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Author’s Note
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Ida’s Empty Coffin has existed for nearly a decade in one form or another. I wrote the first draft when I was nineteen, but had little to no success with any of the rewrites I attempted until this past summer. I decided to start from scratch, keeping only a name and a few core concepts; a daunting task at the time, but one that paid off. I was finally able to mold it into the ghost story I dreamed it would be when the idea first came to me.

This new version made its debut in serial format for a handful of readers of a newsletter. Upon completion, the full text uploaded to my website with the promise that it would always be free to read. I intend to keep that promise, and though now—by popular demand—a paperback is for sale, an epub will remain free to download for any who want it.

Whether you choose to read this for free on your phone or e-reader, or to buy a copy for your shelf, it’s my sincerest wish that you fall in love with this story, and that Cricket, Earle, and the dearly departed are always with you.
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No one had been on the grounds of Blackwood House in years. The estate was a dingy husk of its former self. The overgrown yard was tangled with sumac, the windows were busted, and the walls were cracked, the once-perfectly symmetrical gardens flanking them withered. A few patches of stout okra sprouted, but everything else had been choked by swamp grass. 

Everything else left behind by the owners was dead.

The house stood—for now, but not much longer everyone suspected, because even if the Blackwoods never let it be torn down it'd eventually give into gravity and the wetland it was built on—like a headstone at the edge of town. There wasn’t another home around for miles. Like most things in the state, that empty land belonged to the Blackwoods too. The family was filthy rich and weird. 

It was the money that did it. Everyone that wasn’t a Blackwood said so. How much they controlled was bound to make people go funny. It went to the head, gave you a complex, and the Blackwoods—a long line of off-putting, uncharitable landlords—had one for as long as anyone could remember.

They had a couple of other houses in counties all across the state, places their mail got delivered and they spent more time at than the swamp. But that house was the first and oldest, built by a patriarch hundreds of years ago. Seeing it finally start to molder felt like an omen. 

It had been a show house by the end, kept up by gardeners and staff for the occasional public event. It hosted garden parties and galas for company investors and got rented out by the day for lavish weddings. The local rumor mill also said it was the place the family locked up its problems. Supposedly, there were whole wings sectioned off for pregnant teens, brothers with drug habits, and uncles in trouble with the law. 

If you believed that sort of thing, and it was harder to before the house started to decay. Even when it became obvious no one was getting paid to mow anymore, with the house still whole, the talk seemed out of pocket. It wasn’t as difficult now that the estate was crumbling fast. Unnaturally fast some said, like the past had finally caught up with it or the spell that kept it standing was fading with none of the family around to tend it.

It was as good of a time as any. No one wanted to go there anyway; not after what’d happened five years back. Even if the Blackwoods allowed it, no one would’ve felt right buying it out for baby showers. The family hadn’t, though. They’d gated it up. Allegedly, they weren’t even in the state these days. All their other houses were getting kept clean, but staff never saw them there. Wherever the Blackwoods were living, it wasn’t close as near as anyone who knew them could see.

No one knew where they’d gone, if they were together, or planned to come back. No one knew if their local offices were going to be run by video chat and proxy forever. It was hard to say what the half life of that kind of scandal was.

Good riddance, most people thought. If they never had to see a Blackwood again, it wouldn’t matter. They were weird, unfriendly people, and the slouching swamp house was as much of a reminder of them as anyone needed.
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At the start of September, three months after the anniversary of Blackwood House being abandoned, a Jeep nobody recognized pulled into Sweet Stacks Diner just after seven in the morning. 

It didn’t belong to a regular or even a local. The tags were out of state. Way out—New Mexico. Sweet Stacks was so far from the highway that it rarely attracted travelers. Seeing one so early and not even in tourist season piqued the patrons’ interest. Everyone in a window seat turned their heads and kicked their friends under the table, making them do the same. It started a ripple of rubber necks. Over coffees and breakfast plates, Sweet’s dozen guests all eyed the Jeep to see who’d get out of it.

Ten minutes later, a young woman kicked the door open and climbed out. Most people recognized her instantly, and the ones who didn’t weren’t far behind. As she tied back her red hair, surprised whispers crept around the tables and counter.

The woman spent a few minutes by her car. She locked it up and fussed with her keys before stuffing them in her pocket. She took out her phone and scrolled, checking texts or Twitter or emails, eventually locking the screen and tucking that away too. She padded her feet as she made her mind up, then jogged across the small lot. When she got to the door she faltered, hand resting on the push bar as if she was unsure she was allowed to come in.

When she eventually did, everyone forced themselves to go back to their breakfasts. The patrons hurriedly picked up the conversations they’d been having, badly pretending they hadn’t been gawking. If the woman noticed—she definitely did, right? everyone would agree when she left again—she played it off. 

Not looking at anyone in particular, she headed for the counter. She took a seat at the end and flipped the coffee mug waiting on a saucer right. A waitress made eye contact with her over the head of someone whose order she was taking, acknowledging it before taking the ticket to hang in the kitchen window. She whistled at a line cook to get their attention and the two shouted a couple of words over the griddle. When she was done, the waitress made her way to the woman’s end of the counter. Not quickly. Her steps were deliberate. She recognized her, too.

“Been a while,” the older woman said when she reached her. She snatched a coffee pot off one of the hotplates and filled the mug halfway. The waitress didn’t have to ask. She’d worked at Sweets for a long time. She remembered how everyone—even missing Blackwoods—liked their drinks.

“Yea,” the young woman said as she helped herself to a pitcher of cream just starting to condensate. She lifted out of her seat to reach it, pawing behind the counter. The waitress didn’t stop her. 

“Long while, actually.” The waitress put the coffee back on the hotplate and got out her order pad and pen. She clicked the pen open and closed, watching the woman, Earle, turn her coffee white. “Wasn’t sure I’d see you again.”

Earle popped her lips. “That was the plan.”

A few moments passed between them. Earle palmed her mug but didn’t drink. She hunched over it, looking tired. The waitress thought about asking, but changed her mind and asked something else.

“Saw your tags.” She nodded to the lot, making her tortoise shell glasses slip. “What’s in New Mexico?”

“My undergrad program.” Earle smiled for half a second. “And just about the shittiest griddle cakes. Does Cherry still work here?” The waitress nodded. “Can you have her make a short stack? Brown sugar pecan.”

The waitress scribbled on her pad. “Anything else?” Earle shook her head, but the older woman wrote down bacon and homefries anyway. That’s what Earle always used to get, and the waitress didn’t like how skinny she looked. She was always thin, but her hollowed cheeks were concerning.

Not that it was really any of the waitress’ business. She didn’t know the kid personally. She just used to be a regular. Not a half bad girl, which was a miracle given her family. The waitress used to like seeing Earle in the mornings. She came before school sometimes and almost always on the weekends. Over summer, she’d spend hours picking at eggs and coffee in a booth. She brought books or a laptop, sometimes her sister. 

No one talked to her or sat nearby if they could help it.

She’d always been polite. Quiet, sure, and odd, but the waitress thought that was all to do with her parents. They didn’t mingle with regular people. They never had; thought they were too good. Maybe the waitress would feel that way too if she was richer than God.

“Let me know if you need more coffee,” she said, clicking her pen closed, “or water or juice or something. The food shouldn’t be long.”

Earle nodded wearily and finally took a sip of coffee. She slurped it, trying not to burn her tongue. When she was done, she kept the mug close to her face, warming her cheeks with the steam.

She closed her eyes a little too long, swaying in her tall seat before sucking a breath and going rod straight. No one else noticed; no one else was really looking at Earle, as usual, but it made the waitress terribly uneasy. 

She thought again about how skinny Earle looked, more of a stick now than she’d ever been as a teen, and noted the bruising on her greasy under eyes. She wondered if Earle had driven all the way home without stopping.
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Cricket swung her bike through a wide turn onto River Street, dodging a pair of recycling bins last night’s storm knocked over. She splashed through a puddle and jumped the curb separating the asphalt from the riverwalk, all brick and stone pavers with iron fencing between it and the bank. 

It was early enough that few other people were on the walk. She didn’t have to weave through pedestrians like she did in tourist season. The walk was quiet, peppered in the distance with some locals out running. The heavy thrum of activity that came every summer was gone.

Cricket was glad about that. River Street was nice all year, and she was lucky that her shop did well enough to afford the rent. There was something about it in the off season, though, when the mornings were cooler and the sun came up lonely, pink and orange over the water, like it was only rising for her.

She took her time peddling, craned her neck to watch dinghies unload on the boardwalk and rang her bell at people adjusting their waders. When she had to swerve runners, she made slow, sweeping weaves. It was a nice morning—windy enough to snap the hem of her shirt but warm. There were at least two months left before she had to lock her bike up and start taking the bus again. 

