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			Prologue

			It was love at first sight.

			Terri thought she’d done a decent job of concealing her reaction, but she must have been fooling herself, because Miss Vandermere turned to her and smiled.

			“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?”

			It was. Gorgeous, and a whole lot of work. The older woman hadn’t been kidding about that. The red-brick, three-storey house loomed over them, doing its best to appear imposing, and to an amateur, Terri bet it would look breathtaking. An amateur wouldn’t notice the fine cracks along the stone foundation, the way the wraparound porch wasn’t quite level, the cloudy windows, and that trim – the color was all wrong for the time period.

			“When was the trim last painted?” 

			Vandermere frowned as she stared up at the mansion. “Dreadful, isn’t it? That was the committee’s contribution two summers ago. Wrangled a high school football team into doing it, and some of those fools nearly killed themselves, from what I understand. I told them the color wasn’t right, not that anyone listens to me.”

			Terri was surprised. As the last living descendant, Vandermere owned Glenvale – didn’t she? Best to find out now, before she’d undertaken a lot of work that wasn’t sanctioned.

			“But the estate belongs to you, doesn’t it?”

			Vandermere flapped her hand. “Well, yes and no. Since I hired the committee to run the museum, I agreed to give them a say in whatever happens to the house. I won’t be around forever, and I have no real use for the place. No one wants an old lady hovering over them, interfering in their business. I’ve mostly tried to stay out of things, but hiring you – that was my decision.”

			“I’m sure they don’t mind,” Terri said because it seemed expected, not because she had any clue whether it was true or not. She was relieved she’d be dealing with Vandermere directly. Judging by her remark about the color of the house, the woman had good instincts. Terri had dealt with committees before – they were par for the course with old estates like this one – but it had never been her preference. As the cliché goes, it’s impossible to please everyone.

			When she craned her neck to see the roof, a flicker of movement caught her eye. In one of the attic rooms, a curtain twitched. She peered at the window high above them, using a hand to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun. “Is there someone in the house?”

			“No, I shouldn’t think so. We’re closed for the summer, so it’s the perfect time to start restoring her to her former glory.” Vandermere’s brow creased for a moment as she studied the structure. “I suppose Gertie could be hanging around. She loves the place. It’s always difficult to convince her it’s time to close up shop.”

			“Gertie?”

			“She was the house manager. Organized the staff, managed the registration desk and greeted the public when they arrived for their tours, things like that,” the woman said, taking a set of keys from her purse. The sight of the ornate iron keys thrilled Terri. She’d never get over her love affair with these old places – she was hooked. “Sadly, I had to lay her off. This economy has been hard on everyone. It was probably for the best. She’s very efficient, but I don’t think she ever quite warmed to me.” She glanced up at the window. “We never did get her keys back, though. If someone’s here, it must be her.”

			“Would she be in the attic?” Terri wasn’t sure why she asked, but something had bothered her about that flutter of curtain. It struck her as furtive, sneaky. 

			“No, I shouldn’t think so. Why do you ask?” Vandermere led the way up the wooden steps of the porch, which creaked under her stacked heels. Terri winced at the audible warning, picturing the rotting wood giving way and the lady of the house breaking her ankle. No coat of paint could hide that sound. She’d have to do something about the stairs before her daughter arrived in Pennsylvania.

			“I saw the curtains move in one of the attic rooms. It looked like someone was watching us.”

			“Oh, the attic rooms are closed. The committee uses them for storage, but it’s a bunch of old junk, mostly. You can barely get past the door.” Vandermere’s faded blue eyes studied her face. “It must have been the wind.”

			Right. Wind in a closed-up room.

			“You know how old houses can be,” she went on. “They’re drafty.”

			“Yes, of course.” Terri’s initial excitement was tempered with concern now. Why was Vandermere lying? Was this ‘Gertie’ unhinged? Was the former house manager going to be a problem? Or was there something else wrong with the estate? The work required on the house was extensive, but the figure that had been quoted was staggering. Terri was surprised the job had remained available as long as it had, long enough for her to find out about it and snag it. Already, the paranoid side of her brain was working overtime. Maybe there’s a reason no one else wanted it. Maybe Gertie is the reason.

			“Are you an imaginative woman, Ms. Foxworth?”

			The question startled her, and Terri was unsure how to answer. “How do you mean?”

			The woman sighed. “There is something I didn’t tell you on the phone.”

			Oh no. Here it comes. This is where I find out that my duties involve humoring a deranged ex-employee. “What is it?”

			“You’re not the first person I’ve hired for this job, I’m afraid.”

			“No?” Part of her was offended. What about all the wonderful things Vandermere had said about her work, about how she was the only one capable of restoring Glenvale to its former splendor? The other half was resigned. Sometimes having a paranoid mind was an advantage. It kept you from being shocked.

