. Parker didn’t leave for work one Wednesday morning. He’d had a stroke in the night. Curiosity saved him from lying on his kitchen floor until he starved. So I don’t feel embarrassed to say I was curious about the new family.

      I’d already watered my plants that morning, but even though it was overcast, I decided the day was warm enough to warrant a second dose. I sidled along the fence, watering can pouring liquid onto the still-wet ground, and peeked at my new neighbour. She surprised me. I’d been expecting a family—the building was big enough to house at least three children and maybe grandparents, as well—but she seemed to be alone. She was young and small, and her mousy brown-blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail.

      She’s awfully small to be living in the Marwick house. My watering can was empty, but I kept miming the tipping motion. And to be living there alone, too.

      I don’t know why it unsettled me as much as it did. Maybe it was because I wouldn’t have felt safe living there alone, and she seemed so much more vulnerable than I was. Maybe it was the feeling that she would need an ally, but so clearly didn’t have one. She unloaded the truck herself. It didn’t contain much.

      One of my cats, Dusty, had wandered out to see what I was doing. I scratched under her chin. “Whatcha think, Dust? Should I pay her a visit?”

      Dusty gave my wrist a love bite then frisked into the bushes, probably to hunt for lizards or insects she could eat. I looked back at the Marwick house. The lights were coming on again for the first time in eight months.

      I’d never actually seen inside, except to peek through the windows. Was the Marwick’s interior just as grim as the outside? I scanned the chipped grey stone front, its lichen and vines the only plants that seemed to survive, then set my watering can down.

      Like I said, I’m a curious person. Sometimes that’s a good thing.
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      I hurriedly prepared a batch of muffins. Cooking is my hobby, and I always have some kind of baked goods lying around the place, but I felt like a new neighbour deserved something fresh. Muffins were by far the fastest and easiest gift to cook. Combine sugar, flour, eggs, and milk, then mix through whatever sweet things are available. For that batch, it was bananas, so ripe they were threatening to spoil. Fifteen minutes in the oven, and the muffins were ready.

      Those fifteen minutes were some of the longest I’ve ever sat through. I wiped down my bench twice, fiddled with the kitchen’s curtains to give me a better view of the Marwick house, and fished a basket and tea towel out of the cupboards. Then I bent low and stared at the rising batter as though I could make the muffins cook faster through sheer force of will.

      As soon as they looked close enough to done, I pulled them out and threw them into the basket, earning a couple of burnt fingers for my impatience. I met Bell in the hallway. She carried a live lizard in her jaws but dashed towards the living room before I could stop her. There was no time to chase her. I resigned myself to having a lizard living in my home.

      Our street has generous gardens for a suburban area. It takes me fifteen paces to reach my front gate, then another twelve to follow the footpath to the Marwick’s, and a further fifteen to her front porch. The porch had been painted white at one point, but the grey wood showed through clearly. Fissures ran up the grains, and the boards groaned, making me feel as if it were about to collapse out from under me.

      The front door stood open, but I stopped on the mat and knocked. I caught a quick glance of dark wood, long red curtains, and a twisting staircase before my new neighbour appeared in the doorway to block my view, looking shocked and frazzled. Her hair was coming out of its ponytail, and her T-shirt had slipped askew. My first impression was of large, round eyes, like a deer shocked by the apparition of some predator. She stared at me, her mouth open a fraction, then said, “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “No. You shouldn’t have. I mean, you didn’t have any reason to.” I’d never been good at meeting people. Has there ever been such a bad combination as chronic curiosity and social awkwardness? I thrust the basket out ahead of myself, hoping an offering of food would soften my abrupt greeting. “Muffins. For you. I’m your neighbour.”

      “Oh. Oh!” The wariness broke into a smile. I couldn’t be sure if it was my imagination running away or not, but she actually looked relieved. “Wow, thank you. Um, I’m Anna. Did you want to come in?”

      “Yes. Josephine. Jo. That’s me. Yes.” Stop talking. You sound like an idiot.