When she passed the old weeping willow that marked the middle of River Street, she dismounted and walked her bike the rest of the way to the racks around the back of that block of shops. They were built in a long wooden line, divided by thin walls like apartments. Two stories tall, with outside spirals of stairs connecting the levels, half of them would be closed until next spring. Some, like hers, appealed to locals enough to keep their doors open. The owners of those already had their bikes chained up.

After securing hers, she took off her backpack and fished through it for her phone and shop keyring. She pocketed the keys and unlocked her phone, checking the time—a little late—and her messages out of habit more than necessity. 

She’d worked the shop alone ever since her grandmother died. She had a cousin she could call if she couldn’t make it in, but on the days she could—which was almost all of them—she didn’t have company. Her line of work didn’t call for it.

Her grandmother, who she’d inherited the store from, hadn’t needed any for most of her life either. Not until the end, when it was obvious she wasn’t getting better. After she got sick she could barely walk the length of the shop, let alone get across town to make house calls. That was when she brought Cricket in to teach. Not just how to run a store—keep books and haggle with suppliers—but how to run that kind of store. How to make people believe in her like they’d believed in her grandmother and the two other generations of women before.

She’d been doing all that on her own for the last three years. People had adjusted to dealing with her, and now that they had she understood why the store only had one worker. It was easier to establish trust, and trust was everything.

Since it was only her, and she suspected it would be until she got so old she had to figure something out, there wasn’t anyone she had to worry about calling out at the last minute. Beyond that, her friends rarely needed her before noon. Most of them had night shifts or days that started before hers. 

She still liked to check, and that morning the habit paid off. She’d gotten a text from her roommate during the commute. Are you in trouble? it read. Cricket frowned down at the words until she decided they were meant for someone else.

Think this was for Credence, she typed back, then shouldered her bag and checked her bike lock. Before she was even ready to head around the front and open up shop, her phone buzzed, then again, and again with an incoming call.

“Like hell it was for Credence,” her roommate said when she answered, sounding like he hadn’t been awake for long. He probably hadn’t. Adam closed down Crawler’s Tavern most nights. Even in the off season, that put him getting home around the time she woke up.

“Ok,” she said, getting out her keys as she rounded the corner, “then you’re going to have to explain, because I have no idea what you’re talking about. What do you think I’d be in trouble for?”

“Just—rent’s paid, right? We aren’t behind a few months or anything, and you haven’t told me because... I don’t know, you’re buying drugs?”

If her friend didn’t sound dead serious, she would’ve laughed. “What?”

“Just answer the question, Crick.”

“Why?” When he didn’t respond, she sighed. “Jeez, no, ok? We’re not late. The internet's paid too, and so are utilities, so don’t bother asking.” She hopped over part of a planter bed of sweet alyssum instead of walking around it. “Are you drunk? If this is some roundabout way of saying you need a ride, you’re out of luck. I’m already—”

“A Blackwood’s back in town,” Adam interrupted, which was so unexpected that Cricket didn’t care that he’d cut her off.

“Really?” She gave him time to take it back. “Shit,” she cussed when he didn’t. “Which one?”

“Earle. You know, one of the sisters.”

It wasn’t necessary to say ‘one of the sisters’ anymore. It hadn’t been since before the family left town. There was just one daughter now. If Cricket tried, she could still recall the pictures that Riverbend Weekly ran of the other one’s funeral.

“Does anyone know what she’s doing?” Could be anything, she guessed. Several of the family’s offices were in town. “And what’s it got to do with me?”

“I was hoping you could tell me that. Word is she’s looking for your store.”

Cricket faltered, and it took a couple of seconds for her to reboot. She was sure she hadn’t heard right, or that Adam was drunk after all, or making a very bad joke. It had to be one of those, because she didn’t know Earle Blackwood. 

She knew about her, of course, as much as anyone else. The Blackwood family had a reputation, but they didn’t mingle with people like Cricket. Outside of rent being late, she shouldn’t have blipped on Earle’s radar.

“Quit messing with me,” she grumbled, prepared to shake the whole conversation off. She was already late and needed to get on with the day.

“I’m serious,” Adam said. “Mike saw her at Sweets. She hung around for about an hour chatting with Rena. He was at the counter a few seats down, so he listened in. Most of it was small talk, but after a while she got to asking about your grandma. She wanted to know if she was still in business.”

Cricket fidgeted with her keys. “What’d Rena say?”

“That your grandma passed away a while ago, but you took over. She gave her the address and your hours. Mike didn’t say, but I think—”

She didn’t get a chance to hear what Adam thought. Just then, she reached the steps leading up to her store. When she looked up, she saw a woman leaning over the railing, watching her. It was Earle Blackwood, big red ponytail and all. She was finishing up a smoke, flicking ash onto the pink candytuft in half barrel planters below. The two held each other’s gaze. Adam was still talking. Cricket was aware, but no longer listening.

“Let me call you back.”

She hung up and stuffed her phone into her back pocket. Earle jerked a nod at her. Cricket nodded back. Then, feeling uncomfortable, she forced herself to jog up the stairs. The other woman watched, waiting to stub her smoke out until Cricket was on the landing. She smashed it against the side of her boot and tucked the butt into a silver case sticking out of her breast pocket.

“You’re late,” Earle Blackwood said. Her voice was groggy, and wherever she’d been for the last few years hadn’t dampened her accent. She sounded low country, more than Cricket would’ve thought. She realized then that she’d never actually heard a Blackwood speak.

“What?”

“Your sign.” Earle pointed to the plaque advertising hours. “It says ten to eight, but it’s after ten.”

“I had a weird morning.” She flipped through her keys idly. “Did you have an appointment for ten?”

It was a stupid question. She knew Earle didn’t. The woman had never called or visited the store before. She wouldn’t have guessed the other woman even knew about it. It didn’t deal in things Cricket thought the elder Blackwoods would approve of.

“Do I need one?”

“No, but people usually aren’t waiting at the door unless they do.”

Earle huffed a tired laugh. She was slouching, under eyes bruised. It looked like she hadn’t showered in a couple of days. Her ponytail was tangled and if Cricket had to guess, she’d say she’d been living in the same shirt for a while. 

“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be a creep. I got into town early and basically came straight here. My name’s—”

“I know,” Cricket interrupted. She palmed the deadbolt key, wondering if it’d be rude to make Earle wait outside while she opened the shop. Deciding that it would be, she offered, “Want to come in? I’ve got a few things to do, but there’s a place for you to sit. Coffee pot, too.”

Not waiting to hear Earle’s decision, Cricket unlocked the door and let herself in. She disarmed the security system, leaving the door half open, and started on her duties for the day.

“Whatever you want to do,” she yelled over her shoulder on the way to the broom closet where she kept the safe, “shut the door. I’m not paying to cool the porch, and you know how bad the bugs are this time of year.”

Earle muttered something, and a few seconds later Cricket heard her cross the threshold. The old wooden floors were noisy and the heels of Earle’s boots were thick. She couldn’t have sneaked inside if she wanted to.

Over the beep of the safe and shuffling count of bills—need to go by the bank tomorrow, deposit some cash—she heard the other woman exploring. She walked around, reading labels and snooping. A few bottles clinked, making Cricket wince. She wished people wouldn’t touch things without asking.

They tended to when she wasn’t looking. She couldn’t blame them, she supposed. Her stock was unusual. The walls and cabinets were lined with misshapen candles, herbs, bones, stones, dried flowers, and rusted twists of metal; vials of water from different rivers and swamps, dirt skimmed off graves, claws, and the gelatinous remains of eyeballs. Not human, of course, but she still hid them when inspectors came. 

“There’s a sink in the bathroom if you want water for the pot,” she said, tucking bands of bills under her arm and locking the safe. She hoped the woman would take the bait.

“No thanks. I already had some.”

Cricket clicked her tongue. Too bad.

She came out of the closet to find Earle crouched in front of the glass case that supported the register. Her bag was in one of the chairs by the far window, looking like it’d been tossed on her way through the door. She was as interested in getting cozy as she was making coffee, apparently. Well, some people were like that.

“Something in particular caught your eye?”

She stepped around the woman and worked behind the case to get to the register. After popping it, she laid her stacks out, counted one more time, and loaded the till, cracking a few rolls of coins left inside.

“Maybe,” Earle muttered. “Don’t really know what I’m looking at.”

“Which row?” She dumped out the quarters. “Pick one. I got ‘em memorized.”

“Really?” Earle didn’t sound like she believed that. “Middle one, left to right.”

She thought for a second, running inventory in her head, and made a point of not looking away from the coins. She could feel Blackwood watching and heard her knees crack as she stood up. She didn’t want the woman to think she was cheating.

“Left to right,” Cricket repeated, “you’ve got a partial raccoon skeleton, some pieces of silver that can be molded into bullets or whatever, three river grass dolls, a Hand of Glory everyone always thinks is fake, and a pitcher of rose quartz. No reason for that one. I just think it’s pretty.” She smacked a roll of pennies against the register like an egg. “Did I miss anything, Ms Blackwood?”

