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Introduction


If popular movies are anything to go by, love after death is hardly unusual. Sexy, romantic ghosts like Patrick Swayze (Ghost) and Alan Rickman (Truly Madly Deeply) give us hope that the afterlife is not a total downer. Sexy men make sexy ghosts, of course, and what hopeless romantic in her right mind would turn down the opportunity to be whisked off her feet by invisible hands? The stories in this collection are a perfect mix of ghostly stories, from spooky to funny to wistful, and all hopelessly romantic.


Ghosts have all sorts of reasons for sticking around, it seems: wrongs that must be righted, evil deeds that must be avenged, loves that must be won. Sometimes ghosts linger to fulfil destinies, to bring together great loves here on Earth. Sometimes they are the suitors themselves, wooing living lovers across the ages. For all the ghosts that sit around flicking the lights off and on or hiding your car keys, there are many more who aren’t content just to rattle their chains and moan – they want another chance at life and love. And they’re looking right at you.


So if your next hot crush happens to be missing a head, or a whole body, for that matter, don’t let it worry you. Death doesn’t mean much when love is at stake, as you’ll find out in this big book of fun, fresh stories from some of your favourite romantics writing today. It takes more than just a pulse to raise a girl’s temperature.


Trisha Telep




The Chinese Bed


Anna Campbell


Marston Hall, Norfolk, 1818


Josiah woke to thick darkness.


He knew immediately where he was. Sprawled across the great Chinese bed at Marston Hall. His glorious, extravagant marriage bed. The King’s gift to his dear friend, Lord Stansfield, upon the Earl’s nuptials. Josiah had expressed suitable gratitude for the royal generosity, but he couldn’t avoid thinking the bed was a rum sort of present.


Thick hangings enclosed him, hangings cut from robes sewn for a Chinese princess’s wedding. A wedding that never took place. The princess’s lover had betrayed her and she’d poisoned herself, cursing all marriages.


Or so the legend went.


Josiah’s hand slid across the silk counterpane, feeling the raised patterns of embroidery under his palm. But he already knew his beloved wasn’t here beside him.


Hell, he must have been half seas over before he tumbled onto the cream cover with its thickly twining peonies and fragile pagodas. By God, he was still wearing his wedding clothes. He hadn’t been sober enough to undress. No wonder Isabella had left him to sleep it off. His darling had a temper. He’d hear about his excesses soon enough. He deserved to.


He didn’t even remember crawling into bed.


which now he thought about it, struck him as rather odd.


This couldn’t be right. On his wedding day, he’d been drunk on love, not liquor. And he certainly didn’t recall imbibing so deep that he’d collapsed insensible.


If only he could remember.


He frowned into the stillness, struggling to bring events into focus. He’d spent the day in a lather of wanting Isabella. He’d been so hungry to have his bride to himself, he’d dragged her away from the wedding breakfast with scandalous impetuosity. Lord Fenburgh, her drier-than-dust father, had frowned disapproval, but Isabella’s black eyes had sparkled with excitement. Josiah had claimed a lusty wife, thank the angels. She’d been as eager as he to consummate their chaste wooing at last.


He remembered her delicious, husky little moan as he’d kissed her ravenously, passionately, behind one of the man-size Japanese jars in the hall, barely out of sight of the guests. He remembered fondling the sweet curve of her breast before towing her willy-nilly toward the carved oak staircase. She’d scurried to keep up, running with a rustle of silk skirts and a patter of delicate heels across parquetry flooring. He’d swept his laughing bride into his arms and carried her up the stairs, golden light spilling over them from the high mullioned windows.


And then . . .


Something was badly amiss. He hadn’t been drunk on his wedding day. His head remained clear and his mouth wasn’t stale with alcohol. When he married Isabella, he hadn’t needed intoxicants. He’d been delirious with happiness and itching to possess his bride. A glass of champagne to toast her bright eyes and a lifetime of happiness. That was all.


So why was he lying all alone in the darkness?


Where the hell was Isabella? She should be here. With him.


Isabella was dead.


Crippling grief thickened his blood like grey sea-ice. His memory remained disturbingly blank about details, but he knew without question that she was dead. Of course he knew. They’d been so close in life, they’d shared a heartbeat.


Isabella was dead. And so was he.


“Kiss me, Calista.”


Austerely intellectual Lady Calista Aston giggled in an extremely unintellectual manner and allowed the handsome young man to tug her from the empty hallway into the shadowy bedroom. “Miles, I haven’t got time,” she said without sounding in the least convincing.


“I’ll be quick.”


Through dimness created by drawn curtains, she shot him a disbelieving look. “That’s what you always say.”


As ever when she regarded the man she was to marry, her heart twisted in an agony of love. A tide of self-doubt threatened to drown her, in spite of her appearance of light-heartedness. She still couldn’t believe this superb creature had chosen her from all the women in the world to become his wife.


She was a devotee of logic, of scientific process. Miles Hartley’s partiality for a bluestocking Long Meg like her seemed completely nonsensical. She’d imagine he was mad if she wasn’t herself victim to a madness impervious to research or reason or cold, hard reality. But while she recognized her affliction as permanent, how long would his madness last? Until tomorrow? Next year?


From the moment she’d seen him across her father’s drawing room, she’d fallen under Miles’s spell. She still recalled her incredulity when he’d proposed six weeks later. Desperately, she’d hoped she’d become more secure in his love as time passed, but with every day of the last three months, her uncertainties had grown. Now, the afternoon before her wedding, they gnawed at her like starving rats on a loaf of stale bread.


She told herself a thousand times she was a silly goose. Miles said he loved her. But at her deepest level, nothing convinced her she was worthy of his regard. He was elegant and brilliant and gifted with a vivid masculine beauty. He should choose a wife who was equally beautiful, a toast of society, instead of a drab wallflower like her. Calista was bitterly aware that she was no beauty, with her straight brown hair and long, thin body and strong features.


With his usual careless grace, Miles kicked the door shut behind him and drew her inexorably into his arms. Another shudder of love ran through her. It was dangerous to love a man as much as she loved Miles.


“It’s your fault.” He smiled at her as though she were as bright and lovely as a rainbow. “If you weren’t so delicious, I’d be happy with a mere peck on the cheek.”


“You’re a sweet-tongued devil.” The grim tenor of her thoughts lent the remark a sharp edge.


His smile turned wicked. “Let me show you.”


He kissed her and she melted into his arms. She was helpless against this passion. It terrified her even as she flung herself into the blaze. From the first, he’d made her feel almost painfully alive. If he ever left her, she had a bleak premonition she’d never feel alive again.


Reluctantly they drew apart. Tomorrow . . . Tomorrow when he kissed her, they wouldn’t need to worry about proprieties. Tomorrow they’d share the carved bed that loomed behind her. The bed that was much closer than it had been. While kissing her, Miles had nudged her backward.


“We shouldn’t be here alone,” she whispered, resting her hands on his shoulders. She didn’t know why she lowered her voice. Something in this hushed, close room always made her want to tiptoe. Nobody else loitered on this floor of her father’s hitherto neglected mansion on the Norfolk Broads. The servants were too busy preparing for the festivities and trying to ready a long-empty house to welcome the onslaught of visitors.


Miles stroked his hand down her cheek with a tenderness that she felt to her toes. Clawing doubt receded. “Of course we should.”


“Tomorrow . . .” she said on a fading protest as he gently pushed her back onto the mattress. It sagged under their weight when Miles kneeled above her. For all her pleasure in his touch, something in her didn’t want to be on this bed – and not just because Miles tempted her to impropriety. She’d believed herself immune to the house’s dark legends, but apparently she wasn’t quite as level-headed as she thought.


“I’m not sure I can wait until then.” He rose above her, supporting his weight on his arms.


She struggled to shore up the crumbling remnants of common sense. “It’s only one more day.”


“How cruelly you say that, as if my torment doesn’t signify.”


“Of course it matters,” she said unsteadily, panting with delicious fear.


The amusement ebbed from his face and she couldn’t quite interpret his assessing look. “I wish I believed that.”


She frowned. The gravity in his voice seemed out of kilter with their flirting. “What do you mean?”


“I mean that sometimes I feel . . . my passion for you outweighs your passion for me.”


“No!” Shocked, she stared up into the perfect planes of his face. Her eyes had adjusted to the dull light so she saw the uncertainty that flickered in his eyes. Miles Hartley, Viscount Kendall, wasn’t by nature an uncertain man. “No, Miles. You know I love you.”


“Then prove it.” His voice was harder than she’d ever heard it.


“This time tomorrow, we’ll be married.”


“Yes.”


“You can’t tumble me here with the house full of people.”


“So you say.”


Calista grabbed his arms, feeling the tensile strength under the dark-blue riding jacket. “Miles, what is it?”


He shook his dark head and his gaze slid away from hers. Disquiet filled her. She hadn’t been sure if he was joking when he’d started this game. Now she sensed something was wrong. Something more than male frustration.


“Miles?”


He stared directly at her, his hazel eyes dark and somber as she’d never seen them. “It’s just . . .”


He paused, searching for words, he who never lacked a ready quip or a witty riposte. Her disquiet transformed into a coiling mass of adders hissing and squirming in her belly. She’d known this day would come. She’d known he’d recover from whatever whim had made him want her. She braced herself for him to reject her, to send her back to the lonely prison her life had been until he’d miraculously fallen in love with her.


Miles spoke in a rush. “I feel you’re holding yourself back from me.”


“I don’t understand.”


But she did, oh, she did.


She’d never trusted this happiness. Self-preservation insisted she reserved a fraction of her soul from him. So that when the inevitable happened and he decided he didn’t love her after all, she’d survive.


He kissed her again but the entrancing sweetness had leached away. Sorrow weighed her heart even as she kissed him back. This was how it would be in years to come, she knew. Little by little, he’d realize what a poor bargain he’d made in marrying the Earl of Stansfield’s awkward daughter. With every day, the glow that lit his eyes when he looked at her would fade until nothing remained.


If she were brave, she’d end the engagement now and face down the scandal. She should make the break sharp and hard before he hurt her as he would undoubtedly hurt her. But she was too weak. She wanted all she could get of him. She wanted to cling to the memory of the short while when he loved her. Even if only a little.


Fighting the tears that would betray her misery, she stared up past Miles toward the tester. Once or twice, she’d come close to confiding her doubts to him. Every time, she’d stopped herself from speaking. If he took her seriously, he’d think she was appallingly poor-spirited. Most of the time, she thought she was appallingly poor-spirited. If he didn’t take her seriously, he’d try to cajole her fears away as childish fancies. She couldn’t bear that.