			“There have been others.” Seeing Terri’s expression, which Terri could guess was a mixture of horror and dismay, the older woman amended, “Not many others, but a few. I didn’t lie to you on the phone. I do think you’re the only person for the job. I simply didn’t think we could afford you.”

			Another lie. You didn’t get this rich by being dumb, and even though Vandermere had inherited her fortune, she’d managed it well and increased it exponentially through wise investments and holdings. A woman like this would have done her research, just as Terri had. She would have known the going rate for this kind of job, and deliberately tripled it. But why? Was this Gertie that much of a problem? A heaviness settled on her shoulders. It wasn’t the money; there would be other work. Well, not just the money. Dallas had been so excited about spending a year together in an old mansion, and Terri hated the thought of disappointing her daughter. Though she was ten, Dallas was already showing signs of adolescence. It was hard to get her excited about anything.

			“What happened to them?” Terri asked, bracing herself. Whatever it was, it had to be bad to get them to walk away from that much money. Gertie must be a terror, maybe even homicidal. She shuddered at the idea of having her daughter around that kind of madness. Good thing she’d noticed the curtain. If she hadn’t, would Vandermere have told her?

			“They had too much imagination.” The woman’s nose wrinkled as if she’d smelled something foul, as if having an imagination was the worst possible crime. It was confusing, to say the least.

			“It’s…kind of a requirement for the job, Miss Vandermere. You have to be able to see these estates as they once were in order to restore them, and some of these places require more imagination than others. So far, Glenvale looks like it’s in fairly decent shape, but I’m sure there have been some renovations made over the years that will need correcting.”

			She’d seen it a million times. Beautiful woodwork covered with layers of heavy paint, ornate grates hidden under linoleum, those lovely iron keys replaced by moderate plastic cards or, even worse, buzzer systems.

			“I’m not referring to your vision for the house, Ms. Foxworth. That isn’t the sort of imagination I’m talking about.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” What did imagination have to do with an insane house manager? Had the others imagined Gertie to be worse than she was? Glenvale was beginning to seem like more trouble than it was worth.

			“You know how old houses are.” The woman leaned against a column, brushing a strand of silvery hair away from her eyes. “They make strange noises. Things shift. Radiators clank. There are drafts.”

			Vandermere studied her face again, clearly trying to gauge her reaction. Terri decided to be direct. She didn’t know any other way to be, and in this case, she had nothing to lose, because one foot was out the door. She was already deciding how to break the news to Dallas. “You were honest with me when we spoke on the phone.” Except for the ‘you’re the only one’ bit. “Please be honest with me now. What are you telling me?”

			“They thought the house was haunted. Surely you see how ridiculous that is.” Vandermere laughed, but it sounded forced. Looked forced. Not a hint of a smile touched her eyes. “All old homes have their quirks. You know that.”

			It wasn’t a statement, but a question, a plea. You won’t abandon me like the others, will you? Terri’s instinct was to say no, of course she wouldn’t. No ghost story was going to scare her away from paying for her daughter’s first year of college. But still, it troubled her. Restoration experts tended to be creative, yes. However, like Vandermere said, they were familiar with old homes and their quirks. They knew them intimately. They weren’t the type to leave a job because of a few drafts or radiators clanking. “Do you think Glenvale is haunted?”

			Vandermere met her eyes without flinching. “No, I don’t.”

			“That’s good enough for me. I’d love to see the house.”

			Brightening, the woman strode to the door and unlocked it with a minimum amount of fumbling. She had to have been close to eighty, but her hands were steady. As Terri followed Vandermere inside, she wondered what she’d gotten herself into. It wasn’t too late to say no, of course. Never too late until the first check was cashed and the first sledgehammer slung. But in another way, it was. She was already in love with the house and excited about the possibilities. Her fingers itched to lift that sagging porch to its rightful place and to get rid of that nasty blue paint. The estate spoke to her, whispering in her ear. Glenvale wanted to be returned to its natural ivory trim, or perhaps a nice, pale yellow. Its lines demanded elegance, nothing too garish. She knew this house. Everything was going to be fine.

			But if black goo started dripping from the walls, she was getting the hell out of there, exorbitant fee be damned.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“I want this room.”

			“Really?” Terri attempted to see the space through her daughter’s eyes. It was the smallest of the mansion’s bedrooms, complete with bubbling, stained wallpaper, pockmarked floors, and a musty smell. “Are you sure? The other rooms are a lot nicer.”

			The girl nodded, her ponytail swinging. “Uh-huh. I like this one.” She folded her arms, as if preparing herself for a fight, but Terri was hardly going to fight her on this.

