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      Pebble Cove’s most infamous house is about to get a makeover, but can changing the outside get rid of the curse held within its walls?

      

      High up in the cliffs behind the town of Pebble Cove, a haunted house looks out over the ocean. When the cursed house sells after sitting vacant for decades, the locals are concerned. Horrible things happened there.

      

      The buyers, triplet brothers famous for their house-flipping television show, are dismissive of the town’s warnings. When history repeats itself and one of them dies, who’s to blame?

      

      Hired to cater for the crew, Rosemary is first on-site to find the grisly scene. Her instincts tell her that there’s more to this murder than meets the eye, and along with her ghostly friends, she’s the only one who can uncover the truth.
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      Steam curled up from the teapot as I poured hot water over the basket of fragrant leaves. Once the teapot was full, I placed the top back on to contain the heat while it steeped. I set a timer so I would know when the pot would be ready to deliver to the chess club that met at my tea shop each Thursday.

      I’d just looked up from the timer when a movie-star-handsome man walked into the tearoom.

      “Omigosh,” my friend Callie said with a gasp. “That’s Jordan Kelley.”

      The man shot a dimpled smile at Callie before choosing to sit at an empty table near the windows. I closed my mouth, suddenly aware it had been hanging open.

      “You know him?” I whispered to Callie, turning to face her so it might be less obvious I was gawking at and gossiping about the guy.

      Even though Callie lived here and worked with me, I had only met her a couple of months before. There were plenty of things I still didn’t know about my friend—or about the people she knew.

      Callie tore her eyes from the man to look at me. “I don’t know him, know him. I just know of him. He’s one of the Fliplets.”

      I blinked. That word meant nothing to me. But from the way each one of my customers stopped what they were doing to stare and whisper, it was obvious I was in the minority. Even the chess club stopped scrutinizing their game boards and turned their appraising gazes toward the newcomer.

      “They’re identical triplet brothers who flip houses. They have a show on the Home Improvement channel,” Callie said, her tone tightening as if she was disappointed with me for not know about this. “Jordan is the Realtor. Eric is the contractor, and Leo does the decorating. They’re amazing.”

      “So you’re telling me there’s not just one guy who looks like that, but three?” My attention tiptoed back over to the man with the chiseled jaw and coiffed brown hair.

      Callie’s eyes widened. “You’d better head over there,” she said, elbowing me.

      “Why me?” I hissed.

      “It’s your teahouse. I just work here.” She shot me a pointed look.

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      “Plus, I’m nervous, and I just know I’m going to say something weird. I’d rather he see me from afar,” Callie said, fluffing her shoulder-length blonde hair.

      I shared those same worries. My legs wobbled as I thought about talking to a real-life television star. But star or not, he was a customer in my tea shop, and that needed to come before my ego.

      “Okay, well then you need to bring the chess club this tea when it’s done steeping,” I said, giving in.

      Callie nodded triumphantly.

      Grabbing a pad of paper for his order—I wasn’t about to trust my memory when I could barely count on my legs to work—I headed over to his table.

      Jordan Kelley’s mouth tipped up into a devastating half smile as he watched me approach. His full eyebrows arched, making his face even more appealing than it had been before.

      “Welcome to Tea by the Sea. I’m Rosemary. What can I get you?” I asked. My words wobbled, doing a great impression of my knees.

      Jordan ran his palm along his jawline. “A cup of oolong would be amazing. Can you make sure it’s one hundred eighty-seven degrees, please?” He grinned up at me. “Your local Realtor, Gretta, said you had the best tea around.”

      I jotted down his order. Callie walked by with the pot of tea for the chess club, shooting me a say something look in between refilling the club members’ teacups.

      “Yes, Gretta was right,” I said, followed by an awkward laugh. “We also have the best scones around. A raspberry scone would go great with that oolong, if you’d like one of those too,” I said hurriedly, worried his handsomeness might make me forget how to speak at any moment.

      His eyes sparkled. “That sounds amazing.”

      Amazing was exactly the word I would use to describe the combination. My business partner Jolene’s scones were the best I’d ever tasted. Their tart sweetness paired perfectly with the earthiness of the oolong.