“Earle,” the woman corrected. “Guess not, but what’s it for?”

“Which thing?”

“Everything.” Out of the corner of her eye, Cricket caught the sweeping motion Earle made. She looked up in time to see the woman spinning to take in the clutter. “Does even half of it work?”

Cricket finished dumping the coins out. “Work for what? Magic?” The other woman grimaced, making Cricket roll her eyes. “Don’t look like that. It’s what I do. It’s what grandma did too, which apparently you knew. Isn’t that who you were asking around for this morning?”

Earle only looked surprised for a half a moment. She schooled her expression quickly and crossed her arms.

“Was that what your call was about? Word sure travels fast.”

“Always has. You know how gossipy this place is.”

Cricket shut the register and tossed the coin wrappers in the trash. Reaching behind her, she palmed the light panel on the wall. She flipped all three switches, turning on the lamps scattered around the floor and the one old pendant that slumped from the ceiling.

“Are you going to sit down?” she asked, nodding to the seats by the window. “You probably should. That usually makes it easier.”

“Makes what easier?”

Cricket pursed her lips. She didn’t have much patience for cagey clients. “Whatever you came to talk about.” She rounded the case, passing Earle to go into the bathroom. On her way, she plucked the pot from the coffee machine. “However you want to do it. Stand if you want. Sit if you don’t. Just pick. I’m going to make coffee.”

Earle didn’t say anything, which Cricket preferred. She didn’t know how she could’ve made small talk with a Blackwood. They didn’t have much to chat about, not even local news. Earle had been gone for as long as the rest of her family had.

Cricket filled the pot, went back to the maker, and loaded it. She spooned in her grounds, set the drip, then flipped the switch. She stood in front of it and watched it filter like that was interesting, giving Earle as much time as possible to make up her mind.

The other woman paced, messing with a few more bottles that Cricket had to resist snapping for her not to touch. She probably wouldn’t break anything. She was an adult. Still, it was annoying. Couldn’t people learn to leave things alone?

When she was done fidgeting, Earle went to the chair her bag was in and dumped it on the floor to make room for herself. She sunk into the old velvet so deep that Cricket was surprised her feet still touched the floor. Cricket never sat there herself. Her legs were too short. 

“Sure you don’t want some?” she asked as the drip finished.

Earle hummed. “I guess, since you already made it.”

Cricket unstacked two styrofoam cups. “You take cream? How much?”

“Turn it white. Skip the sugar, though.”

That was easy. Cricket didn’t keep sugar in the shop. She got a carton of cream out of the minifridge the coffeemaker sat on, giving it a sniff before pouring their shares. When the coffee was mixed, she gave Earle the lightest one. 

The woman put it between her knees, not looking like she planned to drink it. That was fine, Cricket thought. At least she offered. Sipping her own, she curled up in the loveseat across from Earle. She toed off her shoes and tucked her feet under a pillow, balancing with an elbow on its arm. She had to squint at her guest a little. The sun refracted off the water and shot bright beams through her window. Earle’s body blocked most of the light, but some streamed around her. 

They both sat for a while, staring at each other, waiting for something to start. The shop creaked, the sound of an old building trying to fall, and outside the off season noise started to build up. Fishermen and oyster catchers were coming in to make early sales or haul the first round of catches to local restaurants. They shouted at each other from boats to the bridges and boardwalk, and along with joggers, skaters, and class skippers brought River Street to life.

“Not that I mind,” Cricket sighed eventually, “since I was probably going to just be sitting here anyway, but usually by now a person has at least said good morning.” She took a sip of the scalding coffee, trying to look casual. “You have to talk, you know. That’s how this works.”

Earle frowned. “Not going to try to read my mind?”

Cricket didn’t bother saying that she wasn’t a psychic. It didn’t matter. The other woman was just being antagonistic. It was one of those family traits that made Blackwoods, impossibly, even less approachable.

“Look, you’ve got two options: talk to me or buy something. You can’t just sit here and stare all day. You can do that in your hotel room. If you need time to think, come back tomorrow. You obviously know where I am.”

Earle blinked like a huge red hoot owl, surprised, then embarrassed. Her mouth twisted as she chewed her tongue. She leaned back further in the chair, exhaled hard, and pawed at her face. Some of her nails were chewed to the quick and her cuticles were scabbed.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “It’s been a long few days. I drove here straight from New Mexico. Mostly straight.” She scrubbed under her eyes. “I pulled over a couple of times to nap. I tried not to, though.”

Cricket thought about asking what she’d been doing in New Mexico, but decided against it. That didn’t seem to be the part that mattered.

“In a hurry?” Earle shrugged. “Want to tell me why? Might be able to help.” Cricket thumbed the lip of her cup. “But I can’t if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

Earle hesitated, her glazy attention stuck on something at the back of the store. Cricket didn’t press. She took a few more sips from her cup. The coffee had cooled enough for her to realize it tasted stale. She should probably throw that can of grounds out and get a new one. She couldn’t even remember when she bought it.

“You don’t record anything here, right?” 

“No.” Cricket paused, then added: “I don’t gossip either, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Everyone gossips.”

“Not me. Not about work. Think I’d be able to keep this place open if I did?”

Earle considered that, alternating between chewing the stumps of her nails and a break in her lower lip. It looked raw, and Cricket didn’t think before offering, “I can get you a stir stick if you want. It’d probably hurt less.”

“What?” Realizing what she was doing, Earle snatched her hand away and tucked it under her thigh. “No, it’s ok. I just need to get this over with.”

Cricket shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She almost took another drink of coffee, then, remembering the taste, put it on the floor. She nestled the cup between her shoes. “I’m ready when you are.”

Earle took a deep breath and started bouncing her heel. After gathering her thoughts she began, speaking haltingly like she hadn’t said the words out loud before; not to anyone, even herself.

“The same night of the year, every year since I left, I’ve had the same bad dream. I’m in the swamp house at the bottom of the stairs, and it’s so quiet that I can hear water running on the second floor. I hear it filling the tub, overflowing into the hall, and trickling down the top few steps. Just like the night it really happened.” She paused, throat working through a swallow. “I get this awful twist in my stomach. I know what’ll happen if I keep climbing, but I can’t stop. I go one floor up, and from the landing I see the bathroom door is open. 

“There’s light inside, flickering, like a bunch of candles are lit. It’s soft and reflects off all the water. I call out but no one answers, so I go to take a look. That’s when I see her. She’s in the tub, and she’s already—”

Earle’s voice splintered and her eyes went wet. She blinked hard to keep from crying. Cricket picked at the fringe on one of her pillows, feeling invasive. “Ida?”

Earle nodded. “What do you know about how she died?”

“Just what was in the papers.” She felt bad admitting to reading the articles. None of them had been kind. “They said cardiac arrest.”

“That’s one way of putting it.” Earle sniffed. Her eyes were shiny, but her mouth was set in a stern line. “Ida went into cardiac arrest because she OD’d. Hard to tell if she meant to or not. Might’ve been an accident. Either way, she went down in the tub. The examiner said she drowned. She was probably floating for hours before I found her.”

Jesus, Cricket thought, and imagined her own bathtub, wondering what a corpse would look like bobbing in it. She’d probably still dream about it, too. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too. I knew she had a problem, and I was trying to get her help. Trying to help us both. But it didn’t work out. My plans shook out too late. I got to leave town, and she got a bunch of papers printing awful pictures of her.”

Cricket grimaced. The pictures really had been awful. She remembered thinking that when she saw them, but even though it made her feel sleazy she bought a few different runs, wondering if the story would be different in Boardwalk Weekly than in Palmetto Times. 

It hadn’t been. Even the farmer’s market freebie said almost the exact same thing. Ida Blackwood died at seventeen from heart failure—drug habit implied by a few bolder journalists, but not stated explicitly—alone at Blackwood House. No one treated it like a tragedy. They ran it like cheap salon chair gossip. Every editor in town must’ve had an entire flash drive of unflattering candids of Ida stashed in their desk, because every article about her that came out for weeks was crammed so full of them it offset the text margins. 

They even sneaked in a few of the funeral. Those were the worst of all. People snapped shots of Earle in the middle of gulping sobs, and her parents—well, they looked like they always did. Shoulder to shoulder, they stared out at nothing, like they were bored.

“Not to knock my methods,” Cricket said, “but if it’s just nightmares, you didn’t have to come all this way. They’ve got pills for that. Hell, they’ve got weed for that. Smoke enough before bed and you won’t dream about anything.”

“It’s not just a dream. I thought it was at first but...”

Her heel tapped quicker and she brought a hand up to gnaw at again. She chewed so loud that it made Cricket’s fingers ache.