			“The other ones are bigger, but if you want this room, you can have it.” Heaven knows she had no big plans for it yet. Certainly that horrible wallpaper would have to go, and the floors would need restoring, but she could leave it to the end. “Why do you like it so much?”

			Dallas shrugged. “I dunno. I just do. It feels…friendly.”

			Terri took another look around, wondering how her daughter was getting a ‘friendly’ vibe. If anything, the room was bleak, especially compared to the others, with their colorful wall coverings and elaborate light sconces. Aside from the servants’ quarters, it was the plainest room in the house. At least it didn’t have the same hideous plaques on the wall. Imagine sleeping under Thy Work Be Done or Prepare to Meet Thy God. It made her wonder what kind of employers Vandermere’s family had been. The rooms were a generous size, especially for servants’ quarters, but those god-awful signs….

			“That’s odd,” she said, almost to herself. It was difficult to tell if Dallas was ever truly listening to her, but so far, they’d been getting along well, and the girl appeared to be genuinely interested in the project. One could only hope it would continue. A long, winding road lay ahead.

			“What is it, Mom?” Dallas followed her to the door, where Terri had spotted something unusual. One half of the knob was filigree metal, but the half facing into the room was white ceramic. “That’s pretty, but why don’t they match?”

			“Good question.” The white knob didn’t make any sense. She consulted her notes again, confirming what she already knew. The room had once belonged to the son, Niles, who had died of complications from his diabetes when he was a teenager. “See this white knob? Typically, knobs like this were exclusively used in the servants’ rooms.”

			“Why?” Dallas asked, twisting it back and forth. “Didn’t other people like them?”

			Clearly her ten-year-old would be getting a lesson in classism this year. “See how shiny it is? There’s a reason for that. When the servants touched these knobs, their hands had to be spotless. If they weren’t, they’d leave marks on the doorknob, and their employers would see they hadn’t washed their hands well enough.”

			Dallas’s brow wrinkled, a sign that a more challenging question was coming. “Couldn’t the servants wipe off the marks before anyone saw them?”

			“Maybe it was a test for them too, a warning to keep their hands clean. Back then people had just started to learn how germs could be passed from one person to another. If their servants had clean hands, it would help keep the family from getting sick. To the Victorians, cleanliness was akin to godliness. They were extremely fastidious people.”

			“But why is there a white knob on this door? This isn’t a servants’ room.”

			Terri stared at her. “What did you say?”

			“This was a child’s room. A boy. He wasn’t a servant.”

			“That’s right. This was the room of the Vandermeres’ son. How did you know?” She hadn’t told her daughter a child had died in here, in the room Dallas had chosen as her own. The last thing she needed was Dallas having nightmares or acquiring that dreaded ‘imagination’ Miss Vandermere loathed. Restoring Glenvale would most likely take several years, maybe longer. They’d both have to get comfortable in the house, no matter how old and odd it was.

			Concerned by Vandermere’s tales of fleeing workers and overactive imaginations, Terri had lived in the house for a full week on her own before telling her mom it was all right to bring Dallas over. That had given her enough time to shore up the front steps – no one would be falling through on her watch – and reassure herself that there was no black goo dripping from the walls, or disembodied voices urging her to “Get out”. In fact, nothing strange had happened at all. There wasn’t a glimpse of the mysterious Gertie. Terri hadn’t gone near the attic rooms, but hadn’t seen a need to. If they were full of junk, she’d leave them be as long as possible. Often, some of the ‘junk’ stored in homes like this were antiques that could be restored and repositioned in their rightful places.

			She adored houses like this: houses with character, houses that told a story. It was why she specialized in restoration work. But she’d never taken on such a huge job before, not since she’d had Dallas. They’d never had to live on site, and she hadn’t been sure how her daughter would handle it.

			Dallas shrugged. “I dunno. I just knew.”

			“Does it bother you that this was a boy’s room?”

			“Why would it bother me? Sometimes you say silly things, Mom.”

			Yes, she supposed she did. Still, she was relieved when her daughter agreed to check out the rest of the house with her. Terri didn’t like Niles’s room. Something about it gave her the creeps. Why on earth would the son’s room have white doorknobs? He may have been sickly, but he was the family heir. Or, at least, he had been, until his untimely death. It had to have been a flawed restoration by someone who hadn’t known what they were doing. Maybe one of the over-imaginative restorers had stuck around long enough to get something wrong.

			Terri breathed easier once she’d closed the door.

			* * *

			Though most of the furniture had been left in place for her convenience – it was a matter of removing drop cloths if she wanted to use something – Terri opted to set up a small table in the manor’s kitchen rather than eat meals in the formal dining room. The dining room was too grand for her tastes, too cold even in the heat of summer. She often wondered about the families who had commissioned these great old homes. Had they really enjoyed dining formally, or had they insisted upon grand dining rooms because they were expected? In that respect, she was glad times had changed.