Unlike the counterpane, the tester above her was decorated not only with flowers and fanciful Chinese buildings, but also with faces. A wizened mandarin glowered down at her. His devilish black eyebrows arched over eyes strangely stitched in red. In her imagination, the face’s smile turned demonic, as if mocking her futile yen for Miles to love her as she loved him.


“We can’t.” With a trembling hand, she reached up to brush the fall of soft dark hair back from Miles’s forehead. “You know we can’t. Someone would catch us and Papa would have an apoplexy.”


His smile became less strained. “They wouldn’t catch us tonight.”


“T-tonight?”


“Yes, tonight.”


He’d always been gentle with her. This hint of arrogance filled her with unwelcome excitement. “Where?”


He raised his head and cast a telling look around the room. “Why here, of course.”


Something other than excitement at the prospect of Miles tumbling her made her heart skip a beat. “In the haunted bed?”


“I thought you didn’t believe the legend. That’s why you had the bed brought up from the cellars and put back together. You said a woman who believed in science would never fall victim to ludicrous superstition.”


“I did say that, didn’t I?”


His unfamiliar ruthlessness faded into the affection that always warmed her in his presence. “In fact, you insisted this would be our marital bed, curse be damned. That was about the same time you said you didn’t believe Marston Hall was haunted, and the aspect was so pleasant you wanted to live here instead of in one of my houses. You said even if the doomed Chinese princess’s robes formed the bed’s hangings, her spirit was long gone. She had no influence over the living.”


“I didn’t say ‘damn’,” Calista prevaricated.


He laughed softly. She loved his laugh. Just the sound of it made the world a better place. Oh, she was so overwhelmingly in love with him. He’d destroy her before he was done, however she battled to protect herself. “Perhaps not. But you definitely said that even if wicked Josiah Aston was dragged from the bed on his fatal wedding day, the bed can’t curse all newlyweds in this house.”


“I know it sounds absurd.” She’d always dismissed the tale of the Chinese princess drinking hemlock after her lover deserted her. Somehow, today, as she lay on the bed and contemplated her own wedding, the tale gained fresh sway. “But I’d like formalities out of the way before I test the legend’s falsehood.”


“And I’d like to banish any lingering specters with good earthy lust before I make an honest woman of you on the morrow, my love.” He paused, inadvertently giving her a chance to relish the endearment. “The specters in this room, who I don’t believe in at all. And the specters in your heart, who wield far too much power over you.”


Miles rolled away and lay stretched out upon the heavy silk, his thoughtful gaze never shifting from her. She was surprised he saw so much of her turmoil. Most people found her hard to read. For a moment, the temptation to confide her fears hovered. Then, like a coward, she avoided the questions in his eyes.


“You’re a barbarian, Miles, putting your boots on that cover. The embroidery is priceless.”


His lips curved in a lazy smile. “If you’re going to nag like a wife, beloved, at least offer me some husbandly privileges to sweeten the pill.”


“Miles . . .”


“Please.” He extended his hand toward her, palm upward.


Dear heaven, she was a hopeless case. She couldn’t resist him. She could never resist him. Which of course was a large measure of the problem.


Hesitantly she placed her hand in his and felt immediate warmth when his fingers closed hard and secure around hers. At moments like this, she could almost believe that the love in his eyes would endure.


“You’re as wicked as Josiah Aston.” She hoped he wouldn’t hear the revealing huskiness in her voice.


His smile indicated he recognized his triumph over his bride’s scruples. “Only with you, Calista.”


“If we’re discovered, we’ll be the talk of the county.”


“I’ll make it worthwhile.”


“You’re very sure of yourself.”


Actually, she had no doubts he was a wonderful lover. His kisses sent her flying toward heaven. She’d spent the last months wandering in a daze of sensual hunger for more than the frustrating caresses they’d sneaked under the watchful gaze of parents and society. Her doubts, as ever, centered on her ability to satisfy him.


“And of you.” It was as if he read her mind. He sat up and pressed a fervent kiss to her palm. “Midnight.”


“Midnight,” she echoed, wondering just what she promised.


From the shadows, Josiah watched as the lovers kissed for a few minutes more before the young man swept the tall, slender girl from the chamber. Their games inevitably reminded him of his wife. It seemed a grotesque, malicious jest that he was dead. And alone.


Josiah’s mind worked furiously. So little of what he’d heard made sense. What the hell had happened here?


A poisonous brew of grief and frustrated anger swirled in his gut. He’d had a whole life ahead of him, a life of love and achievement and purpose. A life with Isabella at his side. A life with children and hope and happiness. A life he’d been denied.


He must say he admired the fellow’s spirit in luring his lady into sharing his bed before the wedding. Josiah had tried to seduce Isabella, but for a girl famously indifferent to society’s strictures, she’d surprised him with her prudishness. Strange, because when he met her the tattle had been that Isabella Verney was no virgin.


Who were these two people who embraced on his bed and kissed and bickered, just as he and Isabella had kissed and bickered? Although, Isabella had been a queenly creature; this girl’s eyes betrayed a vulnerability that was foreign to his darling.


Calista’s clothing was outlandish to his eyes. Too light and simple to adorn a gentlewoman. Like a night-rail rather than a garment a decent woman displayed in public. Where were her hoops? She wore no stomacher and her dress was belted high under her breasts. Nor was her chestnut hair dressed with proper care, just a simple knot half tumbled down her back after her tryst on the bed.


Yet her voice, her manner, her sense of ownership of this house – his house – indicated she must belong here. More, the way that too serious face warmed into radiance when she smiled reminded him of his mother.


The man was a complete stranger. But Josiah was familiar enough with the demeanor of a fellow desperately in love to recognize his plight. He was a handsome devil, the sort women made fools of themselves over. But the intensity in his eyes suggested intelligence and a discomfiting level of perception.


The girl was something different. Plain and almost forbidding with her severe Aston bone structure, always more suited to masculine members of the family than females. Until she smiled, when she became almost as beautiful as Isabella Verney.


Wicked Josiah Aston?


The description seemed far too damning. Like any sprig with gold in his pockets, he’d been wild in his youth. But from the moment he’d seen Isabella the day after his twenty-eighth birthday, he’d known what he wanted. The beautiful heiress Isabella Verney had been headstrong and, at twenty-six, late to choose a husband. No matter. He recognized his destiny. He’d courted her for a year, seen off a crowd of rivals, many of greater estate than he. Then, praise God, she’d admitted her love and consented to become his wife.


According to the couple, people had dragged him from the Chinese bed on his wedding day. They hadn’t mentioned his wife. Had she been there? What on earth had he done to deserve such a despicable reputation?


Had he possessed sweet Isabella before everything went wrong? They’d married. He remembered that distinctly. Surely he wouldn’t take her to wife without seeking his delightful reward. Yet something about the straining, bristling energy in his body indicated he hadn’t had her. And he couldn’t imagine he’d forget holding her in his arms.


The damnable thing was, although he was dead his body continued to experience sensation, however false the perception. He recognized the day as warm for May. He was aware of the weight of his braided blue velvet coat, newly tailored for his great day. His non-existent blood still pulsed with desire for his absent bride.


So, no, he doubted he’d claimed her before he . . . died.


Before he died.


Time had passed since his wedding day in 1749.


A long time.


Time seemed determined to play nasty tricks on him. The space between waking and now, late afternoon, had passed in moments. He felt like he’d only stirred within the last hour, yet the tiny ormolu clock on the carved chest indicated a whole day had gone by.


What the hell had he done? He desperately needed to find out.


More than that, he needed to find Isabella. He couldn’t endure being here on his own. An eternity without her was too cruel a punishment for any crime, however heinous.


He turned toward the door, left ajar after the lovers’ departure. Neither had had an inkling he observed them. He could see everything around him while it seemed that nobody could see him.


Moving provided yet another odd sensation. Although he recognized he had no physical existence, he felt he walked like a living man, covered distances like a living man. Yet he kept tumbling into gaps in time when he was . . . nowhere. He felt battered by confusion, questions, contradictions.


Wicked Josiah Aston?


The bedroom was full of unfamiliar furniture, apart from the ostentatious bed. Little in the corridor was familiar either, apart from the faded wallpaper and the window at the end of the hall. He drifted through a few rooms, noting the occasional painting or table that remained from his time in the house. The decorations weren’t nearly so elaborate as they’d been in his day. Had the family come down in the world since his demise? Or was he just observing a change in fashion?


Slowly, carefully, he made his way through the house, seeking Isabella and some clue to his fate. Nothing provided any indication, unless absence of evidence was indication enough. The double portrait he’d commissioned from Allan Ramsay for his wedding was nowhere to be seen. At times, in spite of his urgency to see his wife, he’d find himself transfixed by something. A painting. The library. The view across the park, which had changed remarkably little. He’d stir to continue his exploration, check one of the household clocks, and find that an hour, two hours had passed. Time moved differently for him. A second could spin into an hour yet continue to seem a second. And still he had no idea what had happened to him. Or his darling.


All the bedrooms were readied for wedding guests but he couldn’t miss the house’s barely concealed signs of neglect. Many of the rooms reeked of disuse, dust, stale air, in spite of windows opened wide to the late spring afternoon.


Occasionally he encountered a servant or a wedding guest. They paid him no attention, confirming his suspicion that they couldn’t see him. In one bedroom, he found a half-finished letter, dated at the top. In horrified shock, he’d stared at the page.


It was nearly seventy years since his wedding. Since, presumably, his . . . death.


How could he have no recollection of anything between that day and now? Where had he been all these years? Was he somehow attached as a spirit to the bed? The young man – Miles, the girl had called him – had said it was only recently reassembled. Did that wake him from oblivion?


Only another question among so many.


Afternoon faded into evening and still he searched. His eyes remained sharp as a cat’s, whether the room was dark or lit with candles. Finally as night deepened toward midnight, he opened the door to the tower chamber. The room Isabella had chosen as hers the night before the wedding. On the last occasion he’d seen this room, stealing a few forbidden moments to kiss his bride, it had been an untidy jumble of silks and brocades and feminine gewgaws. Isabella had an uncanny ability to make any space uniquely hers.


A woman still slept here, he immediately realized. But a woman very different from coquettish, worldly Isabella. Even before he noticed the beautiful pink silk gown spread across the bed, he guessed this room, with its lovely outlook over the gardens, now belonged to his descendant Calista.