“Have some coffee,” she suggested, even though it was trash.

Earle did what she was told. She gulped half of it down, not seeming to notice that it was stale. After wiping her mouth dry, she continued.

“It’s always the same. That’s what I said, right? Same day, same scene. Except for knowing what was going to happen, it could’ve been the same moment. But lately,” she shook her head, “it’s been changing. It started three months ago, and I’ve had this new dream every night since.”

She put her cup down and melted back into the cushions. They nearly swallowed her up. She looked too skinny. Cricket could see her collarbones and neck tendons.

“Been eating?” she asked.

“A little, but I feel so sick all the time. I haven’t been sleeping good, either. It’s starting to affect my grades. I’m in school out in New Mexico, but if this keeps up, I won’t be able to finish. I can’t focus and I’ve been skipping class, not that it matters. Most of them I’m failing, anyway. I talked to admissions about taking time off to get my shit together. That’s why I’m here. If it doesn’t work, there’s no point in going back.”

Cricket leaned forward. That was more serious than she’d been expecting.

“Let’s not think about that yet,” she said, affecting her best sympathetic tone. “Just tell me about the dream. I’m good with those. Maybe I can figure it out.”

Earle muttered something under her breath before shoving her hand back under her leg. She sat up straight and forced her eyes wide, like she was afraid of drifting off. She swayed. A gentle wind could’ve knocked her over.

“It starts the same. I’m in the house, and dark as hell but not quiet. The floors creak and the walls groan like they do during hurricanes. The stairs are ahead, but they’re all rotten. I can see the nails working loose, and there are holes in some like something has fallen through.”

Beside her bouncing foot, Earle’s cup threatened to topple. Cricket kept one hand on an already stained pillow in case she needed to mop up a mess.

“It sounds alive,” the other woman said, “almost like the house is breathing, but the way a sick person breathes. It rattles. I feel it shudder, and I think it’s going to come down. I want to leave, but I don’t. I can’t. Something won’t let me.

“I go upstairs like I always do, and the closer I get to the landing, the worse it gets. The boards squeal every time I move, the walls shake, and it sounds like every tap in the house is open. Water overflows from everywhere, coming down the steps like a creek.

“When I get there, the water’s so high it slaps against my ankles. Even through my pants, I can feel the cold. I know where it’s coming from but don’t want to look. I have this feeling like I’m going to be sick; like if I look, I won’t be able to stand what I see. But I can’t turn around, and there’s only one place to go. Every door on the hall is gone except for the one that leads to the bathroom. It’s wide open, but there’s no candlelight coming out of it anymore. It’s as dark as the rest of the house, and I can hear, feel that something’s inside.”

She drew a shuddering breath. Her eyes were bright and wet, and Cricket leaned to dig through the drawer in loveseat’s end table. She brought out a packet of tissues and tossed them into Earle’s lap.

“Thanks.” She dabbed at her eyes with one. “I’m not usually like this.”

“It’s fine. Tell me what’s in the bathroom.”

Earle made a choked off noise. It didn’t sound like she wanted to, but she balled up the tissue determinedly.

“I can’t see where I’m walking, but I know I’m getting close. There are sounds coming out of the bathroom, and they make me sick. There’s thrashing, gagging, and gurgling, like I’m hearing someone die. I’m scared shitless, but I keep walking. I don’t have a choice. When I finally get there, the darkness breaks enough for me to see inside. Ida’s still in the tub, but she’s not floating. She’s standing, facing me. I can see her eyes. They’re wide open and bloodshot, and—” Her voice cracked. She swallowed painfully, breathing gone ragged. “I can’t look away. I stare at her, feeling stuck. She starts to convulse. Her mouth goes slack, and over those awful sounds she screams. It hurts my ears, but she screams and screams and just looks at me, and it doesn’t stop until I wake up.”

The woman’s fist shook around the wad of tissue. The rest of the pack sat forgotten on her knee. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. Her breath fluttered like she couldn’t catch it, and she stared at the floor between her and Cricket’s feet.

Not sure it would help, Cricket got up and went to stand by the arm of Earle’s chair. She put a hand on the other’s shoulder, felt her flinch, and almost drew back. Earle recovered, though, and leaned into it with a sudden sob. Cricket squeezed, trying to comfort her, and Earle ducked her head, embarrassed. She swiped her face with her sleeve, smearing snot.

“I don’t need to be told what it means,” she forced herself to say. “I’ve had time to think about it. I know what she’s trying to tell me. She’s still in that house, and she wants me to know.”

Most houses were haunted. Cricket learned that early in life. Long before her apprenticeship, her grandmother had been telling her stories. Houses, even new ones, were like sponges. They drank in every bad thing that happened inside their walls greedily and, like resentful people, chewed them for decades.

“That’s not uncommon,” she assured. “It wasn’t an easy death, and with the house being abandoned, she might’ve gotten confused. Scared, even. She might’ve come back expecting to find you, and when she didn’t—”

“That’s the last place she’d expect to find me.”

“What I’m saying is, I know it’s upsetting. And I’m sorry. I can see this is hard for you. But it’s nothing to really be scared of. She’s reaching out for attention, but she doesn’t need that. What she needs is to move on. The best thing you can do for her, if you want to help with that, is ignore the dreams.”

Earle went stiff. “Ignore them?”

“I know it sounds crazy,  but it usually works. If you don’t feed her, she’ll eventually leave you alone. She might never leave the house, but—”

“Not an option.” The other woman pulled away, backing as far into the opposite arm of the chair as she could. She glared at Cricket like the other had slapped her. “I can’t leave her there. I promised I wouldn’t.”

For lack of anything else to do with it, Cricket rested her hand on the back of the chair. Earle watched it like a snake she expected to bite.

“You want her exorcised? That’s a lot of work for an abandoned house.”

“If it’s money you’re worried about, don’t. I’ve got plenty. I can pay you more than anyone you’ve ever worked for.”

Cricket resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Of course a Blackwood would say that. “I don’t price gouge. I’ll charge you the same as anybody.”

That wasn’t strictly true. She didn’t always charge clients. If people weren’t in a position to pay, she worked for free. She had set prices for everyone else, though, and Earle might’ve been miserable, but she was still loaded. She could afford it.

“Then what’s the problem?” the woman asked irritably. “I didn’t drive all the way from New Mexico for you to tell me no.”

“I didn’t say no. I just said it seemed like a lot of work for a place you don’t live. I can mix you up something to help with sleep, or something else to keep you from dreaming long enough for her to give up. Why not try that?”

Earle clenched her jaw so tight the muscles jumped, considering whether or not to answer honestly. Cricket waited. After a while, her jaw relaxed. Her guard stayed up, though, and she repeated herself.

“I promised I wouldn’t leave her, and I’m going back up to the house whether you help me or not. But it’ll be easier if you do. I don’t know what I’m doing.” Her cheeks flushed pink, and she added, softly, “Please. I know you don’t like me, but if we get this done you never have to see me again.”

Cricket frowned, feeling suddenly, genuinely, bad for her. Earle wasn’t just afraid. She was lonely. She had no one to ask for help or sympathy from, and it wasn’t her fault. Not really. She wasn’t her parents.

“Fine,” Cricket sighed, “but for the record, I think this is overkill.” She looked at the clock behind the register. It wasn’t noon yet. She’d be open for a while, which at least gave her time to think. “I close at five. Come back then and we’ll figure something out.”
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The house didn’t look like Cricket remembered from magazine spreads. Professionals always used to photograph it in the day, when the sun made perfect halos around the gables and warmed the gardens. Pulling up to it at night, it was hard to believe it was even the same place. 

Earle brought them up the backway using an unmarked path that forked off the main road half an hour outside of town. The sun was already setting when she whipped onto it, and in the twenty minutes it took to reach the parking lot the sky went fully dark. By the time Earle chose a parking spot, it would’ve been impossible to see across the long yard without the Jeep’s high beams. Luckily, she’d already cranked them. Twin arms of light reached over the swampland, cutting through swirls of fog and unkempt grass.

“There she is,” the woman said, downshifting to idle.

Yea, Cricket thought, and she’s a mess. Moonlight crept into the clearing the property haunted less prettily than the sun did. The gloom and disrepair made her uneasy.

The last few hurricane seasons hadn’t been kind to Blackwood House. Parts of the yard which had probably always been prone to flooding had washed away, peppering the property with ditches of stagnant water. What hadn’t been swept off by storms was choked by weeds. 

The house itself didn’t look much better. The parts of the wrap-around porch Cricket could see from the lot were bowed and listing, the delicate railing jammed crooked from how far the supports had shifted. The paint was peeling, some of the roof was collapsing, and most windows were shattered.

“Do your parents know it looks like this?”

Cricket found it hard to believe they did. Even if they weren’t in town, it was an ancestral estate that the family had kept standing for centuries. 