      “I’ll have those right out.” I pivoted on my heel and returned to the safety of my tea bar. I started his oolong steeping right away and plated a raspberry scone before exhaling.

      “I wonder why he’s in Pebble Cove,” Callie whispered, sidling up next to me behind the tea bar. Her shoulders squeezed up by her ears. “Oh, maybe they’re going to flip a house out here. That would be so cool.”

      Callie was new to town and sometimes—like now—it showed. She was likely the only person in town who would be excited by a television show coming here to film. People in Pebble Cove didn’t like tourists or newcomers … or visitors, for the most part, come to think of it.

      “You should ask him.” Callie elbowed me again.

      I rubbed at my side, glaring at her. “I’m not going to ask him that,” I whispered.

      The bell on the front door jangled, announcing more customers. My neighbors, Carl and Daphne, walked in. The Rickster was on their heels. Daphne did a double take, zeroing in on Jordan. Her blue eyes widened, and she clomped over to the tea bar, her signature clogs dragging in her quickened pace.

      “Rosemary, do you realize who that is?” She flapped her hands in excitement as she whispered the question.

      I rolled my eyes at her antics. Callie let out a small squeal of excitement and joined in on the quiet celebration as Carl and the Rickster slid onto the stools next to Daphne at the tea bar.

      “What are they so excited about?” Carl grumbled.

      Grumbling was Carl’s usual mode of communication, but his tone had flattened even more after catching sight of the handsome customer.

      “That’s one of the Fliplets,” Callie said, motioning over to Jordan with a discreet jerk of her head. “Rosemary’s going to do some digging and see if he’s here to flip a house.”

      Daphne’s eyes widened. “Oh, wouldn’t that be exciting?”

      I wrinkled my nose at her. “I’m not digging. Also, since when do you like tourists, Daphne?”

      Carl and the Rickster harrumphed in agreement. Worry hit me as I realized I was on the side of the grumpy old men.

      Daphne fluffed her overly hair-sprayed hair. “I like tourists when they look like that and come with two others who look just as good.” The fact that he was obviously in his twenties, more than half Daphne’s age, seemed to be a nonissue for my neighbor.

      The timer for Jordan’s oolong went off, saving me from the conversation. I gave Daphne a disappointed scowl before picking up the order and walking it over.

      Setting the plate and saucer in front of Jordan, I said, “Take a sip of that, and tell me if the temperature is right.” I waited as he brought the cup to his lips.

      Although I had a thermometer in a drawer somewhere, I’d tested the boiling temperature of our different kettles many times and was confident it was correct.

      He sipped, closed his eyes, then nodded. “That’s great. Perfect.”

      I smiled. “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll come check on you in a few.”

      But before I could leave, he said, “This is just what I needed. Signing mortgage papers never gets easier, even as much as I’ve done it over the years.” He watched me expectantly.

      I could feel the whole teahouse turn their attention to us. I even heard Daphne and Callie suck in excited breaths behind me.

      “Oh, you bought a house in town?” I asked, knowing he was waiting for me to dig, as much as I’d sworn I wouldn’t.

      Jordan squinted one eye. “Not exactly in town. It’s up on the hill, kind of isolated.”

      My mind instantly went to the large mansion that had once housed the Coastal Psychiatric Institute. That was isolated, desolate, and sat up in the hills behind the town. It was also full of ghosts, and not the friendly kind. A chill ran up my spine as I remembered my recent visit to the place. I wouldn’t recommend stepping foot inside, let alone purchasing the place.

      “The Gilchrist house?” Daphne asked through a gasp, her voice carrying from across the room.

      Jordan perked up at the name. “Actually, yes. That’s the one.”

      Okay, so he hadn’t bought the haunted institute, but from my neighbor’s reaction, this Gilchrist house didn’t sound much better.

      “My brothers and I bought it, and we’re going to remodel it,” Jordan explained before putting up both his hands. “And yes, we know what happened there. Don’t worry. Gretta already tried to warn me. We don’t mind. We’re not scared of haunted houses.”

      I cocked my head, confused. I hadn’t heard of this Gilchrist house or its haunted state, like the rest of the town apparently had.