No, if he’d died – the idea still struck a discordant note like a hammer hitting brass – his brother George must have inherited. Calista must be George’s great-granddaughter.


Calista wasn’t here. She must have accepted her lover’s entreaty to anticipate their wedding vows. He wished to God he and Isabella had done the same. He wandered over to lift a book from one of the tottering piles that littered every flat surface. And only then realized that while he was invisible to all living beings, he could apparently move physical objects. Of course he could, he’d been opening doors throughout the house. In his lather to find Isabella, he just hadn’t noticed.


Isabella wasn’t here.


Was she anywhere? Or had her spirit ascended on high while his lingered to atone for some unidentified but clearly hideous sin?


He glanced at the book. It was something serious and scientific and botanical. Definitely nothing Isabella would read. Her taste had veered toward the sensational and romantic. And the room, apart from the massing books and papers, was much tidier than any space Isabella ever inhabited. Even the set of scientific apparatus with scales and vials and microscopes on the desk in the corner was neat.


He heard the door open behind him. Odd how his senses remained so attuned to the world when he no longer existed as a physical entity. Then all thoughts but one fled his mind.


Isabella stared at him from the doorway.


“My love . . .” he choked out, stepping forward and reaching for her.


During their courtship, he’d inundated her with extravagant endearments. It had been a laughing game, how wildly he could compliment this woman he loved more than his life. He’d called her his treasure of Trebizond, his glorious angel of heaven, his exquisite diamond of Ind, his shining pearl of the Orient.


But all his playful words had meant only one thing. She was his love and he’d lay down his life for her.


Joy exploded with painful force. Surely he could touch her. If he could lift a book or open a door, surely he could touch this woman who turned his world to sunlight.


“Isabella . . .”


Still she didn’t speak.


He stepped closer, wondering at her silence, at her lack of movement toward him. She’d so rarely been still. It was part of the quicksilver brilliance of her character. She’d been endlessly fascinating, flashing like a jewel, his darling Isabella.


His darling Isabella who stared at him as though she beheld a monster.


Her expression made him pause before he reached for her. “Isabella?”


She was trembling and pale as she’d never been in life. He couldn’t mistake the terror in her beautiful black eyes. “Stay . . . stay away from me.”


Of all the shocks, this was the worst. What the hell had happened on his wedding day? What the hell had he done?


“I don’t understand,” he said dully, lowering his hands to his sides.


“Don’t come near me.”


She sounded so frightened, his lovely girl who had never been frightened of anything in her whole life. This was the woman who galloped hell for leather at the most dangerous fences. This was the woman who faced down her ambitious father and insisted she’d marry no man but the Earl of Stansfield.


The Earl of Stansfield who apparently she now loathed.


Questions jammed in his throat. Very carefully he stepped back, giving her space. He had to find out what was going on, but first he had to banish the dread from her expression. Her quivering fear struck him with painful force. He abhorred seeing it.


“I won’t touch you.” The words cut at him like razors. “Trust me, Isabella.”


A disbelieving huff of laughter escaped her as she retreated, preparing to flee.


“No . . .” He surged toward her again before he remembered she didn’t want him to touch her. Quickly he lowered his arm, but not before he caught another flash of terror in her eyes.


Whatever he’d done, it set his intrepid bride quaking with fear. Good God, what was going on here?


She lifted her chin, a poignant echo of the woman who had led him such a dance. She still wore the beautiful dress of blue French silk she’d had made for the wedding. Delicate pearls and summer flowers twined in her coils of shining black hair. “You can’t hurt me anymore.”


He frowned. “Hurt you? I don’t want to hurt you.”


“Don’t lie to me, Josiah.” She backed off surreptitiously as if afraid he’d pounce on her if he guessed she was trying to escape.


“I’d never lie to you.”


Bitter cynicism tightened her expression, although at least she stopped edging away. “Of course you would.”


With every moment, he understood less. Foolishly he’d imagined he’d understand everything if he could just find Isabella. Well, he’d found her and the mysteries had become more bewildering than ever. “Tell me what I did, Isabella.”


Something in his tone must have convinced her to take his question seriously. A series of emotions crossed her face, fugitive as summer lightning. Puzzlement. Anger. Then a deep sadness that matched the stabbing grief he’d felt waking without her and realizing he and his beloved were both dead.


Grim premonition gripped him. “Isabella?”


Her black gaze settled upon him, somber and lightless as he’d never seen it. “You murdered me, Josiah.”


Gingerly, Calista inched inside the Chinese bedroom, feeling her way ahead with trembling hands. There was a full moon tonight so sneaking down from her eyrie in the east tower hadn’t posed a problem. Unless she counted her bleak conviction that this was a mistake and once Miles discovered how inadequate she truly was, he’d cry off, never mind the promises he’d made.


This room was pitch black. The curtains remained drawn, blocking out the moonlight. With every step through Stygian darkness, the temptation to turn and run grew.


“Miles?” she whispered, although there was little chance of anyone hearing her. Everyone in the house was asleep and this entire floor had been left empty for guests who arrived tomorrow.


No answer.


Dear Lord, had he decided even before he had her that he was no longer interested? She told herself it was no more than she’d expected, but even so, an agony of pain cramped her belly.


“Miles?” she hissed more loudly, wishing to heaven she had a candle, even if it increased the risk of discovery. Then instead of stumbling around like a blind woman, she could check the room, confirm he wasn’t here and leave.


To cry herself to sleep up in her lonely room.


Too pathetic to contemplate. She straightened, although nobody was present to witness her revival of spirit, and reached in front of her.


She’d sit on the cursed bed and wait a few minutes – at least that proved her courage: the bed was said to promise tragic death to any bride who lay in it. Easy to scoff at ridiculous superstitions in the light of day; less easy when she stood in a closed room, listening for anyone else breathing in here. Since last century’s grisly murder of Isabella Verney, there had been numerous accounts of specters in the house. Calista was too modern to believe in ghosts. Or at least she’d thought that was the case until she’d entered the room where they seized Josiah Aston after he killed his wife.


Opening this beautiful, neglected house for her wedding had seemed a brave, positive act. Right now, she reconsidered the whim as rash and stupid. She counted herself the most rational of creatures, but something in this room wasn’t right. Even someone as insensitive to the occult as she was could sense deep sadness here. The atmosphere’s heaviness was more obvious now she couldn’t see and she felt air that should be still, but wasn’t, moving on her bare arms.


She ventured another step and slammed into something big and warm and strong.


Like a stupid ninny, she screamed.


“Calista, you goose, hush now. You’ll have us discovered. And if we’re going to face down a scandal, I damn well want the pleasure first.”


Of course it was Miles. Living, breathing, provoking Miles. Nothing unearthly from the other side of the grave. Sternly she reminded herself she didn’t believe in ghosts.


“Why didn’t you answer me?”


He laughed softly and put his arms around her. Until the first time Miles held her, she’d never felt she had a place in the world. She closed her eyes and relished the heat of his body even as her heart kicked into a gallop at the prospect of that strong male body naked against hers.


“I wanted to tease you.”


“By scaring me and risking discovery,” she said crossly, although, in his embrace, it was difficult to cling to her temper. Nerves and excitement churned in her stomach.


As if by common consent, they stood a few seconds without speaking, waiting to hear if anyone would investigate the cry in the night. The house around them remained silent.


“Actually I wasn’t sure you’d come.” Miles drew away and led her toward the bed. Or at least she assumed he led her toward the bed. The darkness disoriented her. The darkness and the dizzy pleasure of being alone with Miles.


“I nearly didn’t,” she admitted in a low voice, following without resistance.


“Let me open the curtains. We can’t risk a light but the moon is bright.”


She shivered with the trepidation his embrace had briefly vanquished. “I’d rather do this in the dark.”


He laughed again. “How do you know?”


He seemed to take this encounter so lightly. She admired the way he always responded to life with a smile, but something in her resented that he didn’t recognize her surrender as the huge concession it was.


“I don’t.”


“Then trust me. I’d prefer to do this in a blaze of light so I see every expression on your lovely face. Moonlight will have to suffice.”


She almost missed a step. He frequently called her “pretty” and “his darling” and other such nonsense. The problem was he sounded so sincere, if she wasn’t careful, she might start to believe him, in spite of the damning evidence of her looking glass. But something about this casual reference to her beauty cut straight to her yearning heart.


She wanted to be beautiful for him. As he was beautiful for her.


“Miles . . .” she said helplessly. He raised her hand to his lips and placed a kiss on her palm. She felt the caress to her bones.


“Stay there,” he murmured.


She listened to him prowl around the room. He seemed to have an unerring instinct for where he went. With a swish of the curtains, moonlight flooded the chamber, turning black to molten silver.


She poised, trembling, trapped between a craven urge to flee and a powerful, intoxicating desire that kept her feet fixed to the floor. For a moment, she watched Miles at the window. He was limned in light like something from another world. The sight made the breath catch in her throat. He wore a loose white shirt and breeches and she’d never been so aware of his height or the lean strength of his body.


He turned and at last she saw the smile that tilted his mouth. Then his eyes focused on her and the smile faded, replaced by an expression that looked like awe. He became quiveringly still as he surveyed her from her loosened hair to her bare toes peeping beneath the white hem of her night-rail.


The light was so bright, she saw his Adam’s apple bob when he swallowed. As though he found her as breathtaking as she found him. Some of her uncertainty ebbed and the babble of thoughts in her head quietened to a low hum of need.


“You’re undressed,” he said huskily.


It seemed foolish to blush when they both knew she was about to offer herself to him, but heat flushed her cheeks. “I wasn’t sure what to wear.”


His joyous smile made her toes curl against the Turkish rug at her feet. “Or not, as the case may be.”


“Or not.”


She waited in an agony of pleasurable suspense for him to seize her, but he approached slowly, as though afraid if he moved too suddenly, she might disappear. By the time he stopped in front of her, she trembled with fear and desire. Her body felt too small to contain the storm of emotions raging inside her.


He reached out to smooth her hair away from her face. His touch always turned her knees to custard. Now, when the bed and all it promised filled the shadows behind him, the glance of his hand set her burning. If such a seemingly innocent touch had this effect, she’d most likely combust into ashes before they were done.


Calista bit her lip to contain her unruly reactions and stood in shaking stillness as he trailed his hand across her neck and shoulders. His touch felt like a discovery rather than a seduction. Although of course she was seduced. Her heart thundered and her breasts tightened against the lawn of her nightdress. He glanced down and her blush heightened as she realized he saw her beaded nipples pressing against the fine white material.