“Wouldn’t know. Haven’t talked to them in a while.” Earle cut the engine. The headlights went out, giving the swamp back to the night. “But I doubt they care.”

After unbuckling, she turned to dig through a bag in the back. She shuffled the contents until she found what she wanted, coming back with two flashlights. She passed one off to Cricket, clicking hers on and off to test it.

Cricket did the same, making sure the batteries were good. She didn’t like the idea of wandering a stranger’s house in the dark. Even with a guide, it’d be asking for trouble.

“What makes you think that?”

“I know them, and you saw how quick they left. They weren’t running from a scandal. They were just running away.”

Her mouth, which had been pressed into a grim line for most of the ride, slouched into a frown. Cricket wondered if it’d be prying to ask anything else, and decided it would be. Family politics fell outside of her wheelhouse.

“Sometimes it's easier to,” she said, choosing what she thought was the safest option.

“Yea,” Earle scoffed. “Real fucking easy.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“It doesn’t matter,” the other woman interrupted. “Let’s get this over with.”

Earle got out of the car and kicked the driver’s door shut. It slammed, and the loud snap made Cricket jump. To keep annoyance at bay, she reminded herself that Earle hadn’t been sleeping. Add that to the dreams, and she was bound to be touchy. 

Refusing to take the mood personally, she got out of the car as well. She joined Earle at the hood, and after a final supply check the other woman led them into the yard. She made a slow sweep of the property with her flashlight, snaking them along a path that hadn’t quite been reclaimed by grass. 

It was probably safer than braving the straight-shot, even with parts of it blocked by brambles and broken by ditches. Whenever they reached one of those, Earle volunteered to jump first, eyeing the mud on either side before trying. If her boots squelched in too deeply, she found a better spot for Cricket to land on, one hand held at the ready in case she needed to be caught.

“Thanks,” Cricket panted after the final jump, heart thumping against her ribs. Her feet had slipped, finding no traction on the slick mud. If Earle hadn’t grabbed her hand she would’ve either fallen into it or the murky water to her back.

“Don’t mention it.” Earle released her and turned toward the house. Casting her light down the last of the path, she breathed a laugh. “You know, you’re the only woman that’s ever held hands with me here. It’s easier to get dates in New Mexico.”

“Your family must not have offices there.”

Cricket took the jab on reflex, and regretted it even before she saw Earle’s shoulders pinch. She bit her cheek, but before she could apologize, Earle forced herself to relax.

“We’re probably going to have to break the door down.” She continued walking down the path, the trace of humor in her voice gone. “If you hold my light, I can do it. I know the weak spots.”

When they reached the porch, Earle left her waiting on the ground with one flashlight in each hand. The other woman scaled the steps, skipping a few out of habit. Creaky, maybe. Teenaged Earle was probably no stranger to sneaking out.

The woman fussed with the handle, testing five years’ worth of new wear. It rattled noisily, sounding loose. A good kick might do it. Deciding the same, Earle stepped back and brought her foot up to smash it. 

The wood groaned but didn’t snap. She kicked it again, then a third time. On the fourth, the wood splintered and the door swung open. It smacked against the inside wall but didn’t swing back. The hinges were too gummy. It settled wide, giving a yawning view of the inside.

Earle stared into it. Cricket shifted on the spot, waiting to be called up. When that didn’t happen, she went anyway, avoiding the same steps her client had. Once beside her, she shined both lights down the entry hall.

Darkness swarmed the beams. There weren’t any windows in it. The only light came from Cricket’s hands and the moon, and the house seemed intent on swallowing even that little bit up. It felt organic, almost intelligent.

“She’s here,” Earle muttered. 

Her eyes were trained ahead. She squinted, trying to see through the thick blackness.

“Is that something you feel?” Cricket asked.

“She’s my sister. I always know when she’s home.” 

The other woman padded, boots scuffing like she couldn’t decide whether or not to go inside. One of her hands came to rest on the door frame over jags of broken wood. She bit her lip, worrying into a scab. 

“I’ve heard it's stronger with twins, but me and Ida always—I don’t know how to explain it, but I think that’s how she’s been getting into my dreams.”

A psychic connection? That was possible. It wasn’t even uncommon. It didn’t surprise Cricket, exactly, but she wished she’d known about it sooner. If Ida got unquiet, Earle being around might not help. Being able to play off her sister would give her a deeper well of energy.

“Why didn’t you mention that before?”

“Didn’t think about it, I guess. I don’t usually anymore. Sometimes I think about the lack of it, but I try not to. I don’t like how it feels. My head is so quiet now without her.”

“Do you have any control over it?” The other woman shook her head. Cricket bit back a sigh. That wasn’t ideal. “If you start to hear or notice anything, let me know. We should keep an eye on it.”

“Why?”

Because she’s dead.

“She’s unwell,” Cricket said instead. “You don’t need that in your head.” She returned the second flashlight to Earle, gesturing down the hall with her own. “Take me upstairs. I need to see the bathroom.”

Earle nodded, but kept lingering in the door. Her flashlight was trained on the floor, illuminating broken tiles. It looked like someone had smashed them with a hammer, but—no. Impossible. No one had been inside.

“If you don’t want to go,” Cricket began, meaning to offer to do it alone if the woman would give her directions.

“Of course I don’t,” she interrupted, grip turning white. Her voice was thin and strained. “You don’t know what this house was like, and the people who do, the ones we told... It didn’t make a difference. Nobody cared what happened here.” She breathed out hard, a pant or a mean kind of laugh. “Not your problem, right? But it was mine and Ida’s. It still is. Not everyone can just drive away.”

She exhaled again, forgetting to breathe in first. It sounded like someone had punched her in the gut. The back of Cricket’s neck went clammy as she fumbled for something to say. While her brain was spinning wheels, Earle’s caught traction.

“I promised I’d never leave her. How could I, knowing—” She didn’t say what she knew. Her throat closed out of habit or shame. “I have to be there when it ends. She has to know I came back.”

“Ok,” Cricket soothed. “If you want. Just...” She weighed the odds of being slapped for telling Earle to calm down. Not liking her chances, she tried something else. “Take a few breaths. Deep ones. Don’t give your body another excuse to shut down.”

Earle nodded and took several deliberate, unsteady breaths. Her hand unclenched and her head seemed to clear. 

“Jesus, that wasn’t—”

“Don’t worry about it.” An uncomfortable heat pricked Cricket’s cheeks. She wanted an apology less than she wanted an explanation. “Just try to focus, alright? The sooner we get upstairs, the sooner we can put her to bed.”

“Is that what it’s like?”

Cricket hesitated. She really didn’t know. It was just a phrase she used, how her grandmother had explained it. “I hope so.”

Earle nodded stiffly. “Me too.”

Earle took a few more minutes to gather herself. Cricket didn't try to rush her again. She kept her mouth shut and shined her light around, peering down the hall or back toward the swamp as she ran through the ritual she’d prepared in her head.
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The bathroom was dark. The hall leading up to it was lined with windows that dotted the floor with moonlight, but none had been fit in the bathroom, or if they had, they’d been boarded. The shadows that leaked out of it were like ink.

Earle was right. Ida was in there. So close to the source of the haunting, Cricket could feel it herself. It hadn’t been obvious at first, but as they’d climbed the stairs, the dead girl’s presence filtered into her awareness. 

Cricket felt watched and unwanted. 

It was as if Ida already knew why she’d come, and decided that she didn’t want to leave after all. Cricket couldn’t imagine why. The house was becoming a ruin, a fact she suspected Ida’s spirit had a hand in. 

All the doors were locked and the gate hadn’t been disturbed; no one had broken in, but the place was a wreck. The old wooden floors were scuffed, marred by deep gouges, and the antique wallpaper was peeling off in ribbons. Mirrors were cracked, furniture was upended, and what was left standing had its cushions ripped. And the windows, they weren’t smashed in. They were busted out.

That hadn’t been apparent from the outside either, but Cricket couldn’t help noticing as she and Earle picked their way through the mess. As the other woman swept her light around, muttering, Cricket diverted to check the windows. There wasn’t glass on the floor near any of them.

She didn’t mention it to Earle. It would’ve only upset her. Not because the house mattered to her, but because it meant Ida could move. She could approach them if she wanted. In theory, anyway. Cricket had a way of preventing that.

The two stood in the doorway, shoulders pressed together, neither of their flashlights turned up. They kept them pointed down, illuminating their toes and a few squares of bath tile. Stifling their breaths, they strained their ears to listen.

Nothing made a sound. The bathroom was unnaturally still, as if it was holding its breath as well. Beside her, Earle fidgeted. She bounced one heel and rattled her flashlight.

“This doesn’t feel right.”

Cricket agreed. She couldn’t say what about the bathroom was wrong, exactly, without knowing the house better, but it was palpable. The darkness seemed malignant, and if that was Ida, then she’d become a stormcloud: charged, unstable, and dangerous.