      “You’ll mind a lot once you realize that house isn’t just haunted but also cursed,” the Rickster scoffed, his loud crackly voice cutting through the chatter of the other townspeople, like usual.

      But unlike usual, the locals nodded and murmured their agreement with the Rickster’s wild claim, instead of cringing or shaking their heads.

      “Gretta tried to warn us about the curse too.” Jordan waved a hand, like curses were as easy to fix as the color of paint on a wall. “We’ve got it handled.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I said, embarrassed that my fellow townspeople were being so rude about the house this man just bought. I turned to leave.

      “Hey,” Jordan said, stopping me again. “Do you cater?”

      Silence fell over the room. Jolene and I had catered once before. It hadn’t ended well—the event resulted in a murder investigation—and we had yet to book another catering gig since.

      Ignoring the wobbly feeling in my stomach, I said, “We have before.”

      It wasn’t a lie, just not the whole truth.

      “My brother Leo’s into supporting the local businesses wherever we’re shooting. After many failed attempts to hire construction and landscaping crews on-site, we just travel with our own people now. To make up for that, Leo likes to hire caterers to supply our crew with meals while we shoot. We’d love to talk to you about providing breakfast and tea each morning for our crew.” Jordan pulled out a card and handed it to me.

      It had a Fliplets logo on one side, the F making up one side of a modern-looking house. Turning it over, I found a phone number for someone named Doug MacIlvaine.

      Stammering, I said, “That would be amazing. I’ll talk to my business partner and let you know.” I held up the card. “Or Doug. I’ll let Doug know.”

      “Doug’s our manager. He’ll take care of everything,” Jordan said. He picked up the tea cup full of oolong, swigged it down, and then swiped the scone off the plate. “I’m going to take this to go. Thanks, Rosemary.” He fished out some money and placed it on the table before heading out the door.

      Back at the tea bar, Callie and Daphne grinned like maniacs at me. Carl and the Rickster scowled.

      “Just great,” the Rickster grumbled. “Now, when one of those triplets dies, we won’t know if it was Rosemary’s catering or the curse that killed them.” He snapped his fingers in disappointment.

      “Our catering didn’t kill anyone last time,” I said defensively. “We just happened to be at an event where someone died … of unrelated circumstances.”

      The Rickster widened his eyes in a Sure thing. Whatever you need to tell yourself kinda way.

      I turned to Callie, who was staring at me in wide-eyed question. “The killer used a tea kettle just like the ones we had to hit someone over the head. It wasn’t the tea or the baked goods that killed her,” I explained.

      Callie didn’t relax.

      “Where is this Gilchrist house, and why haven’t I ever heard of it?” I asked my neighbors, anxious to change the subject.

      Carl, Daphne, and the Rickster all pointed behind them toward the town of Pebble Cove.

      “It’s up in the cliffs behind town.” Daphne shivered.

      “Overgrown, so you can’t see it anymore. Unpleasant, so we don’t talk about it anymore,” Carl summarized in answer to the rest of my question.

      I guess that shouldn’t have surprised me. This town was full of secrets, both past and present.

      “So what happened there? What’s this curse all about?” I asked.

      “The Gilchrists were a young couple who inherited the land when they first got married,” Daphne explained. She put a hand to her forehead. “Gosh, that must’ve been almost fifty years ago. Oliver Gilchrist was a local fishing boat captain. He built the house for his wife, Sarah. It was her dream house: vaulted ceilings with huge windows that looked out over the sea, stained glass in the skylights, carved bannisters, imported tile. The works. It took him years to complete it.”

      Callie and I leaned closer, enthralled by this story. Carl and the Rickster shook their heads as Daphne approached the part where this seemingly sweet story took a turn.

      “The only part of the house that Sarah hadn’t specifically asked for was a widow’s walk. Oliver knew Sarah worried about him when he was out at sea. He installed a light on the railing and told her she could communicate with him by flashing it using Morse code.” Daphne paused, turning to Callie and me. “This was before cell phones, mind you.”

      “That’s adorable.” Callie cringed. “So what happened to make it all turn tragic?”