			Pizza was a special treat, designed to lull Dallas into an agreeable food coma, but Terri needn’t have worried. Despite their differences, the child was her mother’s daughter. Dallas had quickly fallen in love with the house too, perhaps too much. “Don’t get too attached to it,” Terri warned. “We’re only here until my work is finished, and then we’ll have to move somewhere else.”

			“I know that, Mom.” Dallas rolled her eyes, and Terri got a glimpse of what she could expect when her daughter reached puberty. “This place isn’t ours.”

			“For at least a year, it’s as good as. I want you to feel comfortable here, but not so much it’ll be hard for you to leave.”

			“When we leave, we’ll move into another place like this, right?”

			“Yes, that’s right. It’ll be time for another adventure.” Or it could be an out-and-out disaster. In her line of work, she never knew what to expect. “Or maybe we’ll rent an apartment for a while.”

			“What’s that, Mom?” Dallas asked, pointing.

			Terri wondered what Dallas had discovered this time. Her daughter was turning out to have a great eye, with a talent for finding unique details that rivaled Terri’s own.

			At first, it wasn’t obvious what she was pointing at. The butler’s pantry? The decorative wall tiles? The cast-iron stove?

			“That thing on the wall that looks like a weird round keyhole.”

			She smiled, eager to share one of her favorite features of old Victorian homes. “That’s a speaking tube. It connects the kitchen with Lady Vandermere’s bathroom. When the lady of the house was enjoying a bath but wanted her cook’s attention, she’d blow into the tube, creating a whistling sound. The cook would hear the whistle and hurry over to the tube so they could talk, kind of like the intercom system we used to have at home.”

			“Cool! Does it still work?”

			“It should.”

			“Can I try it?” Dallas was already half out of her chair. 

			For some reason, the idea of her daughter using the tube made Terri shiver, and she spoke more sharply than she’d meant to. “Not right now. Sit down.”

			Dallas looked stunned, and no wonder. It wasn’t like Terri to snap at her, or to curb her enthusiasm for exploration. She couldn’t understand what was wrong with her, but ever since they’d had the conversation in Niles’s room, she’d felt anxious, jumpy. Her grandmother would have said that a goose had walked over her grave. Lack of imagination or not, the old saying wasn’t exactly comforting.

			“But why?” There was a whiny note to Dallas’s voice that set Terri’s teeth on edge. She could handle almost anything but whining.

			Because I said so leapt to her lips, but she refused to be that kind of parent. That explanation, or lack thereof, had driven her crazy when she was Dallas’s age. Not until she became a mother had she understood how tempting it was. “Because I’d like us to finish our dinner first. Takeout food is expensive, and I don’t want it wasted.”

			At the mention of their finances, Dallas settled back in her chair, staring down at her plate. Terri regretted that her child was aware of her situation. It was her problem, not Dallas’s, but it had been one way to quell the constant demand for things. Dallas may have been ten, but she had a desperate desire to keep up with the Joneses. Or in this case, the Tammys and Traceys.

			Her daughter picked at her pizza, the happy mood ruined. Terri let several minutes of uncomfortable silence pass before she addressed it. “Why are you so upset? You’ll have plenty of time to try it after dinner.”

			“But we’ll go to another room after dinner.”

			“You’ll have time to try it, I promise. We won’t leave until you do. How’s that?”

			Dallas gave her a don’t-you-get-it-Mom? look. “But then we won’t be here when someone answers.”

			This time the goose-walking-over-grave feeling was accompanied by actual goosebumps. “Who’s going to answer back? There’s no one else here.” She laughed, but it didn’t sound sincere. She doubted it had fooled Dallas. Few things did.

			Her daughter lowered her gaze again and shrugged, looking guilty. Icy fingers traced a path up Terri’s spine.

			“Dallas, have you seen someone in this house?” Oh God, no, not the infamous Gertie. Or perhaps a vagrant had managed to find his way in after the house had closed for the season, and had been doing his best to avoid her all week. That would explain the sensation she’d had of being watched.

			“Not really.” She still refused to meet Terri’s eyes. Her daughter’s reluctance was beginning to scare her. What if there was someone in the house? What if the ‘ghosts’ that had spooked the other restorers hadn’t been ghosts at all?

			“What do you mean, ‘not really’? You’ve either seen someone or you haven’t.”

			Now her daughter glared at her, her cheeks turning red. “Why are you getting so mad?”

			“I’m not mad,” Terri denied, though she realized she was angrier than the situation warranted. Again she wondered what was wrong with her. Landing this project was a big success for their little family – if they managed not to kill each other first. They should be celebrating, not at each other’s throats. “But I want to know the truth. If there is someone in the house with us, you need to tell me. They could be dangerous.”