That could’ve been for any number of reasons. How she’d died, how young she’d been, the fact that she’d spent the last five years alone; not being able to reach her sister or leave the house where she’d been... 

Cricket didn’t know what’d been done to her, and didn’t want to.

“Take this,” she said, not addressing the concern. She held her flashlight out. “I need to get something.”

Earle grabbed it by the head. “Are we starting?”

“I’m starting,” she corrected. “You’re staying out of the way.”

She shrugged her backpack off and knelt in the pool of light, digging through it until she found her jar of brick dust. Unscrewing it, she dumped a thick, unbroken line from one side of the door to the other.

“What’s that for?”

“Peace of mind.” She resealed the jar. “Don’t scatter it.”

Getting back to her feet, Cricket retook her flashlight. Again, she hesitated to shine it inside. She could feel a bubbling hate lap her face as she considered it. It made her pulse flutter, and that annoyed her. 

Stupid, she thought. This wasn’t anything she hadn’t done before. So long as her line held, she’d be fine. There was nothing to worry about. Angry or not, Ida was dead.

“I’m going in,” Cricket said, committing. “Don’t follow me, even if you see her. Even if she asks. I don’t know how your connection will factor in, but no matter what, I need you to stay out of the bathroom.”

Earle stared inside, attention fixed on the same spot it had been since they reached the door. Cricket expected to be able to follow her line of sight to the tub.

“Do you think she’s dangerous?”

Cricket didn’t want to guess. “It’s possible.”

“But she’s dead.”

“Dead things can be dangerous. They can get inside your head or touch you if they’re strong enough. It’s better not to take chances.”

“Have you ever—” Earle trailed off, thinking better of the question. “Yea. Ok.”

Her voice sounded distant and hollow.

“I mean it,” Cricket pressed. “Your sister’s not right. You can’t trust her, so trust me. Let me work and promise you won’t get in the way.”

Sighing, Earle tore her attention away from the room. Like it’d been waiting for both of their eyes to be off it, something inside finally moved. It was too black to see a shape, but the sound carried unmistakably: the soft, wet slap of feet.

“Promise,” she said, giving a Girl Scout salute. “Just tell me what to do.”

Without meaning to, Cricket imagined Earle as a child, practicing the Girl Scout pledge and sign in her mirror. She imagined her with a little green vest covered in patches, smiling with teeth missing, copper wire hair tamed in braids. Her deep bruises, melting now into the shadows and making her seem like a ghost herself, were a lifetime away. In the fantasy, she carried her hurt somewhere else, somewhere private, that only her sister and parents could see.

Cricket swallowed. She really didn’t want to know. Earle’s baggage wasn’t her business. The business was her business. Sometimes there was overlap; sometimes she learned things, but she didn’t try to. It was exhausting. She didn’t have enough room in her heart for it all. 

“Keep your light on me,” she said, refusing to wonder what’d happened to that smaller, sweeter Earle. It didn’t feel good, and as she beat the question back she heard an echo: not your problem, right? “I’m going to need it.”

Earle adjusted her hold on the flashlight, but didn’t point it. She waited for Cricket to step over the threshold and raise her own before angling the beam over her shoulder.

It was cold in there, colder than anywhere else in the house. That didn’t make sense; it should’ve been muggier without ventilation. There weren’t any grates or fans that Cricket could find. The bathroom was a cave, cut off from the outside.

The gloom was unyielding. The blackness, which outside had seemed to bleed, felt like it was swaddling her. Cricket could see it smoking the edges of her and Earle’s lights, trying to break them apart.

She tried not to focus on that. There wasn’t anything she could do about it, and there was a more immediate concern: the room was trashed. Most of the tiles were shattered, giving her toes something to catch in, and bottles, makeup tubes, and grimy soap bars were everywhere.

“Like what you’ve done with the place,” Cricket called to the room. “It’s grungy. Rebellious. Bet your parents never let you make a mess.”

No answer came. She didn’t expect one. She just wanted to warm herself up and work out the nerves bundled in her chest. She panned her light around the room as she crossed it, looking for signs of a ghostly body. Her light passed over a vanity with a mounted oval mirror. She caught a shape. Her blood curdled. It was just behind her, just—her reflection. 

“Christ,” she cussed, pulse thumping. Her nape prickled with sweat and she scratched it irritably.

“What did you see?”

“Nothing.”

“What about the tub? It should be right there.”

“Getting to it.”

Cricket turned toward the corner Earle had been staring at. As expected, the tub was there: a huge, old clawfoot thing with antique fixtures. The lip was chipped and the basin was a spider web of cracks, black showing through the porcelain skin.

No one was in it. Cricket sighed, the tension in her shoulders going slack. There wasn’t a body in the tub, no solid mass. Whatever form Ida had taken, this was an imprint—a residual haunting. Like so many others, her story had an echo, but not much substance.

That was a relief. That made things easy. 

If all she had the strength for were a few house-trashing tantrums and dream invasions, then Ida was nothing new. Cricket had exorcised dozens of spirits of the same caliber. Expelling one more wouldn’t be a problem.

“We’re in luck,” she said, relaxing her wrist to angle the light down. “No one’s home.”

She almost heard Earle frown. “What do you mean?”

“Tub’s empty.” Cricket returned to the door and hopped over her protection line. She fished through her bag, coming out of it with a jar of rose paste and ziplock of dried lavender.

“Are you sure?”

Cricket hummed, pocketed her supplies and reentered the room.

“That can’t be right. I feel her.”

“You feel her essence.” More confident this time, Cricket went directly to the tub. “She’s got no weight, though. She’s an echo.”

“You don’t understand,” Earle pressed. “Are you sure you checked the tub?” She angled her light higher. “In the dreams, she’s always—”

“I’m telling you, nothing’s in there.” Cricket came to a halt when her shins knocked against it. The porcelain was so cold that she felt the bite through her jeans. “Nothing solid, anyway. Just painful memories.”

“But I feel her,” Earle insisted. Her tone bordered on panicked and her foot resumed tapping.

“Relax,” Cricket soothed. “This’ll be over soon. No more nightmares. Then, you can move on and forget this place.”

Earle took a few steps back, muttering no. Cricket wasn’t sure why, but she heard the other woman’s back meet a wall and saw the beam from her light start to tremble. No, she said again. No.

“Keep it together. We’re almost done.”

Reaching into her pocket, she thumbed the lid of the rose paste, visualising the sigils she planned to finger paint with it. The tub basin would be covered inside and out by the time she was done, and when she dusted it with lavender afterwards, it’d smell sweet.

Recalling the scent from the last time she’d done this, she pointed her light into the tub. The darkness was more stubborn there. Even up close, the beam couldn’t penetrate it. She smacked the head against her thigh, hoping to jiggle a little more power from it. When the light flickered brighter, she pointed it back inside, sweeping from the drain to the top.

The blackness rolled like she’d woken it up and opened its eyes.

Her heart leapt into her mouth, and the only thing that kept her from shrieking was shock, pressed like a boot against her throat. Mouth open mutely, Cricket stared down at the thing that wasn’t quite a shape. It stared back at her, unblinking.

Dull, yellowed eyeballs with bugs stuck to them, turning to jelly, looked up at her. The pupils didn’t react to the light. They were dilated. Whatever color the irises were, they’d been swallowed.

Cricket drew a shallow breath. Was that her? Was that Ida now, a melted shadow? The bubble of malice Cricket felt in the hall reached a boil. It gathered itself and the blackness contracted.

“Shit!” 

She stumbled back, blood roaring in her ears, but years of practice kept her hand steady. Locking her elbow, she trained her light on the tub, not wanting to lose it.

Behind her, Earle kept muttering no.

Something fleshy smacked porcelain. It sounded like limbs, like someone scrambling to get control of their sleepy body. The tub trembled, rocking on its feet but never tipping. When it went still, the inhabitant showed itself.

Slowly, jerkily, one hand gripped the lip. Another joined it, and with so much effort it made Cricket’s muscles ache, the thing—Ida—dragged itself part of the way up. Arms bent at the elbows to hook over the ledge, limp, dripping water, and gray. 

Her head rested between them, lolled sideways like she couldn’t lift it. Stringy wet hair stuck to her face and hung, nearly brushing the floor. Her eyes were open, unblinking and unfocused.

“Light,” Cricket stammered. “Earle, come closer! It’s too dark.”

The darkness bottomed out, thickening so much it was hard to breathe. It pressed in, trying to take the bathroom back. Her beam barely illuminated the mass of Ida’s body, all water under the skin, bloated and bruising. 

“I told you!” Earle wailed, head smacking the wall. “I felt her. She’s mad. She doesn’t want you here.”

Cricket could figure that out for herself. Ida’s displeasure rolled over her like oil.