      “Oliver and his crew were out on the boat during a bad storm. His boat went missing.” Daphne rubbed her arms as if trying to get rid of goose bumps. “Sarah waited, flashing that light every day for almost a year. They never found the wreckage. I think it gave her hope he might still be out there. But another storm washed a large piece of the boat’s hull up on the beach …” Daphne’s attention darted over to Carl. She winced as if she didn’t want to say the next part.

      Seeing her discomfort, Carl took over the story. “When we didn’t see that light going off every day, someone went up to check on her. She had hanged herself from the rafters of that beautiful home. Couldn’t stand to live without her love.” Carl’s voice broke a little, but he cleared his throat and pretended it hadn’t happened.

      I understood the lapse in Carl’s signature stoic persona. Emotion welled up inside me at the poor couple’s tragic story, and I hadn’t even known them.

      “And how do you know it’s haunted?” I asked.

      I avoided making eye contact with Callie as the question left my mouth, not wanting to bring suspicion to either of us. I’d learned of my ability to see and communicate with ghosts a year earlier. And while Callie could only hear spirits, she’d only had the ability a couple of months and was still getting used to it.

      “Seen the ghost with my two eyes,” the Rickster said. Again, the surrounding locals nodded.

      “I’ve seen the Gilchrist ghost too,” Betty, one of the chess club members said. “Well, I haven’t actually seen Sarah, but I’ve seen the light she shines. Even in death, she’s still searching for her love.”

      A few other locals chimed in with reports that they or someone they knew had also seen a mysterious soul roaming around the property before it became overgrown or that they used to see the light flashing Morse code messages at Oliver, still lost at sea.

      As if talk of ghosts had summoned him, the spirit currently haunting my home appeared out of thin air in the middle of the tearoom. I smiled as Asher waved to me.

      “But it’s not that ghost those triplets should be worried about.” The Rickster huffed.

      “True,” Carl murmured.

      I frowned. “No?”

      The Rickster pointed to my container of oolong that remained on the counter from when I’d made Jordan’s tea. “Not by oolong shot,” he said with a snort.

      “What should they worry about, then?” I asked, ignoring the Rickster’s pun.

      Asher stepped closer, intrigued by this conversation.

      “They should worry about the fact that anyone who’s tried to do anything to that house has ended up dead.” Carl’s words hung in the air.
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      Over the next month, the Gilchrist house was all anyone in Pebble Cove could talk about. Whether it was retelling Sarah and Oliver Gilchrist’s tragic love story, explaining the curse to people who hadn’t heard about it, or gossiping about the Fliplets, the people of Pebble Cove were obsessed.

      I’d quickly learned the story behind the curse. Sarah and Oliver didn’t have any family to leave the house to when Sarah passed, so it went to the bank. But with Sarah’s suicide so fresh in local memory, and the numerous sightings of her ghost wandering the property or turning on lights, no one wanted the house, beautiful as it was. The bank ended up sending out a ghost hunter to rid the house of Sarah’s spirit.

      It hadn’t ended well, as one might’ve guessed.

      They found the ghost hunter hanging in the same spot Sarah had been, a few days later. There was a note that read Stay away. It had been ruled a suicide. The property became overgrown and forgotten. Locals were too terrified to step foot near it lest they, too, be driven to suicide as the poor ghost hunter had.

      But as the Fliplets’ crew got to work clearing the property, the locals’ worry wore off. People whispered less about curses and more about camera crews. They spoke less about ghosts and wondered what the gardens would look like.

      Honestly, after my own trip up to the property to meet with Doug, the Fliplets’ manager, and Vance, the assistant director, I was questioning whether the Gilchrist house was even haunted. I saw no signs of any spirits, which was good. I had enough worries when it came to trying our hand at catering again.

      Jolene and I focused on menus for each day, packaging my loose-leaf teas in packets for easy steeping, and we even left the cast-iron kettles at home—just in case. Despite all our prep, the first morning of filming came so much faster than I was ready for. Before I knew it, Jolene and I were setting up breakfast in the foyer of the Gilchrist house.

      I surveyed the table in front of me. Placing the back of my hand against one of the electric hot-water carafes, I checked—for the third time—that they were holding their heat. Individual packets of Earl Grey, oolong, and my most popular herbal tea blend sat in neat rows in a basket next to paper cups. A mixture of Jolene’s savory and sweet croissants rounded out the breakfast spread.