			Dallas glanced away. “He’s not dangerous,” she muttered, so quietly Terri almost didn’t hear.

			“Who’s not dangerous?”

			“The boy I told you about earlier.”

			Ignoring the feeling of freezing fingers along her back, Terri said, “I don’t remember you mentioning a boy. Which boy?” Please don’t say it….

			“You know, the boy who stayed in my room before me. His name is Niles.”

			“That isn’t funny, Dallas.”

			“I’m not trying to be funny. You asked me to tell you who’s in the house, and I told you.” She crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes.

			“What does he look like?” While she hoped Dallas’s imagination had been working overtime, maybe there was another explanation.

			“He has dark, wavy hair. Sad eyes. His cheeks are bright red, almost like he’s wearing makeup.” Dallas lowered her voice. “He dresses funny. The collar on his shirt is stiff. It sticks straight up, like he’s wearing a costume. Is he an actor, Mom?”

			Terri coughed, trying to clear the lump that had formed in her throat when her daughter perfectly described Niles Vandermere. There was one possible solution. “Have you been reading about this house online, honey?”

			“No. Why would anyone write about this old house?”

			“The family who lived here was very important. You’ve heard of the Rockefellers, right?” At Dallas’s nod, she continued. “They were kind of like that. They were quite wealthy. Howard Vandermere owned a law firm and became a powerful senator. He helped a lot of people, and there was talk about him becoming president one day. His wife, Elizabeth, was active in the community, and very well thought of.”

			But then Howard’s son had succumbed to a terrible disease, and it destroyed him. He’d withdrawn from the public eye, turning into a recluse. No one appeared to know how the man himself had died, or what had happened to the rest of the family. Terri hadn’t wanted to ask Miss Vandermere. It hadn’t felt appropriate to pry.

			One thing Vandermere had told her: there had been tours in the house not so long ago, with costumed actors playing the roles of various family members and servants. Maybe the boy her daughter had seen was an actor, a confused young man still playing the role of Niles even though the house had closed.

			Seeing her daughter had finished eating, Terri wrapped the leftovers for their breakfast. They both loved cold pizza in the morning. “Where did you last see this boy?” she asked, striving to sound casual. As soon as she had a moment alone, she was going to call Henrietta Vandermere and report this so-called Niles for scaring the wits out of them. He wouldn’t be employed in this house again, if she could help it. No wonder the other restorers had thought the place was haunted. Ghosts, her ass.

			“He was in the hallway near my room. He says there’s a game he likes, but that it’s been packed away. Can we look for it?”

			Chills raced up her spine again, but this time she focused on her anger. The nerve of this kid, hanging around where he wasn’t wanted and playing tricks on her daughter. “Maybe later. I was going to do some work in the parlor for a bit. Want to help me?”

			“Can I use the speaking tube first?”

			Terri longed to say no, but she prided herself on not breaking promises, especially to her daughter. “Of course. Go ahead.” She struggled not to show how unnerved she was. As much as she’d like to believe he was harmless, it wasn’t normal for this boy to have stayed in the house after the tours ended and the rest of the employees went home. Someone must have told him the house was closing for the restoration. What if there was something seriously wrong with him? What if he was dangerous?

			Don’t court trouble. Another one of her grandmother’s favorite expressions, and it remained true today. Dallas was a logical, older-than-her-years kid, but she was still a child, and probably as likely to have her imagination run away with her as any other kid.

			Her daughter dashed over to the speaking tube like a racehorse who’d been cooped up for too long. She paused long enough to shoot Terri a wicked grin before blowing into the tube.

			As the girl pulled back, staring at the contraption with a look of anticipation, Terri found she was holding her breath, praying no one would answer. Great. Now she was the one whose imagination was out of control. Tales of potentially disturbed boys aside, there was no one in the house aside from them. She hoped.

			She let her daughter ride it out, not wanting to risk another skirmish. Minutes ticked by, feeling endless, but the kitchen remained silent. Finally Dallas gave up, looking disappointed. “I guess no one’s there. We might as well go.”

			“Sorry, kiddo.” Terri rested her hand on her daughter’s head. “Maybe next time.”

			As they left the room, she could have sworn she heard a funny sound – a long, low echo, almost like a moan.

			Air in the pipes, she told herself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It took an hour before Dallas uttered those three little words every parent dreads.

			“Mom, I’m bored.”

			Terri took a break from removing the wall covering. It broke her heart to do it, even though she’d managed to source a reasonable likeness from one of her favorite heritage-house suppliers. The replicas were never quite the same, no matter how expensive. But there was no way around it – the water damage had been extensive, and the old wall covering needed to be replaced. Still, it hurt. People didn’t make things with that level of care anymore.