“It doesn’t matter what she wants,” Cricket said, watching the woman in the tub. Her fingers twitched and her eyes started to track. The manifestation lifted itself and smacked back down, repositioning to glare at her. “You hired me, remember? I have a job to do, so unless you want me to leave, get me more light.”

Behind her, Earle sniffled, miserable and afraid. Cricket bit back the urge to say she was sorry. She hadn’t meant it; she wouldn’t leave, but she needed cooperation more than she needed to be friendly. 

“Come up to where you were,” Cricket ordered, “a step or two back from the door. Leave me some room. I might need it.”

Earle shuffled forward. The closer she got, the more ragged her breathing became. By the time she was in place, she was nearly heaving.

“It’s ok,” Cricket soothed. “I won’t let her hurt you.”

“It’s not that, it’s—god, look at her face.”

Cricket didn’t want to. She’d seen pictures of Ida before in the local papers. Those weren’t usually flattering, but they weren’t this. Her mouth hung slack, her eyes were gummy, and her skin was sloughing. It squished whenever it touched something, denting like a water balloon. 

Ida’s jaw twitched, seized up muscles limbering as it struggled to pop back into place. Her arms, slung over the tub, waved from side to side. As she tested their mobility, her neck and shoulders rolled.

“Is she saying anything to you?” Cricket asked.

“No.”

Good. Maybe that’d take too much energy. Maybe she could only do one thing at a time—project or manifest.

“Let me know if she does. For now, just—fuck.” 

Ida got control of her arms and gripped the ledge again. A piece of it shattered and stabbed into her palm. Sludgy water leaked out of the wound and ran down the basin. She pushed up, arms shaking, and folded like a rag doll. 

She met the floor with a crunch, neck snapping on impact. Cricket’s stomach churned. She’d never seen something manifest like this. Ida’s rot was so real that Cricket could smell it. It was like summer at the edge of a swamp: bacteria and muck.

Ida’s hands made claws. They scraped through broken tiles as she grunted out short, nonsense sounds. She snapped her neck in place and forced herself upright to slink fully out of the tub.

Keeping her eyes on Ida, Cricket scrambled toward the hall. She stepped high over the threshold to keep from breaking her line. Once over it, she looked away from the dead girl to check it. She brought the head of her flashlight as close to the brick dust as she dared. She looked for weak points, ignoring the drag of Ida coming closer. Finding none, her pulse ticked down.

“We’re ok,” she breathed, sounding less confident than she wanted to.

Beside her, Earle gave a punched out whine. Cricket looked and saw her staring at the ruin of her sister. She was rigid, not even shaking, but she was gasping and her face glistened with tears. 

“What is she—” Ida gave a guttural sound that made Earle sway. Cricket thought she might collapse. “Jesus, make her stop!”

“She’s going to.” Cricket grabbed Earle’s shoulder to keep her in place. “Look. The line didn’t break. She can’t come across it.”

Earle made a sound of disbelief so sharp it must’ve burned her throat, but before she could tear free from Cricket to run, Ida reached the threshold. Her forehead bumped the empty air like a wall and she froze. 

Hissing in confusion, she tried again. When she found she couldn’t get through, she raised a hand and jabbed at the doorway. Her swollen fingers bent. One nail tore off and fell, joining the detritus, but the barrier held. 

Earle’s eyes went wide. “How—”

“You know how. That’s why I’m here.” Tucking her flashlight under one arm, Cricket wiped her face. It was sweaty and her hand shook from adrenaline. “This isn’t ideal. The seat of the haunting is the tub. For my spells to be most effective, they need to be laid on it, but with her like this...”

Cricket didn’t finish. She might not have even intended to. Gesturing to the heap of Ida’s flesh would’ve been enough. Before she’d decided that’s what she would do, though, the dead thing screeched, making her wince, and slammed its full weight against the barrier.

Using all its strength, the manifestation tried to break the invisible wall down. Its voice pitched as it crumpled against solid nothing. The impact made a sound like bones hitting asphalt. 

Some of her skin split, letting dark, stinking water leak out. Where it tore, rot was exposed. The smell was crippling. Earle sobbed a gag, covering her mouth.

“Ida!” She raised her voice over her sister’s howls. “Spud, please. It’s Earle. Listen to me. You’ve got to stop. You’re hurting yourself. You—”

Ida cut her off with a vengeful, ear-splitting scream. Without pausing her pointless assault, she turned toward Earle’s voice and let her broken mouth fall open. It gaped, showing blue black teeth. Her scream made a long, unbroken note. It wavered like her throat was shredding, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t look away. She glared at her sister, tearing more of her body as she tried to get out to her. 

The intention to reach, to take, bled through the barrier, heavy and possessive. It clotted Cricket’s blood, and Earle, screaming herself, dropped her flashlight and buried her face in her hands. Cricket let it roll. Earle’s legs looked ready to buckle, so she grabbed the woman around the waist. Earle was taller and heavier, but she hugged her tight, letting the other claw at her shoulders and shriek into her hair.

When Ida finally stopped screaming, the house felt less stable. The hall vibrated like she’d broken something vital. The floors bowed and creaked, and Earle felt like she was shattered. She shook against Cricket, wetting her head with tears.

She let the woman finish crying, never taking her eyes off Ida, who went back to trying to break the barrier down. While she smacked it, smearing it with viscous black liquid, Earle settled into a hummingbird’s trembling. 

“I’m sorry,” she muttered eventually. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have tried—”

“It’s ok.” Cricket pulled away slowly, letting her manage her own weight again. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“I don’t understand. Why did she call me here if she doesn’t want help?”

“I don’t think she knows what she’s doing. Why don’t you just go and wait downstairs?”

“Why?”

“Because—” She cycled through a long list of reasons, settling on the kindest. “You don’t really need to be up here.”

She turned away from the corpse battering itself to gauge Earle’s reaction. The woman was frowning down at her sister, brow pinched in pain. She watched Ida smack against the barrier, grunting and hissing.

“Yea,” she choked out eventually. “Should I leave that?” 

She pointed to the discarded flashlight. Cricket shook her head.

“Take it. It’ll help me find you. I won’t be long.”

Earle nodded, but didn’t leave until Cricket nudged her. After she’d descended the stairs, Cricket took a centering breath. She thought of her grandmother, a life long ferrier of the dead, whose hands always smelled like rose paste. She’d done worse than this weekly.

Cricket steeled herself. She could do this.

She repeated that to herself as she stepped up to the threshold. Preparing to run a modification of the ritual she’d planned, she cleared her throat and said, “Ida Mae Blackwood.” 

She pronounced the name deliberately, making a sign with her hand in the air. It caused the thing to look up at her, but not to stop battering itself. It met her eyes almost expectantly as it broke against the ward. 

“Sister to Earle, daughter of Loretta and Hallifax. One of two of the next generation of Blackwoods. Is that you?” 

It grunted, compelled to respond by old magic, which surprised it enough for it to stop beating itself. Alarmed, it croaked again, one hand coming to claw its throat. 

“Then listen, because I have something to say to you.”

What was left of Ida made shrill gurgling sounds and gouged at her neck with broken nails. She didn’t look at Cricket, even when she crouched at the barrier. She waited for the thing to turn its head and fix her with that sticky, endless stare. When it didn’t, she felt a nauseating mix of relief and shame. The thing was awful and hideous, and just a girl.

The words of her opening spell stuck in her throat. Though she itched to get the ritual over with, she hesitated. There was something else she needed to say first. Something that, if she didn’t, she’d regret. Something that someone else should’ve said a long time ago.

“I’m sorry.” She kept her voice down, worried that wherever Earle was, she’d hear. “You shouldn’t have died alone here, and whatever they did, however they hurt you, and whether it was once or every day—it never should’ve happened. They didn’t have a right to touch you.”

The dead thing wasn’t listening. It whimpered and clutched its throat, but it wasn’t fighting either. It’s noises were quieter and it leaned against the barrier instead of hurtling into it. Encouraged, Cricket pressed on.

“I’m sorry no one helped. I’m sorry that you and Earle were left here because people thought that was easier. Whoever you told were selfish cowards, and I hope they’ve thought of you every day since you died.

“That’s what you want, right? That’s why you’re here. You want people to remember, but especially your parents. That’s who this is really about. You want them to feel bad about what they did, how it ended, and they deserve to. They shouldn’t ever be able to forget. But they have. 

“Look around, Ida. The lights are shut off. The doors are locked. There aren’t even maids for you to scare. Everyone’s gone.” The dead girl gurgled. Cricket shuddered. Her eyes felt hot. “They left, and they’re never coming back.”

She leaned to the side, trying to catch the dead girl’s attention. Ida shifted, head turning a little this time. A fly was stuck in the middle of one pupil, wings beating furiously. As queasy as it made her, Cricket didn’t look away.