“Beautiful,” he whispered, running his hand down her side then up again.


A tremulous sigh escaped her. This tender wooing lured her deeper and deeper into the stormy waters of desire. She should move, do something to encourage him. But his touch was so delicious, she found herself unable to do anything beyond accept this worship.


Through the haze of intoxicated pleasure enveloping her, she managed to send up a silent prayer. That the reverence she read in his face would last. That he’d still love her after he’d taken her to bed.


Finally after what felt like an eon of teasing touches, he cupped her breast. His thumb brushed her nipple and she sagged as sensation roared through her. At last, he bent his head and kissed her with a ravenous hunger that outstripped anything she’d experienced before. She sighed and gave herself up to pleasure. The doubts that tortured her faded under desperate passion.


Clumsily, trying not to break the kiss, he tugged off his shirt. They both laughed breathlessly. Then laughter died and heat shuddered through her as she flattened her hand on the bare skin of his chest. They’d snatched occasional moments of privacy, but never before had she been free to learn the mysteries of his body.


She moved closer, pressing her hips into his. He was hard and throbbing against her. She wasn’t so innocent that she didn’t know that, whatever the future brought, right now he wanted her. She had the evidence of his erection against the softness of her belly. There was his ragged, rasping breath and the craving she felt in his touch as he fondled her through the thin nightgown. Soon even that barrier became unbearable and he roughly tugged it over her head and flung it away.


For the first time she was naked with a man. Self-consciousness rose like a tide of icy water. The night wasn’t cold but the air chilled her skin. Awkwardly she broke away, but Miles caught her hand and stopped her escaping. Gently but inexorably, he turned her toward the moonlight flooding through the window.


“Exquisite,” he breathed.


She wanted to argue. To tell him she was too tall, too thin, and that her breasts were too small. But the veneration in his face held her silent.


He reached out to trace the shape of her body, the subtle curves and lines. This time there was nothing between her skin and the seeking, gliding touch of his fingers. This time when he kissed her, she sensed a new wildness. As though now he’d seen her nakedness, some wall between them had crumbled.


She became lost in a dark forest of sensation. Of soft sighs and caressing hands and pleasure she’d never imagined in all her twenty-five years. When he stroked her between the legs, she jerked on a strangled moan of shocked delight. Desire was a molten weight in the pit of her belly. She clung to his shoulders and instinct made her lean forward and bite him on the chest. She heard surprised appreciation in his gasp, then the world whirled as he swung her up in his arms and took the few steps to the Chinese bed.


For the first time in her life, she heard a man undressing. The whispering slide of fabric on skin was almost unbearably erotic. She snatched at another breath. Silly woman she was, she kept forgetting to breathe. This new world left her floundering. How she wanted to be brave, spirited, reckless, but shyness overcame her and she closed her eyes against his nakedness.


When she opened her eyes, he came down over her, blocking the silver moonlight. He supported himself on his arms and he seemed large and powerful and resonating with an alien masculinity. For the space of a second, the haze of arousal faded and fear revived.


“You make me feel too much,” she whispered. “It frightens me.”


“Trust me,” he murmured. So often during their courtship, he’d said those exact words. “I love you.”


Calista wanted to tell him she loved him too but the declaration jammed in her throat. She was too conscious of his nakedness, of his barely leashed passion. While she loved his passion, it daunted her too.


A low keening sound emerged from her throat and she stroked his hair with a trembling hand. The overflowing tenderness in her heart made it impossible to hide her quaking uncertainty.


The shadows and his position poised over her meant she could no longer see his expression. But as she trailed her hand down his face, she felt him smile. He sucked in a deep, shuddering breath and bent to kiss her, with a return of reverence.


“You drive me mad, Calista. But I love you too much to hurt you.”


Her nervousness drifted away and she arched toward him in unmistakable invitation. Her voice was steadier than it had been since she’d entered the room. “Make me yours, Miles.”


He was careful with her, but still she suffered an instant of sharp pain. She dug her fingernails deep into his back as her body braced for more discomfort. But then he started to move within her. All her love for him focused on this act, this union, this gift they both shared. The sweet intimacy extended beyond anything she’d ever imagined and at the height of her pleasure, she broke on a cry of rapture. As she drifted down from the golden realms, held safe in Miles’s arms, she basked in a peace unlike anything she’d ever known.


He’d murdered Isabella?


Josiah staggered back to escape the accusation. Horrified denial kept him silent as he stared aghast at Isabella. But even while everything in him rejected what she’d said, the day’s hints and confusions slammed into him.


Over and over. Until he wanted to scream “Enough.”


“No.” The word emerged as a croak.


The unwavering certainty in Isabella’s eyes. The certainty combined with fear in a woman who had never been frightened in her life. These, these almost convinced him.


Almost . . .


He could never have killed her. Never. Never. Never.


Nothing she did would stir him to violence. There must be some mistake, some misunderstanding.


He clung to that one fading hope even as all other hope seeped away.


As though he bit down on a cracked tooth, he tested the truth of her assertion against what he knew of himself. If he’d killed her, he’d feel it in his bones, in his blood.


No, on his honor, no.



“I don’t believe you,” he said, still in that artificial voice that didn’t sound like the man who had sworn to Isabella that he loved her and he’d devote the rest of his life to her.


“Don’t you remember?” She regarded him with horror as if his denial were worse than the act itself.


“I don’t remember because there’s nothing to remember.” In his desperation, he rushed toward her but came up short when she jerked away.


“Don’t touch me.”


The loathing in her voice made him feel ill. He spread his hands in a gesture of non-aggression and stepped back. “I can’t hurt you now,” he said with a hint of snap. “You and I are beyond the reach of physical injury.”


“I don’t . . . I don’t want to see you. Can’t you go back to where you came from?”


“My love . . .”


“Don’t call me that,” she demanded with some of her old imperiousness. He was glad to see something remained of her other than just a timorous girl.


“Why not? That’s what you are. Seventy years haven’t changed how I love you. An eternity won’t change that.”


“You don’t love me,” she said sulkily. “If you loved me, you wouldn’t have killed me.”


He fought back the urge to rage, to tell her she knew him better than this. Temper wouldn’t bring him through this disaster. She still looked like she might run at the slightest sign of danger from him. From him? The thought beggared belief.


He fought to keep his voice steady. “Tell me what you remember.”


She straightened and cast him a disdainful look familiar from life. She’d always been haughty and headstrong. “Surely you know.”


He slumped against the wall, folding his arms to stop himself reaching for her. It was torture to be so close to her without touching. “The last thing I remember is stealing you away from the wedding feast.”


“And then you murdered me.” She looked less likely to take to her heels. He wasn’t sure how these things worked, but if he lost her now, it was possible he might never find her again.


“Just like that?” He arched his eyebrows in disbelief. “I went from kissing you in the hall to pricking you with my pocket knife? Or did I come into possession of a loaded pistol somewhere between vowing a lifetime’s devotion and getting you into bed?”


“You have no right to mock me.” Anger sparked in her black eyes. The push and pull between them was familiar, no matter how much time had passed. Although the ridiculous truth was he felt like he’d only seen her an hour ago, when they were both alive and in love.


He shook his head in bewilderment. “It seems so unreal, my darling. That we’re dead and here and it’s seventy years since I held you in my arms. And that you claim I killed you.”


“You did,” she said sullenly, stepping into the room. His heart lurched with relief. “Now you think it’s funny.”


“Anything but.” His tone was grim and he didn’t make the mistake of interpreting her approach as an invitation to touch her.


What would it be like to touch her? Could he even touch her?


He could touch inanimate objects, but what about someone formed from the same indefinable material that he was?


“You pushed me down the stairs in a fit of jealous rage.” She spoke as though her impossible statement ended all argument between them.


Shock held him motionless. Could he have done that? Could he have done that and forgotten?


Their courtship hadn’t been undiluted harmony. He’d loved her to distraction and she, knowing that, hadn’t been above teasing him. From the first, he’d been unsure of her chastity. Even so, he couldn’t imagine killing her. She could lie under every man in the Royal Navy and he’d still want her.


With difficulty, he kept his voice even. “Why? Had you betrayed me?”


She didn’t meet his eyes. “Of course not. I loved you.”


“And I love you.” Foreboding filled him. Her unease was visible. Nor did he miss the significance of the past tense in her statement. “Whatever you did, my beloved, I wouldn’t hurt you.”


“Stop it, stop it, stop it!” She raised her hands to her ears and turned away in a fury. “I told you what happened. Now go away and never come near me again.”


Her distress lashed at his heart, convincing him further that he could never hurt her. “Isabella, tell me what you remember,” he said urgently.


Her shoulders trembled. Damn it, he’d made her cry. His voice softened and he fought the urge to take her in his arms and reassure her. The edge had come off her terror, but he knew she’d scarper if he pushed her too far. “Sweetest love, tell me.”


She turned. “I . . .”


She raised a shaking hand to her lips as though afraid to say the words. But when she spoke, her voice was surprisingly steady, for all that her cheeks glistened with tears. “I was on the landing at the top of the grand staircase. All the wedding guests were crowded around something below me. I bent over the banister to see and realized that it was me. Lying on the tiles. I . . . I tried to say something, to tell them I wasn’t dead at all, I was here alive. But even though I cried and screamed and shouted and pleaded, nobody paid a moment’s attention. Then my father gathered the men and they rushed upstairs and grabbed you. The family story is you were hauled out of the Chinese bed but it’s not true. You were in the corridor near the staircase. I tried to call out to you but you didn’t hear me either.”


He frowned. “But do you remember me pushing you?”


She shook her head. “No. But everyone says you did. They carried you off to London in chains and tried you in the House of Lords. Then they hanged you.”


Her matter-of-fact tone confirmed her complete faith in what she said. He felt like all the blood drained from his body. Which was absurd. He had neither blood nor body.


Dear God, what an appalling fate. For anyone. Perhaps it was a mercy he remembered nothing.


She was still speaking. “After that, they closed up the house and dismantled the bed saying it brought bad luck. I’ve been here alone for seventy years, barring the few servants who acted as caretakers.” In spite of the misery in her face, her lips twisted in a wry smile. “You’d think, given I was the innocent party, I’d waft up to heaven and you’d linger to expiate your sins down here. Where have you been?”