			Wiping sweat and dust out of her eyes with a forearm, she regarded her daughter, who had an impressively large pile of the wall covering at her feet. She’d done a good job and had stayed with it surprisingly long, longer than Terri had thought she would. She had to remember that for Dallas, this was a holiday. Soon enough – too soon – the summer would be over, and she’d be back in school. A new school, if she decided she wanted to stay.

			“It is boring, isn’t it? You’ve done great, though, honey. I appreciate the help.”

			“Can I go look around?”

			Her impulse was to say yes, of course she could, but then Terri remembered the boy in funny clothes. She hesitated, and before she could voice her misgivings, Dallas rushed to reassure her. “I won’t go far. There’s an old closet near my room and I want to see what’s in it. Maybe I can find the game Niles was talking about.”

			Terri leaned back on her haunches, setting down her putty knife. “About that….” She took a deep breath. This was new territory for her. How was she supposed to explain this without terrifying her daughter? “Honey, he isn’t really Niles. Niles was the Vandermere’s son, and he died a long time ago. I think the boy you’ve seen used to play Niles for the tours they gave here, but he shouldn’t be hanging around the house. If you see him, I want you to tell him to go home and come tell me right away, okay?”

			Her mouth gaping a little, Dallas nodded. “I think he believes it, though. He really thinks he’s Niles.”

			“That’s why I want you to come tell me right away if you see him. He might be sick – okay?”

			Sick covered all manner of ills, but from the time her daughter had been old enough to understand, it had meant a combination of don’t touch and stay away. Terri hoped Dallas got that the deluded soul playing Niles was ill in a much more dangerous way, but she didn’t want to scare her daughter.

			“Okay.”

			“Promise?”

			“I promise.”

			“Do you have your phone?”

			Dallas pulled the small phone with its glittery pink case from her back pocket. Other parents complained about their children’s attachment to such devices, but in moments like this, they were a godsend. The house was too large for Terri to hear Dallas if she cried out, and definitely big enough for the girl to get lost if she wasn’t careful. “Good. Call me if you see him, and hurry right back here.”

			“I will, Mom.”

			“And if you decide to go any farther than the closet, give me a call.”

			“Okay.” The novelty of a mentally ill boy wandering the house had given her more leeway than usual, but Terri could tell Dallas was growing impatient. Too much longer, and too many more directives, and her daughter would storm off and that would be that. The temper came from the girl’s father, so she always reminded herself that it wasn’t Dallas’s fault. But it was hard not to resent that she still had to perpetually walk on eggshells long after the divorce.

			“We’re a team, right?” Attempting to coax a smile, Terri tried to hide how troubled she actually was. This fake Niles had unnerved her more than she wanted to admit. What if he didn’t leave them alone? What if he terrorized them the entire summer? Her heart sped up at the thought of it, pounding in her chest with an intensity that was nearly painful.

			Dallas nodded, ponytail bobbing. She wasn’t the type of child to cheerfully parrot back her mother’s suggestions, never had been. Terri would have to be satisfied with non-verbal gestures. 

			“Please be careful.”

			“Mom….”

			“I know, I know.” She raised her hands in surrender. “I’m being overprotective. Go ahead, go. Have fun.”

			Though she’d appeared to be exhausted a moment before, Dallas flew away from her like a bird escaping a cage.

			“No running,” Terri yelled after the rapidly retreating figure, but it was too late. Her daughter was gone. Rubbing her chest in a futile attempt to lower her heart rate, she was frustrated at the level of helplessness she felt. There was no way around it; she was going to have to call Vandermere in the morning. It was the last thing she wanted to do. She had too much work to be able to hover over her daughter all summer, and doing so would make Dallas nuts and drive a bigger wedge between them.

			Tea. Tea was what she needed now.

			Though it was nearly eighty degrees outside, the house was cool and yes, drafty. Vandermere had been right about that. On the hottest of days, a cold breeze could be felt, consistently winding its way through the estate. While it was welcome now, Terri worried about how uncomfortable the place would be in the winter, as they would be there past the end of the year; there was no doubt about it. As with all old homes, she’d no sooner fix one problem before she’d discover another, lurking behind the one she’d just repaired. She was relieved she hadn’t found black mold under the water-damaged wall covering yet, but Terri was willing to bet it was there. Sometimes it was difficult to catch her breath in the house, as if her lungs were being squeezed.

			Maybe this is a sign. She pushed the thought aside as she walked to the kitchen. Ever since her father had died of a heart attack at a tragically young age, leaving her alone with her kindly but ill-equipped-to-be-a-single-parent mother, dying the same way had been Terri’s greatest fear. She’d driven herself to the hospital too many times to count, convinced that each minute was destined to be her last.