      Doug walked by me and I waved.

      He smiled and said, “I don’t normally show up for the filming, but I couldn’t say no to the guys’ first haunted house.” He shot me a wink and then continued on.

      Right. Haunted. That reminded me of the other task I was supposed to focus on while I was here: trying to locate this ghost everyone in town was sure they’d seen. With the catering spread taken care of, I turned around to survey my surroundings. Sure, I hadn’t seen any sign of a spirit during the time I was here, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t continue to check. Unlike the rest of town, I wasn’t completely convinced we were dealing with Sarah’s ghost. It could just as easily be Oliver’s—if there was a ghost at all—so I searched both the men and women.

      I knew from my first encounter with Asher’s spirit that this ghost might appear like a real person to me, especially if this house had been a place where they spent a lot of time while they were alive. Because of this, I watched for people who kept to themselves or weren’t interacting with the other crew members.

      Being the first day of filming, they were only doing the before shots today, I’d been told. Renovations wouldn’t begin until tomorrow, so the workers present were mostly the film crew. A man wearing a headset rushed by me. A woman with a clipboard talked with another woman holding a portable light. An older man—probably in his seventies—wearing old jean overalls sauntered past me with a shovel. I remembered seeing him the last time I was here too. No one stopped to chat with him or called orders in his direction. Actually, no one even glanced in his direction.

      Narrowing my eyes, I raced forward and grabbed for his arm. Instead of passing through him, like my fingers would have if he’d been a ghost, my hand clamped down on the startled man’s arm. His wide eyes met mine, and he came to a stop.

      “Oh, hi,” I said, hoping my cheeks weren’t turning red from embarrassment. “I just wanted you to know that there’s breakfast.” I jabbed my thumb behind me at the spread.

      The man blinked, then trained his eyes on my hand, still gripping his arm. I let go, laughing awkwardly. Once he was free, the man took his worn shovel with him as he headed outside to the front yard, bypassing the tea table.

      Okay, so not a ghost, I thought to myself as I rocked back on my heels. But not particularly nice either.

      Still, the mistake made me question whether I should just forget about this whole Gilchrist ghost tale. Even if the townspeople thought they’d seen a light flickering, there was no way they saw a spirit walking around the grounds. The spirits I knew walked around town all the time, and no townspeople could see them.

      Whatever or whoever they’d seen, it wasn’t a ghost.

      Letting that go, I tapped my foot before deciding to go in search of Jolene. She’d said she was just going to find Vance, the assistant director, to let him know we were all set up, but that had been a good ten minutes ago.

      Moving through the kitchen, I stopped as I saw Jordan Kelley. He stood in the pantry next to the kitchen. I walked forward to wish him good luck on their first day of filming, but I stopped as I realized he wasn’t alone.

      “Please tell me you haven’t told anyone else about this.” It wasn’t Jordan who said this, but it sounded just like him, so it must’ve been one of his brothers.

      “I haven’t, but I plan to tell Doug tonight. I think it’s only fair to give him a heads-up,” Jordan said.

      “Only fair? And what about what’s fair to me and Eric? Do we get a say in you ruining our careers?” the person, who must’ve been Leo, asked.

      Jordan snorted. “I don’t think you’re the one to lecture me on what’s fair to the rest of us.”

      “You’re my brother, Jordan. I told you that in confidence. You said you wouldn’t freak out.”

      Jordan shook his head. “How could I not freak out, Leo? And now I’m supposed to keep it a secret, even from Eric?”

      Realizing that this was not something I—nor anyone else—should listen to, I backed away. Their obvious fight made my mind spin. Since Jordan had visited Tea by the Sea a month ago, I’d met both Eric and Leo, the other two brothers making up the Kelley triplets. Jordan, I’d found out, was the baby of the triplets, having a different birthday than the other two since he was born a few minutes past midnight.

      And whereas Jordan was classically handsome with slicked-back hair and a clean shave, Eric, the eldest, was rough and gruff. He had close-cropped hair and a stubbly beard that only made him look more manly while he used all of those power tools.