There was so much he wanted to say, so much he wanted to disagree with in her tragic story. But his resistance to what she’d told him was purely emotional. He had no facts to go on. Nothing she said stirred a shred of memory in him. His history remained a blank from the moment he’d swept Isabella into his arms, the happiest man in the world.


He forced himself to answer, although where he’d been was one of the least important issues between them. “I don’t know. I woke up in the Chinese bed last night. I remember kissing you behind the vase then carrying you up the stairs. That was seventy years ago and there’s been nothing in between.”


“There’s a wedding in this house tomorrow. Perhaps that conjured you from hell.” She didn’t sound like she was joking.


He frowned. “I don’t think I’ve been in hell. Or if I have, I don’t remember it. It was like no time had passed since we wed. When I woke up, I thought I was still alive. That you were still my wife.”


Her lips twisted in an unamused smile. “I suppose I still am. Although we vowed to stay together till death us do part, and death did indeed part us. It’s quite a conundrum. One for the ecclesiastical courts, I’m sure.”


It was his turn to find her mockery grating. She seemed to accept without question that he’d murdered her. When she’d known how steadfastly he’d loved her. But then she’d had seventy years to come to terms with what had happened. He’d only been extant for one bewildering day.


“Don’t,” he couldn’t help saying.


She cast him an unimpressed glance under her thick dark eyelashes. “Perhaps your spirit is attached in some way to the bed. It’s been in pieces in the cellar since they closed the house. They only finished reassembling it yesterday.”


The theory made as much sense as anything else in this topsyturvy world. So many mysteries. So many puzzles. But just one was important. Had he killed this beautiful bright woman whom he adored?


He forced himself to ask the question. “If you don’t remember, how can you be sure?”


Her eyes held a wary light. “We quarreled in the Chinese bedroom. The servants heard us.”


“We were always quarreling. That was nothing new.” Their wooing had been a tempestuous affair, marked by passionate clashes and even more passionate reconciliations.


She shrugged, but he didn’t find her nonchalance convincing. “Well, apparently this time, your temper attained such a pitch that you shoved me down the stairs.”


The story still seemed wrong. But Isabella believed he’d killed her. Family history confirmed he’d killed her. What was the revulsion in his soul compared to all these hard facts?


“I cannot believe it. I will not believe it,” he said in a flat voice, even as bleak reality battered him, insisted he accept the completely unacceptable.


She regarded him sadly. “No, you don’t want to believe it. Neither did I.” She paused. “But you will, over time. Anything is possible over time.”


When she slipped out of the room, he didn’t have the heart to stop her.


Calista opened her eyes. She lay atop the lavishly embroidered cover of the Chinese bed. The room was still dark. If she’d slept after discovering such astonishing pleasure in Miles’s arms, it hadn’t been for long.


She shifted carefully. Her body ached with unfamiliar twinges. But what did fleeting discomfort matter when Miles had opened a whole new world of joy to her? Miles slept at her side, curled around her as if he couldn’t bear to let her go, even in sleep. The closed room was redolent of heat and the scents of sex and sated male.


As she stared up into the darkness, she wondered if she could endure such happiness. If she could endure the possibility of losing such happiness.


Better to die now . . .


She frowned. What prompted that bleak thought? When she reached her peak in Miles’s embrace, she’d believed she’d never doubt his love again.


She stared up at the tester and saw two tiny pinpoints of bright red above her. Two tiny pinpoints of red that focused on her in a way that both frightened and fascinated. She realized with a shiver that the lights were the eyes of that malevolent face she’d noticed this afternoon.


No, this wasn’t happening. She was a devotee of scientific process. She didn’t believe in disembodied voices or curses or spirits.


Except she’d heard that voice most distinctly . . .


Perhaps she was dreaming. Everything else in the room was black and silent. But she was too aware of Miles beside her, the possessive weight of his arm across her breasts, the soft sigh of his breathing, the heat of his body along her side.


She was undoubtedly awake.


And unable to break the hold of those two burning red eyes. They pierced her to the soul. They saw all her faults and inadequacies. All her unrequited longing to have Miles love her for ever.


The eyes mocked. They knew her wishes would never come true.


“I don’t believe in ghosts,” she whispered. “This is all imagination.”


Beside her, Miles stirred but didn’t wake. The eyes didn’t waver. The steady red glow was uncomfortable, unwelcome, but still she couldn’t look away. Suddenly, in spite of the warmth of Miles’s body against hers, she was deathly cold.


A whisper came to her. Hissing. Caustic. Knowing.


You’ll never be enough for him.


The voice’s cruel assurance sliced through her. Closing her eyes, she insisted again she didn’t believe in ghosts. She’d never been a fanciful woman. She’d been hostile to anything she couldn’t measure with her own senses, scornful of weaker minds that credited influences beyond the here and now.


She felt neither hostile nor scornful now. She felt scared and alone and defenseless. And helpless to combat the truth of what she heard.


Let him go, Calista. Let him go. He’ll tire of you before long. Perhaps even now he dreams of leaving you.


To escape the taunting voice, she turned her head away. Uncannily, the voice said everything she’d told herself over and over since she’d fallen in love with Miles. The voice caught her doubts and turned them into excruciating reality.


“You’re not real,” she whispered. “You’re not real.”


The voice didn’t even bother contradicting her desperate denial. Instead Calista heard a laugh. Low and full of such evil that the hairs rose on her arms.


You’ve had your measure of joy. More than you deserve. Give up and leave Miles free to find someone who will make him happy.


She knew that the voice, the eyes, wanted her to leave Miles’s side. “No,” she said almost soundlessly. She squeezed her eyes shut, although some preternatural element knew the red lights still burned down at her.


You know this happiness won’t last. Come with me. I’ll give you peace.


“I’ve found peace.”


Again, that low, derisive laugh. The voice obviously considered her answer completely fatuous. Unfortunately, so did she.


Still she fought back. When Miles had held her in his arms and touched her, she’d felt his love. He hadn’t lied when he said he loved her. He’d been so tender, so passionate, so eager to show her pleasure. Of course he loved her. He loved her.


He loves you now. But for how long?


“For ever,” she whispered, but both she and the voice knew she lied.


For long minutes, she and whatever malign spirit inhabited the room conducted a silent battle. And all the while, doubts scuttled through her heart like cockroaches.


She resisted until the pull became too strong to withstand.


Slowly she sat up. Miles’s arm fell away from her. She immediately felt the absence of his protective embrace.


Even as her mind insisted she was being ridiculous, that she still possessed an independent will, she tugged her nightdress over her head.


Come. Come with me . . .


Now it had her cooperation, the voice was no longer evil. Instead it was sweet. The sweetest sound she’d ever heard, apart from Miles telling her he loved her.


Would she ever hear him say that again?


Come with me, Calista. Come to a place where you’ll never be sad again.


She could no more ignore the voice than she could tell herself not to love Miles.


As she rose from the bed, she heard Miles stir, but some force prevented her from speaking to him or looking back. Instead she drifted toward the door, already open, although she knew it had been firmly shut when she and Miles lay together.


Purpose gripped her as she turned down the corridor toward the staircase. The moon floated behind the huge mullioned window, showing her way. Brighter than the moon were those two red lights luring her further along the hallway.


“Calista?” Miles’s voice behind her was thick with sleep.


She struggled to answer but her trance-like state robbed her of speech.


“Calista, where are you going?” Through her daze, she registered that he sounded concerned, loving. She heard the bed creak as he shifted.


He doesn’t really love you. You know that.


The voice no longer taunted, even when its words cut her to the quick. The words only cut her so sharply because they were true. Miles might believe he loved her now. Even she believed he loved her now. But she was too awkward, too plain, too adoring, too clever. Too . . . Calista Aston for him to love her forever.


That’s right. That’s right. Better to save yourself a lifetime of pain. You know it’s what you want.


The voice promised rest, an end to the spiteful chatter in her mind. She thought she’d found rest in Miles’s arms but she’d been deceived. She turned toward the twin red lights almost in relief, ignoring Miles calling for her.


Her mind knew it was dark, the middle of the night. But she could see as clearly as at midday. Ahead loomed the staircase, winding steeply to the black and white tiles in the hall below.


The same black and white tiles where seventy years ago they’d found Isabella Verney with her neck broken. A woman betrayed by her lover. That lover had paid with a humiliating execution and a pauper’s grave.


Miles will betray you too. You know that.


“But he hasn’t betrayed me yet,” she whispered, even as she took another reluctant step toward the top of the stairs. Her feet felt weighted with bricks, but still she couldn’t cease her forward momentum.


He will.


“Calista? Calista, what is it? Did I hurt you?”


As if through a mist, she heard the slap of running feet behind her. Miles grabbed her arm. After what they’d just done, his touch was heartbreakingly familiar.


“Calista, speak to me.” The bewildered concern in his voice pierced her daze. “Are you sleepwalking?”


She turned to him, blinking slowly. It was odd. A strong light shone on him although she couldn’t discern its source. It was brighter than the moonlight. He looked handsome, ruffled, worried. He’d tugged his breeches on. Her wondering gaze traced his body, as though she saw him for the first time. The powerful, lean torso, the long legs, the elegant bare feet planted on the polished boards of the floor. Even his feet were beautiful.


All of him was beautiful. Too beautiful for her.


Yes, too beautiful for you.


Her rational mind insisted she question what was happening, resist. But it was easier, almost pleasant to accept the voice’s dictates and float at its command. Without speaking, she faced toward the stairs, edging closer to the void. The eyes hovered ahead of her now. Chips of burning ruby.


“Calista!” She heard genuine panic in Miles’s voice. “You’re too close to the edge. Be careful, darling, it’s dangerous.” His hand tightened on her arm and he wrenched her back.


“No . . .” she moaned, straining toward the stairs. The one word shattered whatever spell held her mute. She turned to stare at him and said what she’d always believed but never been brave enough to say aloud. “You will stop loving me.”


Astonishment made him drop his hand and shift back. “What bloody nonsense is this?”


“It’s true.” She spoke almost indifferently. With every inch closer to the stairs, the pain of her endless longing receded.


Temper darkened his eyes. “After what just happened between us, how dare you say that? Don’t tell me it’s because you don’t love me. The woman who lay in my arms tonight was incandescent with love.”


An eerie calm had descended upon her soul. She summoned a regretful smile. Didn’t he understand this was for the best? “Of course I was. I love you. And I know you believe you love me. But it won’t last.”


“Like hell it won’t.” He sounded angry and confused. “We’re getting married tomorrow. I’ll swear my life to you.”


“And you’ll regret it.”


“Rot.”