      Anna laughed and stepped back. “All right, but I have to warn you, this place is still a mess. It came furnished, but everything’s covered in dust. You would have thought the old owners would pay for a cleaner or something, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t tell her about the terror I’d seen on the old owners’ faces. “Are you living here alone?”

      She hesitated. “At the moment, yes.”

      We passed through the foyer. It really was like something out of a mansion. A runner matching the blood-red carpet curled up the length of the staircase leading to the second floor. The windows were all framed with heavy matching red curtains. There wasn’t much furniture, but what existed was understated but classical.

      “Through here… I think.” Anna turned a corner. “Oh, good, it is the kitchen. I’m still getting used to this place.”

      I laughed, but I couldn’t stop staring at the house’s interior. What I’d seen of the previous family had made me think they were fairly normal. The children had worn T-shirts, ridden bikes, and screamed with laughter. The mother had smoked, and the father had worked some kind of construction job. But the house looked nothing like a normal suburban family home. It dripped with importance, every part of it stately, reserved, and aged. Anna turned to face me in the kitchen’s entryway, and it struck me that she looked dwarfed by the house. Like a tiny morsel lying on its tongue, waiting to be swallowed.

      Maybe I was just hungry.

      “I brought muffins.” I was repeating myself, but I didn’t know what else to say. “Banana.”

      “They smell really good. I forgot to have breakfast this morning. Can I get you some, uh… tea? I think I have tea.” She began opening cupboards and drawers. “Oh, looks like they left coffee, too. That was considerate.”

      Eight-month-old coffee would be well past stale. “Tea’s good. Here, I can help.”

      I put the basket on the centre of the wooden table and helped Anna sort through her drawers. I washed two cups and plates while she boiled the kettle then chose one of the herbal teas she’d found in a drawer.

      It felt strangely wrong to be using the whitegoods and tea left by the previous owners, almost like trespassing, as if they would be scandalised to know what was happening in their home.

      They left it here, I reminded myself as I threw out the teabag. They didn’t want it anymore.

      If I had to guess, Anna felt the same. She flitted around the kitchen, seemingly reluctant to touch most of the things in the cupboard.

      “It will feel more like home once you’ve been living here a while,” I said.

      She gave me a quick smile and dusted her hands on her jeans as she took a seat at the table. “Yeah, I guess it will. It’s just surreal. It all happened so fast.”

      “What made you move?” I passed her a muffin, which she took gratefully and cut into cubes.

      “Oh, just life being unpredictable. There were some problems with my old house. I couldn’t stay there any longer.”

      There are some problems with this house, too. I didn’t have much experience welcoming neighbours, but I was pretty sure telling them their house was haunted was the sort of thing people weren’t supposed to do.

      But at the same time, it seemed unfair not to tell her about something so major. I struggled to find a middle ground. “This place has been empty for a while.”

      “Has it?” She looked around the kitchen, taking in the dark-wood cabinets and granite benches. “It was a bargain. Surprising no one else wanted it.”

      “Yeah.” I watched her closely. She didn’t look surprised. I had a suspicion she knew why the Marwick property had been untenanted for so long, and we were just dancing around the subject. I pushed a little harder. “This place has a bit of a reputation.”

      She shot me a glance. Her eyes were bright blue; I hadn’t noticed before. Then I realised she hadn’t made eye contact before. Her voice dropped very low. “The real estate agent hinted at that. She said some families have had trouble living here. Some… unexplained stuff.”

      “Ghosts.” It felt good to say the word and not get stared at like I was crazy. “Do you… believe in ghosts?”

      She ran a hand over her mouth then blew out a breath and laughed. “That’s a heavy question, huh? I’ve never seen one. But I’m open-minded. I think there’s more to this world than we can see.” She sent another very quick peek towards me. “What about you?”

      I shrugged. “I never gave it much thought until moving here.” But yes, I believe in them now.

      We didn’t speak for a moment. Anna stared at her teacup, her muffin only half eaten, then said, “How much do you know about this house? Is it really bad?”