      Leo, it seemed, was the glue between the two of them, more sensitive and empathetic, the peacekeeper since he was the middle child. Leo had a warm smile and long hair that he often had to push out of his face as he talked animatedly about color schemes and furniture aesthetics. He just gave off a peaceful vibe.

      But Leo hadn’t sounded very peaceful just then.

      I brushed it off. Maybe the brothers’ tempers were running high with the stress of the first day of filming.

      I liked all the triplets, mostly because of the boost they were giving not only to our business but to other local restaurants, which were supplying their crew with lunches each day. Vicki from the Marina Mug and Jimmy from the Geoduck pub were sharing lunch duties every other day, and the Fliplets’ crew had many options for dinner once they returned to Sun City each evening.

      They were staying in Sun City because Pebble Cove couldn’t accommodate lodging for such a large group with only one bed-and-breakfast. So the crew had filled up the largest hotel in Sun City, which was almost equidistant from the Gilchrist house.

      My retreat away from the fighting brothers brought me into the living room, the place in the house with one of the best views. I stopped in front of the large picture window. Up here on the cliff, I could see the entire town of Pebble Cove. Now that the Fliplets’ crew had cleared the brush and taken out some trees, we could also see the house from downtown.

      From here, I could even see my house, alongside Carl and Daphne’s houses, on the other side of Misty Drive. But the best part of the view was the ocean. From this high up, I swear I could see the curvature of the earth. Before me, the great blue expanse made me catch my breath. Seeing it spread out like this, so large and powerful, made me feel simultaneously part of something bigger, and incredibly alone.

      “Hey,” Jolene said, stopping next to me as she appreciated the view as well.

      I jumped, startled by her arrival even though I had been searching for her moments before. “Hi. You found Vance?”

      She nodded. “Ready to go? I need to open up my shop soon.”

      Jolene and I left, waving goodbye to Vance before climbing into my car. We’d have to come back later to pick up our supplies, but Vance wanted us to do that tonight when they were all done with shooting for the day, so we wouldn’t be in the way.

      Once we were back in Pebble Cove, Jolene and I separated to our respective teahouses: hers downtown and mine out by the beach. Callie had already opened our shop and was chatting with Asher as she waited for customers to show.

      “I don’t understand the appeal of watching one of these house-flipping shows,” Asher was saying, looking up from his daily newspaper.

      Callie sighed in frustration, like Asher just wasn’t getting it. “It’s the reveal that makes it fun. Sometimes I like to watch the beginning and end of episodes because that’s where you see the transformation, but you can learn a lot from what they do with each room and how they make their decisions. A lot of people have taken up house flipping as lucrative careers.”

      “To each their own, I guess,” Asher said, but shrugged, something Callie wouldn’t be able to tell since she only had his voice to go by. “How was the setup?” he asked, turning toward me.

      “So far, so good,” I said, not wanting to jinx our first day, especially after our last disastrous catering experience. “I guess we’ll see when we stop by later to pick everything up.”

      The day went by quickly, and before I knew it, Jolene was out in the parking lot, beeping her horn at me. I climbed into her car, Callie joining after hearing me rave about the views, and the three of us headed up to the Gilchrist house as the sun set.

      When we pulled up, the house was the opposite of the crowded film site it had been earlier. The bustling people were gone. There was only a single car in the dirt lot that made up the yard during construction. But the front door was open, showing us at least one person had waited for us to arrive. The fact that the lone car was a shiny, new Audi made me wonder if it was one of the Kelley brothers themselves waiting for us inside.

      We entered the house, instructing Callie to go into the other room to get a peek at the view while we focused on the table set up in the foyer. I was expecting to hear a gasp of surprise as Callie entered the living room, but instead, she screamed.

      Jolene and I froze, looking at each other. I guess that was one way to react to the beautiful view. Before we could move, Callie came running back into the foyer, her face pale.

      “What is it?” Jolene asked, steadying Callie with a hand on each of her shoulders.

      “He’s-he-han …” She couldn’t get out a full sentence, but her hand rose up, and she pointed a shaking finger toward the living room. “The curse,” she croaked out.

      An icy feeling settled on the back of my neck. Jolene and I raced forward, peering around the wall and into the living
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