He was so brave and honorable. Her heart overflowed with love, love without the bitter edge that so often accompanied her recognition of how vulnerable he made her. In a few moments, she’d never be vulnerable again. “Goodbye, Miles. I have loved you so dearly.”


“Damn it, Calista, answer me. What’s happening?” He dashed forward and his grip closed hard and strong around her arm as if confirming he’d never betray her. “This isn’t you. You’re a fighter. It’s one of the things I love about you.”


He kept insisting he loved her. A moment’s doubt pierced her certainty that no good could come of their marriage tomorrow.


He’s lying. You know what you have to do.


Of course he was lying. She turned to the voice as though to an old friend. The voice knew she couldn’t survive the loss of Miles’s love.


“Let me go, Miles,” she said evenly.


“Never.”


“You have to.” With a strength she didn’t know she possessed, she managed to tug free. She made no conscious effort to move, but suddenly she was several paces away, standing near the carved post at the far corner of the staircase. In the bright, eerie light, she read the denial, the disbelief, the confusion in his beautiful eyes.


“Farewell, my beloved,” she whispered and turned toward the stairs.


Josiah lurched forward to wrench Calista to safety but his grip slid uselessly away. His dead man’s hands gained no purchase on living flesh. Her eyes were dazed as she stared ahead, listening to voices he couldn’t hear. A fusillade of sparking red lights darted angrily around her.


Some disturbance in the air had drawn him to the landing, as though the encroaching evil demanded that he witness its triumph. He glanced up in despairing frustration and met Isabella’s anguished gaze. She stood just behind Miles and the furious sorrow in her expression scored Josiah’s heart.


Miles hadn’t moved since Calista had dragged herself free. “Calista, look at me.”


When something in his commanding tone compelled the girl’s attention, the lights burst into a storm of flying vermillion. Jerkily, as though some force resisted her action, she turned to face him. In her loose white nightgown, she looked like she already hovered on the edge of the spirit world.


“This is best. You know it is.” She didn’t sound nearly as tranquil as she had before, and Josiah read something in her blank eyes that looked like terror.


Miles was pale and a muscle jerked in his cheek, but he didn’t shift toward her. It was as if he recognized any reckless move would prompt disaster. “Do you love me, my darling?”


Her face was ashen with sorrow and regret. Her throat moved as she swallowed. “I’m doing this because I love you.”


The participants in this drama were lit as brightly as if they stood on stage at the Theatre Royal. Calista looked torn and distraught. Miles’s jaw set with a stubbornness that indicated he intended to fight whatever forces captured his beloved – and prevail. But his eyes were dark with torment and his hands opened and closed at his sides as though he struggled against grabbing Calista and defying the powers that possessed her.


“No, you’re not,” Miles said with absolute certainty.


The girl cast a longing glance down the stairs but, thank God, moved no closer to the edge. “All right, I’m doing this because you don’t love me.”


“You know that’s not true. You’re doing this because you don’t trust me.”


“Yes, I do.”


“Then you’re doing this because you don’t trust yourself.”


“Why wouldn’t I trust myself?” she asked with a hint of irritation.


“Because you never have. You don’t think you’re worthy of my love.”


She licked lips reddened with kisses, or Josiah was no judge of women. “I’m not.”


“Yes, you are. I’ll spend the rest of my life proving how wonderful you are, if only you’ll give me the chance.” Miles paused and Josiah could see he frantically scrambled for words to convince Calista to stay with him, to resist the dark forces hunting her. He stared straight at her and his voice rang out. “Prove you are worthy. Come to me, my darling. Break away from whatever holds you and come to me.”


She faltered toward him before she stopped, trembling. “I . . . I can’t.”


“Yes, you can.”


“I’m not free.”


“You’ll be free if you trust me.”


He sounded so sure. Josiah wondered how he could be so sure. For one piercing moment, he envied Miles. Much as he’d adored Isabella, he’d never been so sure of her, even when she pledged her life to him.


After a fraught instant of silence, Miles chanced a step in Calista’s direction.


But he was too eager. She jerked back. For one horrifying moment, she teetered on the lip of the stair. She cried out and grabbed the banister, but it was a near thing.


Josiah released the breath he hadn’t realized he held. Dear God, tonight mustn’t end in tragedy as his own wedding seventy years ago had ended in tragedy. Yet he could do nothing to prevent calamity. Frustration was a rusty taste in his mouth.


“Trust yourself. Trust me. Trust our love.” Miles’s voice cracked with emotion. “For God’s sake, Calista, don’t throw away what we have because you’re frightened.”


“Trust myself . . .”


The girl hovered on the top step. Josiah poised in sick dread for her to lean a few inches backward and topple to her death. The red lights performed a stately minuet around her, as though they knew they’d won.


“Yes, trust yourself.” Miles’s voice lowered to vibrating intensity and his gaze burned into Calista’s as if sheer force of will could convince her to return to him. “I love you. If you destroy yourself, you destroy me too.”


For a moment, it was as if she hadn’t heard. Josiah braced himself for her to fall. Hope and wretchedness warred in her eyes before, at last, she ventured one shaky step toward her lover.


Again she wavered in trembling indecision. The red lights blazed in a frenzy around her. Whatever held her was strong, it was malevolent, and it wanted her dead.


For an endless moment, red fire meshed the girl, threatened to devour her. Calista moved no closer to Miles and with her surrender to its promptings, the light grew brighter until it hurt to stare into it.


“For God’s sake, Calista, run!” Josiah shouted at her but she didn’t hear. The glaze in her eyes hinted she couldn’t even see Miles anymore.


“Calista, don’t leave me,” Miles whispered, reaching for her without touching her. The red lights’ power seemed stronger than mortal flesh.


Still Calista didn’t move. The girl’s eyes were stark with longing and doubt and fear. Her gaze didn’t waver from her lover’s.


Then Josiah saw her suck in a deep breath. Purpose, courage, life flooded her features. She straightened and raised her chin with fresh defiance.


Her voice emerged with steady confidence. “I trust you, Miles. I trust you and I love you and I want to be your wife.”


The red lights ruptured into a blinding cascade of flame, but this time she proved herself immune to their promptings. She smiled at Miles with the radiance Josiah had noticed the first time he saw her. She wasn’t beautiful, but when she smiled, she seemed beautiful.


With a stumble, she burst free of the cloud of red. Her lover groaned and dragged her into his arms, muttering an incoherent litany of love and relief. Calista sagged against him in exhaustion and started to cry.


Around her, the red lights circled in confusion then, one by one, winked out to nothing. The air suddenly seemed cleaner, cooler, untinged by the low buzz of malevolence.


Josiah glanced up to see Isabella approaching him, a smile transfiguring her face too. At last she looked like the woman he’d kissed so passionately behind the Japanese vase.


She reached for his hand. It was the first time she’d touched him.


“Isabella . . .” he stammered. Turbulent hope crammed his throat, making a wreck of eloquence.


She was trembling. So was he. Her touch contained magic. It always had. Now she made him feel alive, as if he was once again that joyful bridegroom of so long ago. His fingers closed hard around hers in a silent claiming that he defied her to deny.


How fiercely he’d loved her, loved her still. And staring into her beautiful black eyes, he could almost imagine she remembered just how she’d loved him in return.


He could never have killed her. Never. Whatever she’d done. Whatever she believed. He’d rip his beating heart from his chest before he’d hurt her.


She raised a finger to her lips and turned to watch as Miles and Calista drew apart. Calista stared across at Josiah and Isabella, and one of her beautiful smiles lit her expression, almost as if . . .


“Do you see them?” she whispered to Miles.


The young man kept his arm around his bride’s shoulders. “I do.”


Astonished, Josiah realized he and Isabella had become visible to the couple. He raised his hand in a heartfelt gesture of blessing and Miles bowed in acknowledgement. Isabella curtsied with flirtatious grace, her wide skirts swaying into a graceful bell.


“It must be Josiah Aston and Isabella Verney,” Calista said breathlessly. “You know, he doesn’t look . . . wicked.”


“No, he looks like a man besotted. Believe me, I know the signs.” Miles pressed his lips to Calista’s hair in a caress that expressed adoration and gratitude in equal measure.


“Calista and Miles, I want to wish—” Josiah began, but Isabella squeezed his hand and shook her head.


“They can’t hear us.”


“But they can see us.”


“No longer,” she said softly.


Calista turned to Miles. “They’re gone,” she said regretfully.


“Yes.” Miles drew her closer into his body. “Do you believe in ghosts now?”


The girl responded with a choked laugh. “I don’t know. I suppose I must.” She tilted her chin so she met her lover’s eyes. “Whatever I believe, we’re going to burn that bed.”


Miles smiled down at her as if he beheld a priceless treasure. “We are indeed, my love. Now kiss me before I go mad.”


“With pleasure,” she sighed and stretched up to press her lips to his with a sensual confidence that gladdened Josiah’s heart.


Josiah blinked to clear his vision as a strange wall of grey descended. He blinked again, but still the fog enveloped the lovers, made them seem strangely distant for all that they embraced only a few feet away. The grey encroached on everything around him except Isabella who still burned as brightly as a candle in his vision.


Isabella’s regard was open and trusting as he’d longed to see it. “Do you remember everything, Josiah?”


And just like that, he did.


Memory crashed through him with the force of a towering wave. Reeling under the onslaught of recollection, his clasp tightened on Isabella’s hand. “When you told me you weren’t a virgin, I acted like an ass and lost my temper. We were in the Chinese bedroom.”


“Standing near the bed.” She released his hand and turned to face him, her regard searching as if she remained unsure of him, even now.


He’d acted like an ass but he hadn’t killed her. Astonished relief thundered in his head. “You remember too?”


“Yes. At last.” Her voice broke and her eyes glittered with tears. “Oh, my love, how could I have doubted you? Can you ever forgive me?”


Josiah smiled down into her lovely face and reached out to cup her cheek. “I’m the one who should ask forgiveness.”


With breathless speed, long ago events slammed into order. He’d carried his bride into the Chinese room and started to kiss and undress her. He’d never been so happy in his life – he’d never imagined such happiness was possible – until she’d abruptly pulled away and whispered a shaken confession that she wasn’t a virgin.


Like an arrogant blockhead, Josiah hadn’t told her that her previous lover didn’t matter a tinker’s damn, that she’d married him and he’d love her forever. Instead, he’d succumbed to masculine pride and lost his temper. Isabella’s guilt had soon transformed into characteristic defiance.