“You aren’t hurting them, and you’ll never be able to. For that to work, they’d have to give a damn in the first place. The only person you’re hurting is Earle, and you don’t want to do that. I know you don’t, Ida, but you are.

“Seeing you in her dreams is killing her. She isn’t eating or sleeping, and all she can think about is this place. If you don’t stop, she’s going to forget everything she loved about you. You’ll make her hate you, and then you really will be alone.”

Ida snarled at that and cracked her head against the barrier. Cricket flinched but didn’t back away. She held her ground and Ida didn’t try it again. Instead, her sagging mouth twitched like she wanted to frown. 

“Let her go,” Cricket urged. “Let this end. You don’t deserve to be trapped here anymore, either.” She fished the jar of paste from her pocket and uncapped it, letting the sweet smell escape. “Let me help you. Let me put you back to sleep.” 

Ida hesitated. She held Cricket’s gaze, eyes catching more flies. Her swollen hands scratched at her chest, and the rest of her shifted indecisively. She looked like a doll on puppet strings, jerking around without intention. After a while, she snarled again. Cricket tensed, expecting a fight.

One didn’t come. She crawled back to the tub instead.

Cricket watched as she hauled her body into it. Her limbs thumped against the porcelain when she collapsed. The noise went on for several minutes as she adjusted. When it stopped, the bathroom went unnaturally still again.

Could be a trap, she thought. The manifestation was intelligent. It could be luring her, but—she didn’t think so. The simmering anger she’d felt earlier had banked to resignation.

“Are we doing this?” she called into the room.

She got no answer. Nothing moved inside the tub, grunted, or screamed. Her own voice echoed. She took a deep breath.

“Ok.” She crossed the barrier. “I’m coming.”

––––––––
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When she told Earle it was over, the woman barely reacted. She grunted, sounding and looking half dead. She was sitting stiffly on an old covered couch, hands fisted in plastic, the flashlight flickering weakly in her lap.

Cricket took it from her and helped Earle stand. The other woman didn’t try to argue when Cricket cupped their hands. She allowed herself to be led from the house and across the yard, only tugging on the grip when she wanted to stop and look back. 

It took a while to get to the Jeep. Without Earle in the lead, Cricket kept wandering into ditches and sinking mud. Her shoes and pants were coated with it by the time they reached the lot. She toed them off and cuffed her pants to keep the car clean, then offered to drive. 

Earle shrugged, a half assed answer, and crawled into the passenger seat where she curled up and pressed her forehead to the window. Without looking, she gestured to the console box. When she opened it, Cricket found the keys had been stashed inside.

Cranking the engine. Cricket turned the headlights up as high as they’d go and navigated the twisting road that led out of the swamp. It was a bumpy, uncomfortable ride. She wasn’t familiar with the path and couldn’t swerve the cresting tree roots and potholes that pockmarked it in time.

Her teeth were aching from the violent, rattling impacts by the time she turned them onto the freeway that led into town. It was smoother and better kept; Earle could’ve slept if she wanted. She didn’t try, though. Cricket knew. She could hear her crying. 

The radio, which she’d turned on to give Earle privacy, wasn’t getting a good enough signal to mask the whimpers. Cricket ignored them and left her alone, not really sure what to say. She tried to focus on what little broke through the static.

When they were close enough to town to pass under a traffic light, Cricket cleared her throat and asked which hotel Earle had a room at. The woman hiccupped and stifled her sniffling long enough to say she didn’t have one.

“Ok.” Cricket hooked a turn. “Looks like it’s a sleepover.”

She took them wide of downtown, avoiding its network of one way streets and deadends that bar crawling locals liked to haunt. Half an hour later, she rolled the Jeep in her driveway. Her roommate was gone, already out for the night, so she parked it in his spot.

Leaving her bag and shoes in the back, she went to open the door for Earle. As the woman unfolded, Cricket offered her an arm. She took it begrudgingly, grunting, “You don’t have to do this.”

“I know.” Cricket flipped through her keyring. “But I’d feel bad about making you sleep on the side of the road.”

“Who says I’m sleeping?”

“I do. Got just the thing to calm you down.”

Earle didn’t look convinced, but, like before, allowed herself to be dragged along. She clung to Cricket’s arm as they climbed the stairs, and once inside left her boots on the ratty welcome mat. She followed Cricket to her room, where she was given a towel and a set of night clothes before being taken to the bathroom and shown how to adjust the shower. While Earle washed up, Cricket hurried through making guest preparations, starting with putting a kettle on for tea. 

As the water boiled, she got out two of her largest mugs, stuffed some steepers, and spooned in globs of honey. When the pot began to steam, she filled them near to sloshing, put the kettle on the cool back burner, and left them to steep. 

Returning to her room, she kicked laundry, mismatched shoes, and a few library books out of the way, clearing a path through the clutter she would’ve organized that morning if she’d known she was going to have company. She neatened up her bed, stowing a mountain of extra pillows underneath it and replacing them with a second blanket. The shower cut off as she was smoothing out the wrinkles. Perfect timing, she thought, and went to retrieve the tea.

Earle was waiting for her in the room when she returned, standing awkwardly a few feet away from the bed. She was toweling off her hair, looking beaten to the bone but better. Her skin was scrubbed pink, and she smelled like oranges instead of sweat.

“Here,” Cricket said, holding a mug out for her.

“What is it?”

“Tea. It’ll help you sleep.”

Earle took the cup, eying the contents suspiciously. “What’s in it? Melatonin?”

“Just honey and tea.”

After giving the liquid an experimental sniff, Earle took a drink. She relaxed at the taste. “Chamomile?”

“And rose. Grandma used to make it for me.” Cradling her cup, Cricket crawled into bed and settled in the spot against the wall. “No matter how anxious I felt or how bad of a nightmare I’d been having, it always put me right back to sleep.”

“Probably conditioning,” Earle muttered. Taking Cricket’s lead, she got in bed, nestling her mug in the pillows. Steam curled up from it, muddying the lamp light behind her.

“Maybe.” Cricket shrugged. “But I think it was something else.”

“What, magic?”

Earle sounded as skeptical as she had that morning. It was almost charming. In any other circumstance, Cricket would’ve laughed.

“No, not magic. Mostly, I think it was knowing that someone cared enough to worry about me.”

Earle looked away. She fixed her grimace on the mug, running her fingers slowly around the rim. “It used to be like that with—” She didn’t say the name. She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry you had to see her like that. She used to be funny. Sweet.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Earle scoffed. “Then why’s it feel like I failed her?”

“You didn’t. You kept your promise, and now she’s at peace.”

The other woman sniffed, blinking hard and fast again.

“Like going to sleep, right? Isn’t that what you said?” She hadn’t said that exactly, but it wasn’t the time to split hairs, so Cricket nodded. “Must be nice. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep again.”

“You will,” Cricket assured, leaning forward to pat the other woman’s bony wrist. Earle stiffened at the touch, but didn’t pull away. “Finish your tea and lay down.”

Earle looked embarrassed. “I could take the couch.”

Cricket laughed for the first time all night. “I wouldn’t do that to anyone. That thing is older than me. A few of the springs are starting to poke out.”

She went back to nursing her tea. Earle mimicked her, sipping more delicately as she looked around the room. Cricket let her, resisting the urge to distract her from the mess. It didn’t matter. She was a very last minute guest. 

They drank in silence, and when they were finished Earle placed their cups on the squat table at the end of her bed. She reached around Earle to turn the lamp off. Seconds later, her nightlight kicked in, radiating soft pink light from the corner. 

Earle’s attention darted to it. “You always sleep with that?” she asked, sounding surprised and relieved. “Why?”

Cricket thought for a moment. “Because ghosts are real, and sometimes they scare me, and that’s ok. There’s nothing wrong with being scared.”

Earle’s brow furrowed as she considered that. Cricket left her to it, settling into her side of the bed. She bundled up and curled to face the other woman, smashing her stack of pillows down so she could see her.

“If you need anything later, like water or the bathroom or something, but you don’t want to go alone—”

“I’ll be alright.”

“Ok. Just let me know if you change your mind.”

Earle made what was probably meant to be an indignant sound. Tired as she was, it came out more like a sigh. She tucked herself in, turning away from the open doorway to face Cricket. She looked both grateful and like she’d rather be anywhere else.

For the second time, Cricket thought of something she didn’t want to: a younger Earle crawling into bed with her sister, watching her fall asleep in the glow of an older, different nightlight. Maybe because Ida had been having nightmares, or maybe—

She shook the thought away. Blackwood House and whatever had happened there was rotting in the swamp. Even Ida was gone. It was better to leave it alone. Some things, some hurts, needed time to rest.

“Sweet dreams,” Cricket whispered, working a hand out from the blanket and worming her fingers between Earle’s.

“I don’t want to dream about anything.”

One day you will, Cricket thought, and held Earle’s hand until she fell asleep.
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