			The diagnosis was the same every time: panic attack.

			“There’s nothing wrong with your heart, Terri,” the last nurse had told her. He’d had kind eyes and a gentle voice, and had taken the time to sit with her for a moment, perching on the edge of the bed. She’d been hooked up to a frightening array of machines. “But if you don’t learn how to deal with stress, there will be.”

			Dallas would be fine. She was strong and street smart, as much as any child with a comfortable life could be, and she had her phone. There was no reason to worry about her.

			Except there was.

			“The boy who stayed in my room before me. His name is Niles.”

			Screw it. What had she been thinking, leaving this until tomorrow? This kid could have a knife, or worse. How could she have thought they’d be able to sleep in this house tonight, with him wandering around?

			She took her phone from her pocket and called Dallas.

			“I haven’t even been gone five minutes.”

			“I know. Sorry, but I can’t help it. This Niles, or whoever he is, scares me. Everything all right?”

			“Yes, Mom.” Heavy sigh, mostly for effect. “No one’s here but me and a bunch of spiderwebs.”

			Though her daughter wasn’t the cuddly type, at least she wasn’t scared of spiders. That would be impossible to deal with while doing restorations. “Find anything yet?”

			“It’s been five minutes, Mom. I just got here.”

			“Okay. Call me if you see anything.”

			Her daughter ended the call without a goodbye, and Terri tried not to be hurt, reminding herself that Dallas didn’t mean to be abrupt or rude. She’d been telling herself that since the girl had learned to speak. Hopefully Vandermere would be less impatient.

			If there was anything she hated, it was complaining. She prided herself on being a positive person, a can-do person. In the best-case scenario, her clients heard from her twice: when she applied for a job, and when she finished the job. However, this was far from the best-case scenario, and the sooner she let her employer know, the sooner it would be fixed.

			“Ms. Foxworth. This is a surprise. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Are you and your daughter settling in?”

			Startled, but not annoyed. That was a good start. “Everything’s fine, Miss Vandermere. The house is beautiful, and I don’t anticipate any problems with the restoration.”

			“But….” The older woman sounded bemused.

			“Sorry?”

			“I sense a ‘but’ coming. I somehow doubt you’ve phoned me to chat.”

			Terri mentally crossed her fingers. What if the boy were a relative? She hadn’t considered that before. Even so, the woman needed to know the child had scared her daughter. 

			You mean he’s scaring you. Dallas is fine, said the annoying voice in her head, but she pushed it aside. “There’s a situation I need to talk to you about.”

			“Yes? I’m not much for beating around the bush. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“I’m afraid one of your actors must have gotten confused. He’s been in the house since we moved in, and he’s frightening my daughter.” She silently apologized to Dallas for throwing her under the bus.

			“One of my actors? Whatever do you mean?” Vandermere still sounded amused, but now Terri could detect an undercurrent of irritation.

			“You know, from the tours. The historical recreations,” she said, feeling frustrated. Perhaps actor wasn’t the best word, but surely the woman understood what she’d meant.

			“My dear, I didn’t mean to give you that impression. Some of our staff would dress up from time to time, just a simple show-and-tell. No actors or historical recreations. It’s too fragile for that sort of nonsense.”

			“But…didn’t I see a brochure with some actors in period dress showing people around?” Her heart was sprinting again, and she found it difficult to breathe. It was as if iron bands were wrapped around her chest, forcing the air from her lungs.

			“Oh, we hosted a little event for the one-hundredth anniversary, but nothing since. Too much work, and too much hassle. Not to mention the cost to the house would be too great if we’d kept doing it. As I’m sure you’re aware, the general public cannot be trusted with such a priceless artifact.”

			“Did a boy take part in that event?”

			“No, no children.” Terri could imagine Vandermere pursing her lips at the thought. Unlike a lot of women her age, she was not charmed by children, which had been quite apparent when she’d met Dallas. “Children are even worse than the general public. So destructive.”

			Deep breath. “Miss Vandermere, my daughter has seen someone in the house. A young man, wearing period clothing. He told her his name was Niles.”

			The woman sighed. “Do you know why I hired you?”

			A million potential responses leapt to Terri’s lips, each one more defensive or egotistical than the last. She settled for, “Aside from my recommendations and expertise, no. Not really.” Remembering the other restorers, she prayed Vandermere wouldn’t tell her she’d been the last choice.

			“Oh, please. There are plenty of good people who have been in the restoration business longer than you’ve been alive. Recommendations and expertise come cheap. No, I hired you because you were brave.”

			Terri’s mind reeled from the woman’s not-so-veiled insult. Brave? But before she could ask what Vandermere meant, the woman continued. “When I heard you were the one who’d restored the Davis house, I thought, ‘This is the right person for the job.’ To be gauche for a moment, the fact that you needed the work didn’t hurt either.”