Then with an eerie abruptness that made sense to him now he’d witnessed the malign forces stalking Calista, Isabella had fallen silent. She’d cast him one last look as though her heart had shattered into a thousand pieces, then whirled away and fled the room as if devils pursued her.


Devils indeed.


Panicked by her incomprehensible actions, he’d abandoned his pique and his pompous insistence on a full confession. He’d raced after her into the corridor, but not fast enough to save her from throwing herself down the stairs. Barely had her terrified scream echoed through the great hall before she lay broken on the tiles below.


After that, the world went mad. Nobody ever questioned that he’d killed his wife and he’d been too numb with grief to mount a convincing defense. And part of him, a large part, had believed that the trial in London, the disgrace, the hanging, were just punishment for failing to protect his beloved.


His beloved . . .


“And now, my sweet Isabella, we have eternity,” he said gently, extending his arm with a formal gesture, as if they were guests at a court ball and he invited her to dance.


“I can’t wait,” she whispered, accepting his arm and turning toward the stairs with an elegant flick of her skirts.


His heart finally at ease, Josiah escorted Isabella down the curved staircase and into the light.




Old Salt


Carolyn Crane


Cassie Nolan addressed the tourists in a solemn tone. “Ready?”


They nodded and murmured their yeses. It was a small group tonight – six adults and two kids, standing out on the porch of the Old Salt Tavern in the growing dusk.


She raised her eyebrows as the town clock rang eight chimes, scrutinizing their faces, as though she wasn’t convinced they could handle Old Salt’s nightly haunting . . . as though it might be too frightening, too horrifying, too shocking.


Not.


Old Salt William McHenry was the most pathetic haunter ever. Clearly he was a real ghost, that’s what frustrated Cassie. Could he not come up with something cooler and scarier than dragging an invisible chain around on a dock? Maybe throw stuff around? Smash something?


The tourists would stand there in awe of Old Salt’s ghostly clanking, and she would stand there in awe of his ghostly ineptitude, thinking, A chain? Really? That’s what you came up with?


Of course, she kept her opinions to herself. These people were paying to witness Old Salt, but more than that, they were paying for the experience of wonder and mystery. As tour guide, Cassie set the tone for that. This was a family business, after all.


Cassie sipped her caramel latte, acting mysteriously hesitant a few beats longer, then she turned and headed down the steps and out across the expanse of sand and sea oats toward the haunted pier. The tourists followed. It was a pleasantly warm and still September evening, and she told the story of how the Gertie Gail sank in a hurricane just offshore at precisely eight o’clock back in 1879.


It was young William McHenry’s first voyage as captain. He had made sure his crew escaped, but he went down with the ship and died. He was a man in love, however, desperate to get to shore to his beloved and enigmatic Nell.


In fact, poor, dying William McHenry’s passion was so strong that his ghost rose from his body and swam to shore, hook hand and all, and climbed onto the pier, dragging his chain along, calling her name: Nelllll! But she wasn’t there. So he turned around and dragged his chain back to the far end of the pier. From there, he floated away or disappeared – nobody knew what happened to him after the clanking ceased.


“But there is one thing we do know,” she said. They’d reached the shore’s edge; they would stay there, just shy of the pier. “He’s back here every night, at about a quarter past eight, dragging his chain. It’s as if he relives the sinking of his ship and his own death every night at eight. And every night he comes back to this pier, searching for his beloved Nell, calling out her name on the wind.”


Cassie had never heard Old Salt McHenry call Nell’s name on the wind, but it was part of the legend, and a lot of people thought they heard it.


Whatever.


She put a finger to her lips; it was important to enforce absolute silence during Old Salt’s visits.


Captain William McHenry stood against the raging cyclone, clinging to the ship’s mast as the last of his men escaped in lifeboats. Though he couldn’t see the shore, he’d heard the town clock chime eight o’clock. Land lay near.


McHenry shut his eyes and said a prayer for his crew as spray lashed his face; everything seemed strangely dreamlike. Tremors in the deck, wood cracked all around him, and a dark form blotted out the sky – a rogue wave. The ship slid sideways; the hull heaved, ropes and pulleys took flight like startled birds. William began to slide. He grabbed hold of a wooden rail just as the anchor chain came loose and flew toward him. He tried to pull himself from its path but it caught him, wrapped twice around his ankle, and yanked him down through the icy depths.


Next thing he knew, he was on the rocky sea floor. Frantically he kicked, trying to free his ankle from the chain. He pulled at the chain, attempting to loosen it, but his hook kept catching in the links. He cursed his useless hand.


He thought of Nell. So close. She said she’d watch for his ship’s return and be waiting on the pier. He’d spent ten months at sea, reliving his time with her, remembering the way she’d made him feel, longing to see her again.


Despair jolted through him. With his good hand, he grabbed the anchor from the ocean floor and heaved it up, amazed when it lifted – he’d never been able to hoist the anchor before. Perhaps he could still get to her! He swam upward, anchor in tow, stunned at his own strength . . . yet somehow not.


When he reached the surface, he kicked and thrashed through the icy water, toward the Clancyville pier, amazed how the waves had calmed. Many a fire blazed in the distance. He reached the pier and hauled himself and the anchor onto it.


A handful of people had gathered at the shore, but none came out to meet him. Why?


“Nelllllllllll!”


He waited, tired, disoriented. Why would they not come out to greet him? They acted as if they didn’t see him, didn’t hear him.


“Nellllllll!” He’d been at sea since the age of twelve and hadn’t known many womenfolk. He was twenty-six now, and Nell was the first woman he’d ever felt easy with. She looked beyond his hook and his rough sailor manners and made him feel happy, in a way he’d never known.


“Nelllllllll!” Still the people ignored him.


It struck him that he’d been here before, sitting with his anchor, chilled by the water, yet not wet.


Slowly he stood, feeling as if he were waking from a dream; this was Clancyville to be sure, but there were many more buildings. So foreign, yet familiar. And the contraptions, the colorful gaslights, the people in their strange garb.


Anguish gripped his heart. He knew this place. He knew it to be a lonely place.


“Nelllllll!” Some of the gathered cocked their heads, as if they’d heard a distant sound.


He grabbed the chain and lifted the anchor; the metal clanked and the people gasped as one, all eyes turned to him.


“Hallo there!” He carried his anchor up the pier, dragging the chain, which still wound round his ankle. The people gaped. Had they never seen a chain before? Nor boots? Up the pier he trudged and the people just watched his feet, daft with wonder.


“Hallo! Can you not hear me?”


No response. Dread settled over him like a cold mist.


And he remembered. Again.


It always took him a while – he would forget during the storm, the way a man forgot himself during a nightmare. He would think only of Nell, but then he would come face to face with the people. This was Clancyville, but 1879 was long past. And these people couldn’t see him, nor hear his voice. By some mystery, they were aware only of the sound of his chain.


He was dead.


Not only dead, but a ghost, doomed to be insulted and mocked by the townspeople and their kith and kin. Except for those spells when he was back in the storm, he was trapped in this town. Torment knifed into his heart. His Nell was lost, gone years and years ago. He was alone. Never again would he experience that happy feeling, that belonging, that connection.


He stared at the crowd, and it was then he saw her – the worst one of them all, the redheaded girl they called Cassie. She stood there, smirking.


He had to get away. He turned and trudged back to the other end of the pier. But there was only the sea. Then he remembered – when he closed his eyes and thought hard enough of other places in Clancyville, he could travel there. He closed his eyes and thought of the old barn on Garvey’s farm where some kittens had recently been born.


Cassie Nolan took another sip of her latte and put her finger to her lips, reminding the tourists not to speak until she gave the sign.


The six of them had gone through what she termed to her friend Belinda as “the stupid look of wonder phase”, where they’d stand at the foot of the pier, hearing the chain drag and clank, wearing stupid expressions. Then, as Old Salt got maybe halfway to them, they would go into the “sharing looks of wonder with their neighbor” phase, to be closely followed by “turn your idiotic look of wonder to the tour guide” phase. Cassie, at this time, would clap a perfectly neutral expression onto her face. These phases would cycle around as Old Salt dragged his chain the other way, back to the sea. Then would come the silence.


Sometimes she wished she could disappear off the end of the pier, too. She couldn’t believe she was back in Clancyville. God, she’d worked so hard to escape! She wanted to be anywhere else.


And it was all Old Salt’s fault. Indirectly, OK, but still!


Every evening as he clanked along the pier, it was all she could do not to yell, Give it up, dude! Your old Nell isn’t here! She will never be here!


She didn’t know how he came to be called Old Salt, since he was supposedly a strapping young man in the prime of his life when he died, and she doubted he’d looked anything like the Old Salt caricature that seemed to be everywhere in Clancyville – some 1920s commercial artist had seen fit to do him as a kind of piratey Popeye, hook hoisted menacingly. The image was on souvenirs, storefronts, T-shirts, signs, often with the caption “Never give up on love”. If she had made the souvenirs, they’d have a different caption – possibly, “The ultimate stalker”. Or, “Hey Old Salt McHenry, buy a clue!”


She knew she should be grateful to Old Salt. Half of the economy of Clancyville, North Carolina came from his ghostly visits, and her family had the luck to own the land nearest the haunted pier. Her great-greats had built the Old Salt Tavern there nearly a century ago, once they realized people were interested in the ghost, and it had been their living ever since.


Right next to the start of the pier, a thick steel pole rose out of the ground, high up into the air. On top of it sat a giant circular sign with lights all around, featuring – of course – the Old Salt image smack in the middle, like a two-story high Old Salt lollipop.


“There he goes,” she told the tourists. “Back to the sea. But mark my words; he’ll return just after the town clock chimes eight tomorrow, rain or shine. We’ll hear his call on the wind, and his chain on the dock. He’ll defy the elements, he’ll defy time, he’ll defy the very laws of physics to seek out his lady love.”


She watched them contemplate this last bit, waiting for the “asshole verification” phase to start up. And indeed, it did, courtesy of a dad and his teenaged daughter, who decided Old Salt was a ruse, and asked to inspect the pier. Cassie smiled and waved them on, reminding them that there were seven affidavits posted on the wall of the Old Salt Tavern from various scientific institutions, including one from a group of scientists from UNC, stating that after thorough inspection above and below the waterline, it had been determined that no known mechanical device could be producing those sounds and vibrations, and its source was “deemed inconclusive”.


Old Salt, forever searching for his Nell.