      I suddenly felt guilty. I’d meant to warn her, not frighten her. “No, I mean, it’s not… uh…”

      My words died into a mumble, and Anna’s brows pulled together. I couldn’t in good conscience tell her everything was fine. But I didn’t want her lying awake at night, terrified, either. I collected myself and licked my lips. “I don’t know much about it, sorry. But it’s not like what you see in the movies. There’s some weird stuff that happens. But they’re pretty minor. My cats avoid it. And, uh…” It would be unkind not to tell her. “The last family left in a rush in the middle of the night. But I’ve never actually seen a ghost in the house or anything. No one’s been hurt. That I know of.”

      “Okay.” She picked her cup up and took a sip. “I can handle that.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I watched her. She looked anxious but, at the same time, strangely resigned.

      The next question fell out of me before I could stop it. “If you knew this place had a reputation, why did you move here?”

      “I needed somewhere to stay but was short on both time and money.” She seemed to be choosing her words carefully. “This place was really, really cheap. Way cheaper than it should have been for its size. I knew that meant there was something wrong with it. But I could afford it, and they let me move in quickly. Sometimes you need to make sacrifices for good things.”

      “Oh.” There seemed to be a lot she wasn’t telling me, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable by pushing further. I looked over my shoulder, through the doorway leading into a living room. The lighting was muted, and like the rest of the furniture, the chairs were large and stately. “It’s a really nice house. If the reputation doesn’t bother you, it’s an absolute steal.”

      “Yeah?” She brightened a fraction. “It’s nice to have a place to call my own. And all of this old furniture must be worth a fortune. The agent said it comes from when the house was first furnished.”

      “Really?” Ah, I didn’t think it looked like the last family’s style.

      “And there’s plenty of space for a home office. At my old place, I had to work on this little corner table in my bedroom.” She laughed. “Paint got over everything. It was a nightmare.”

      “You work from home? What do you do?”

      “I repurpose dolls. Barbies, Bratz, character miniatures, or any plastic figurine that needs a makeover.” She nodded towards the foyer. “Want to see? I have a couple in a box back there.”

      “All right.” I followed her back to the main room. We seemed to have found a subject she enjoyed, because she chatted freely as she opened and sifted through the box.

      “All of these mass-market plastic dolls come off the production line looking so soulless. I buy them from op-shops, or sometimes even find them thrown out, and fix them up. I repaint their faces, sometime cut or re-weave their hair, and give them new outfits. Like this one.”

      She pressed a doll into my hands. I guessed it would have once been a Bratz, but it was unrecognisable. Instead of the garish makeup and pouty oversized lips, it wore a warm smile. Anna had painted over its eyes to make them proportionate to the other features and had even given it freckles. It looked sweet—like a country farm girl, an impression heightened by the tiny denim overalls.

      “This is really nice.” I didn’t have to fake my surprise.

      “Thanks.” She bounced on the balls of her feet, apparently too full of excitement and joy to keep still. “Parents love them, especially in the home-schooling and alternative communities. They appreciate having a one-of-a-kind doll, and the fact that they’re recycled doesn’t hurt, either.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine that. Do you sell them at fetes?”

      “Online, mostly.” Anna took the doll back and tucked it into the box. “I upload new batches every few weeks. They sell really fast. I’m hoping I’ll be able to spend more time making them now that… well, now that I have this house.” The joy that had lit her face softened.

      I hunted for something to bring it back. “I’m sure you will. Have you picked a workroom yet?”

      “No, not yet. I thought maybe one of the upstairs ones. I like having a view. But I haven’t been up there since the agent whisked me through.” Anna glanced towards the staircase then turned a sheepish smile on me. “Did you want to… have a look with me?”
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      The curving staircase groaned as we crept up to the second floor. Part of me felt guilty for enjoying myself so much. The other part was just excited to finally explore inside Marwick House.