			She’d missed the last barb, as the mention of the name Davis made her knees buckle. The Davis house had been the site of a multiple murder: a churchgoing couple gunned down by their eldest son, who had then turned the weapon on his three siblings. It hadn’t been so much a restoration as a clean-up job. She had spent weeks separated from her daughter, scrubbing dried blood and brain matter off the walls, and had tried to erase it from her mind ever since.

			“Are you saying something horrible happened in this house?” she asked once she’d regained her composure.

			“Of course not, nothing like that. As you know, my brother passed away in that house, in the north bedroom, when he was sixteen. He had been ill for some time. There was certainly nothing nefarious about it. As for anything else you might hear, it’s nothing more than idle gossip from those who forget sensibilities were quite different back then.”

			Terri was beginning to feel sorry she’d called. Rather than reassuring her, Vandermere’s words were having the opposite effect. “What do you mean ‘sensibilities were different’?”

			“How people raised their children, for instance. What would be considered ‘abusive’ today was simply good discipline back then. Children weren’t indulged, coddled, and handed everything on a silver platter. They had to earn their privileges, and were expected to behave.”

			The smugness in her voice, especially since the woman had never raised a child in her life, made Terri’s blood boil. “And be seen and not heard, I suppose.”

			Her employer missed her sarcasm, or perhaps decided to ignore it. “Exactly. Children understood how to respect their elders back then. A little healthy fear never hurt anyone.”

			Healthy fear? She’d never heard a bigger oxymoron in her life. Best to bring this conversation to an end before she lost it completely. “I’m not sure what this has to do with the boy my daughter saw in the house.”

			“Do you remember what we discussed on the day I showed you the house?”

			Damn. She’d been hoping Vandermere wouldn’t go there. This had nothing to do with her imagination, or her daughter’s imagination. Dallas hadn’t had a clue who Niles Vandermere was. She couldn’t have conjured that name up. “Yes, but—”

			“It’s an old house. Old houses have history. They make strange noises, and occasionally, one might see funny things. Do you remember me telling you this?”

			“Yes, but with all due respect, we were talking about moving curtains. Not young men wandering around the house, claiming to be your brother. If he isn’t an actor, I’d like to know who he is.”

			“Have you seen this young man for yourself?” The woman’s voice was heavy with skepticism.

			“No, but I believe my daughter.”

			“We talked about this, Ms. Foxworth. I told you that I prefer employees without overactive imaginations.”

			“This is hardly an overactive imagination. How would my daughter have known your brother’s name? I certainly never told her.”

			“She has access to a computer, doesn’t she? A cell phone? Information about our family is easy enough to find.”

			“That’s what I thought too, but I asked her, and she swears she hasn’t looked up a thing.”

			“And children never lie, do they?” Before Terri could explode, Vandermere continued, clearly not expecting an answer. “You remember what I told you about the other workers I hired. They had to be fired due to their flights of fancy and ridiculous notions. I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to say the same about you.”

			“I thought it had been their choice to leave.” Terri swallowed hard, digging her nails into her palms. “You told me they’d abandoned the project and left you in the lurch.”

			“I couldn’t have you think I was difficult to work for, could I?” The amusement had returned to the woman’s voice, like she was winking, and Terri felt ill.

			“This isn’t my daughter’s imagination. There is a boy in this house, and he told her his name was Niles. She said he was wearing old-fashioned clothing.” As she said the words, she realized how ludicrous it sounded. Still, she believed her daughter. Dallas wasn’t the type to make things up, and definitely not something like that. How would she have known the name of Vandermere’s brother? If she had researched the family, there would be no reason to lie.

			“If you really believe a boy is in the house, the police would be the ones to contact. There isn’t much I can do.”

			“Understood. Thank you, Miss Vandermere. I won’t bother you again.”

			“I’ll hold you to that,” the woman said, and hung up.

			Bitch. Terri had known Vandermere was set in her ways, but hadn’t expected her to be so dismissive of Terri’s concerns – or so rude. Not to mention her antiquated ideas about raising children. The idea of someone laying a hand on Dallas was enough to make her seethe. Not all of the old ways had been good ones, but try getting someone from that era to admit it.

			Then there was the matter of the boy Dallas had seen. Maybe her daughter had imagined it, but that didn’t seem likely, not if he had told her his name was Niles. If she saw him herself, she’d ask him to leave. No sense calling the police on a kid, especially a kid with a mental illness. Hopefully he’d get bored and leave on his own. Sooner rather than later.

			Plugging in the electric kettle she’d brought with her, Terri wished she did have an overactive imagination. If she had, perhaps she could have convinced herself that it was going to be that simple.
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