If he was corporeal, she’d walk right up to him and grab his sailor-suit collar and shake the bejesus out of him. “If you’ve done something twenty thousand times over with a poor result, it means it’s not working, dude!”


She sighed. If he were a real man, she could only imagine how much it would suck to sleep with him. Obviously his Nell had the right idea.


A few minutes later the father and daughter gave up on their inspection, having found nothing but wooden planking, boat bumpers and lifesaving rings.


Now the “walk back to the bar excitedly baffled and wondering mildly about the meaning of life” phase could begin, to be followed by the “stuff yourself with burgers and French fries and a beer served by your waitress Cassie” phase.


Two hours later she pulled off her apron and collapsed on a bar stool. The rush at Old Salt Tavern was finally over. Cassie’s dad put a napkin in front of her.


Like everything, the napkin had Old Salt’s picture. As a child, she’d deface his image every chance she got – monocle, Martian antennae, pimples – much to the chagrin of her parents.


“Yup,” she said, meaning, the usual. The usual was a shot of tequila and a black and tan. Not like she had to be chipper in the morning.


Just over a year ago, Cassie was out in LA, screenwriting degree in hand, working on a fun comedy entitled Blue Sorbet with her writing partner, Alice. She’d gotten a sitcom staff-writer job offer she was planning to accept, too. In other words, she was on her way. Going places. If there was one thing she was good at, it was going places.


And then her mother had broken her hip. At first, her worries focused on her mother’s health; hip breaks were serious business. Once she got back out to Clancyville, however, it became clear that her parents were on the brink of losing the tavern. Thanks to the economy, they couldn’t hire help, and they couldn’t sell or retire. She called her rebellious older brother, Kenny, and begged him to come help out. Kenny moved from city to city, waiting tables and carving tiny wooden birds – he could just as easily do that in Clancyville. But Kenny hadn’t spoken to their parents for seven years and he wasn’t about to start. Kenny’s rift with her parents had begun with his refusal to go to college and his wild partying ways, and gotten worse with her parents’ insane ultimatums, and then it went completely downhill with both sides saying hurtful, damaging things. She visited Kenny now and then, but his absence made a big hole in their family.


Reluctantly, she turned down the sitcom job to help her folks out for the tourist season. There’d be other offers, she told herself, and she could work with Alice by Skype for now.


But there was so much to do at the tavern. Leaks in the tall peaked roof, staffing nightmares, refrigeration problems, and general decay that her parents wouldn’t have tolerated even five years ago. Just another month or two, she kept thinking. Tourist season bled into the winter. Spring. And another tourist season was ending.


Stupid Old Salt. She’d actually tried to pitch the idea to a TV show on paranormal phenomena – she’d thought if the place got more popular, there’d be more tourist business year round, and her folks could sell. But no, as she’d feared, Old Salt’s method of haunting wasn’t visual enough. And certainly not very exciting.


Yeah, thanks to Old Salt McHenry’s shitty haunting ways, the ghost wharf of Clancyville, North Carolina was just a rung above the nearby llama show and below the pirate museum. If it wasn’t for Old Salt’s feeble hauntings, the town would’ve died a natural death decades ago and her parents would have carved out a different living – an alternate life that might have allowed them to retire.


Her dad set down her drinks. “One of these days you oughta write a movie about the legend of Old Salt!” This was the third time that year he’d suggested it. And he wasn’t the only one; lots of people liked to tell her she should write a movie about Old Salt William McHenry.


She drained the tequila shot. “The only problem with that is, if I started writing a screenplay about Old Salt, I’d have to gnaw off my own hands to keep myself from scratching out my eyes.”


“Oh, Cassie.” Her father laughed and walked off to the other end of the bar.


“Hey babe.” Daryl slid in next to her. His blues band, the C-sides, played the Old Salt Tavern on weekends; Daryl was the drummer and the singer. He called for a tap beer. The band got taps and soda free.


He turned to her. “Wanna blow on my stick for good luck?”


“Hell no.” He’d been a jerk in high school, and he was a jerk now. In fact, she was 98 per cent sure he’d swiped a tip off one of her tables, but she hadn’t directly seen it, so she couldn’t do anything. Other waitresses suspected it too, but he’d expertly eluded being seen. Swiping tips was a sin against waitpersons of the world, and they all watched Daryl covertly now. Operation Jackass, they called it.


This was what her life had come to. She stared up at the beams, criss-crossing all the way up to the peaked ceiling, with old shipping implements hanging down like Christmas tree ornaments. She was as trapped as Old Salt, with the tavern as her personal wrecked ship.


She got up and walked outside and into the adjoining house – extended in a hodgepodge way over the years – that hugged the tavern like a bulky crust of barnacles.


In some ways, growing up in a house built around a bar had been great. Her parents were never far, and there was always the sense of being at the center of activity, a feeling she still prized.


There were downsides, though. Cassie and Kenny and their friends had to be quiet in the rooms abutting the bar, because the sounds of children playing made the daytime drinkers self-conscious. And the toilet in the far bathroom was off limits during bar hours unless the music was loud, because the throaty sound of the flush would reverberate through the whole place. And there was always the faint smell of fry grease, even in her princess bedroom. Still, she was lucky. It was a happy home, especially back when Kenny was part of the family. Pig-headed as they were, her parents were good parents, and she considered them to be two of her best friends these days. She wouldn’t dream of leaving them high and dry.


Still, she couldn’t shake the sense that real life was being lived elsewhere, and she was missing out. She stretched out on the couch, fired up her laptop and played Jungle Jewel, her favorite game, to the thumping beat of the C-Sides next door. Later she Skyped Alice to tell her about an idea she had for a scene they’d been fighting over. But Alice didn’t want to talk about the scene. She had news. The writing-partners-over-Skype wasn’t working out for her.


“Alice, no!” Cassie pleaded. “We’re the best team ever!”


It turned out Alice had somebody new. They had a new project. Cassie could have Blue Sorbet. But Cassie wasn’t sure she wanted it without Alice.


She shut her laptop and stared at the wall, devastated. She needed Alice. The project needed Alice. Her friend, her creative partner. She had to get out of Clancyville!


Just then, the C-Sides started up with their most popular tune, “Rooster Bay”, a funky song that she hated, but it always got people up and dancing. At the pinnacle moment, there would be a ten-beat silence where people would freeze in vogue poses. After that, Daryl would tap his sticks together, once, twice, and then he’d launch into a drum solo. If there was one thing you could say about “Rooster Bay”, it certainly showcased Daryl’s drumming talents.


She sighed. She wasn’t thrilled about going back over while the C-Sides were playing, but she didn’t want to be alone. She headed back to help close.


She got there just as vogue pose silence had begun. She slipped onto a bar stool and smiled when her dad saw her. He got her another black and tan and a tequila. She set it on an Old Salt napkin so that it bisected Old Salt’s face in a way that made him look like he was frowning, and chatted with her dad about nothing. He was always so happy to see her; it sometimes made her feel bad that she wanted to be anywhere but Clancyville.


She had another shot of tequila and, when the C-sides started their next set, she went into the kitchen to help Corky, the hippie dishwasher, rack up the last of the beer mugs and ketchup-smeared plates.


An hour later her dad sent her out to turn off Old Salt’s face. She nearly fell over one of the chairs on the bar’s empty porch, and had to hold tight to the rail on the rickety steps to the beach. Shit! She shouldn’t have had that last tequila.


Old Salt McHenry lorded over her from on high like an evil, grinning doofus of a seafarer. She picked up a rock, wanting to hurl it right into his face as she’d done so often in her youth, but she might break the tiny light bulbs that surrounded it. And Corky would have to go up on a ladder and replace them. She turned her attention to the sea, choppy tonight. It was getting on storm season, just a month off the anniversary of the sinking of the Gertie Gail.


“Old Salt, you dumbfuck!” she yelled into the wind. She leaped onto the pier, got a running start, and hurled the stone out to sea. You could hardly see its splash among the waves. “Take a hint!” She backed up, tripping on a coiled rope. She cried out, flailing to avoid a collision with a post. A blinding pain seared through her head.


The next thing she knew, people were crowded around the beach, down the shore, and the wharf was awash in flashing red lights.


She wandered over and caught sight of her friend Belinda. “Hey! What’s going on?”


Belinda just sobbed.


Cassie grabbed at Belinda’s sleeve, but missed. Yow, was she that drunk? “Belinda! What’s wrong?” She grabbed at her sleeve again, but it was like she couldn’t grasp it.


Corky was there, black hair in a long ponytail. Police. People in wetsuits. Then she spotted her parents.


“Dad! Mom!” Cassie rushed over. Her mother was crying. “Mom!” Cassie tried and failed to touch her.


“What the hell!” she yelled. “Hello!” Was she dreaming? There was something dreamlike about the whole scene.


That’s when she spotted the body washed up on shore. A woman face down, wearing the same shoes as her – black patent leather with a strap over the top, and thick black soles. The red tights and black skirt and apron were the same as hers, too . . . and the grey hoodie jacket over a white blouse. The girl lying on shore wore her exact same outfit! She might even have the same hair, weirdly, except it was wet . . . but it was long like hers, and it did look reddish, and it covered the side of her face. Did they think it was her?


“You guys! I’m right here!” She ran from one person to the other, trying to shake them, push them. “Hello! This isn’t funny!” She knew what she was supposed to think here – she’d seen this sort of scene in movies enough, where a character dies, but doesn’t know they’re dead.


Was this a lucid dream? Probably. She’d heard about those, dreams where you are aware you are dreaming, but you can’t wake up. The whole thing felt so weird, like she was a cut-out figure, laid over a photograph, so that she was in the photograph, but not of it. Like she was on a different layer of reality. Even her feet sank deeper into the sand than normal. Like she wasn’t really walking on it. She wasn’t even making tracks! “Fuck!” She looked around wildly. “Hello!”


A lone figure sat on the side of the pier, just a few yards away, big boots dangling over the water, arm draped on something next to him; he seemed to be watching her. At least somebody saw her!


“Hey!” She ran over. “What’s going on?”


“Well, well, well.” He adjusted his brown seaman’s cap over dark curly hair, which was half in and half out of a little ponytail. Several days’ growth of dark whiskers covered his tanned, weathered face, just below his cheekbones. And what the hell was he wearing? A long tattered coat with lots of buttons. A white shirt, open at the neck, with a scarf hanging around it. “If it ain’t Miss Filthy Mouth herself.”


“You can hear me.”


He tilted his head and scrutinized her face. “Always have, though I can’t rightly say it’s been my pleasure.”
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