      Watercolour paintings hung on the walls, alternately depicting nature scenes and small animals. The animals were all slightly wrong; the eyes weren’t level, one ear seemed larger than the other, or its pose was contorted. I wondered if those paintings were part of the original furnishings, too. Had each of the house’s occupants walked in to the same surroundings then walked out, leaving it virtually untouched for the next family?

      Anna stopped at the top of the stairs. The hallway was poorly lit, and the light refracted from the lower floor painted her face with odd shadows. She stared down the hall. “It doesn’t look this large from the outside.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      She took a hesitant step down the hall. I moved up to her side to offer what reassurance I could.

      “It’s strange with furniture in it.” She laughed, but there wasn’t much strength behind it. “I know that must sound odd—houses are supposed to be furnished—but these beds and desks and wardrobes aren’t mine, and that makes me feel like I don’t belong here.”

      It was the same sensation I’d felt earlier, while eating off the previous family’s dishes, as if we were intruders taking advantage of their property while they were on holiday.

      “It’s your house,” I said, putting conviction behind the words. “It belongs to you. No one else.”

      The door at the end of the hall groaned as it shifted closed.

      Both Anna and I jumped. I laughed and patted her shoulder. “Someone must have left the window open.”

      “Yeah. Probably.” She tried to match my chuckles but stayed rooted to the spot.

      We both watched the door. It didn’t move.

      “Come on.” I led the way. “One of the rooms has got to be a good place to work. Do you need any sort of special arrangement to make your dolls?”

      “N-No.” She glanced through each partially open door we passed. Most were bedrooms. “Just desk space and—and good lighting.”

      The upstairs floor was all wood panelling. I ran my fingers over the planks, feeling their little grooves and bumps. A splinter caught on my index finger, and I pulled it back with a murmur. Should’ve been more careful.

      “Jo?” Anna’s voice was a whisper. She tugged on my jacket. “Did you see that?”

      “See what?” I followed her gaze towards the room at the end of the hall, the one with the shifting door. It was open just a sliver, revealing blue wallpaper and a hint of natural light. I squinted and took a step closer. A woman paced through the room.

      I took a quick, sharp breath. She’d been visible for only a fraction of a second. I’d caught a glimpse of a washed-out slate-blue dress and sallow, shadowed eyes. Then she was gone again.

      When I tried to step back, I bumped into Anna. Her voice was ragged with stress. “You saw her, too, didn’t you?”

      Has someone been staying in the house? I didn’t want to move, but I forced my legs to carry me closer to the room. I stretched out a hand and bumped the door. The hinges wailed as the door glided open. Inside was empty.

      “No one.” The anxious squeeze didn’t leave my chest. I couldn’t figure out if an empty room was better or worse than finding a squatter. Anna came up beside me. She crouched to peer under the wooden desk then stood and released a breath in a rush.

      “Oh! Look! It was just the curtain.”

      The windows had been left open. The heavy drapes framing them billowed out in a gust of wind. They were the right shade of slate blue to be confused for a woman’s dress and in the right position to be visible through the door’s gap, but as I stared at them, I found myself less willing to be convinced than Anna. The curtains had no eyes.

      Anna’s mood had lifted again, though. She chuckled as she stepped into the room and admired its furniture and blue wallpaper. The space was larger than the bedrooms but sparsely fitted, and the window looked over the rooftops at the treed hills in the distance. “This is a really nice space.” She traced a finger over the desk’s surface. “Lots of natural light. Maybe this could be my workroom.”

      “Maybe.” The walls were too dark and the rug too badly worn for me to like the space. I didn’t want to influence her choice by letting reluctance into my voice, but it slipped in regardless. “Let’s have a look at what else this house has.”

      Anna nodded and followed me back to the hallway. We stepped into each room we passed. Some clearly hadn’t been lived in for some time. Others showed signs of recent inhabitation. Clothes hung in the wardrobes of the children’s rooms, where toys were scattered over the floor.

      “The last family really did leave in a rush, huh?” Anna stopped in one of the boys’ rooms. The bed sheets lay in a pool on the floor. She rubbed at her arms. “I’m surprised they didn’t come back for anything. The furniture’s one thing, but wouldn’t you get your clothes?”

      I could see the side of my own house through the window. It might have been the room I’d seen the flash of gunfire in. My eyes drifted over the wood panelling until they landed on a small black hole in the wall, near the window. I bet if we dug into the wood, we’d find the bullet there.

      “Jo?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How long did the last family live here?”

      “Not long.” I scoured my memory. “Three months. Maybe three and a half. The family before that was a year. The one before that cancelled and left during the buyer’s remorse period. The one before that was here when I arrived.”

      “Okay.” She brushed some of her fine hair away from her face. “That’s a quick turnover.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is.” I tried to think of something to make it seem a little less grim. “They probably didn’t like the neighbourhood. There are lots of older people around here. Hardly any kids. And no convenient public transport. It’s no wonder they didn’t want to stay, huh?”

      “Maybe.” She gave me a small smile and kicked at the discarded sheets. “Either way, the house was cheap. I can put up with some quirks for that.”

      When we returned to the foyer, I was surprised by a taste of fresh air coming through the open door. I’d gotten used to the house’s stuffy, dusty atmosphere. Through one of the doorways, I caught a glimpse of a grand piano. I wasn’t surprised; the building felt like it needed a dignified instrument to round out the atmosphere.

      Anna stared at the unpacked boxes for a moment, and I wondered what she was thinking. Was she trying to imagine where she would find room for her own life amongst a stranger’s house? Or was she afraid of unpacking, knowing that it would be a commitment to stay, and that she would risk leaving her own possessions behind if she had to flee during the night?

      “Jo?” She folded her arms over her chest. Her posture belied that she was nervous, but at least now she looked me in the eyes. “Can I ask a favour?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “On my website, could I list your address instead of mine?” She must have seen the confusion on my face, because she quickly added, “Probably no one will visit. I just have to have a public address there by law. But… I’d rather not use my real address. I want to try to separate myself from my old life as much as possible. If that makes sense.”

      It didn’t, but I shrugged. “Sure. I don’t mind.”

      “Thank you.” Some of the tightness around her eyes relaxed. “And, um, if anyone ever does ask after me, could you… pretend like you don’t know me?”

      Ah. So you’re hiding from someone. The rush into purchasing the house suddenly made more sense. “Yeah, of course. As far as strangers are concerned, I don’t know a single Anna.”

      She grinned. “Thanks. I owe you one.”

      Sunlight came through the window at a sharp angle. I’d spent more time in Marwick House than I’d expected and suddenly felt bad for taking up so much of Anna’s day. I waved towards the door. “I’d better head home, anyway. Thanks for letting me have a look around. And good luck with the dolls.”

      “Oh, your basket—”

      “Keep it. I’ve got plenty more.” I stepped through the door, and Anna followed to lean on the frame.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, absolutely.”

      “Thanks for coming over. I’m glad we’re neighbours.”

      “Me, too.” It wasn’t until I was halfway down the driveway that I realised how much I’d meant it. Somehow, between hunting for clean cups and being scared by the drifting curtain, we’d become friends. I wanted to see more of Anna… and her house.

      Stepping into my own overgrown garden was like teleporting into another world. Duke, my roaming tom, ran across the street when he saw me. He followed me inside, where I shed my jacket at the door and flexed my shoulders. Duke moseyed around my feet, smelling my shoes, then clamped his ears onto his head and backed away.

      “What?” I laughed at his expression. “Do my feet smell or something?”

      He huffed out a breath and disappeared up the stairs, probably to claim his spot on the end of my bed. I continued into the kitchen to put the kettle on, and I found Bell, my third cat, sitting on her window-view cat climber. She was in a crouch, her eyes fixed on Marwick House, the fur along her spine poked up in a ridge. As I neared, I caught a low, frightened rumble reverberating from her throat.

      “Not you, too.” I scratched behind her ears, but she wouldn’t even look at me.
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