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      The woman frolicking in the waves was underdressed for November, even for a ghost. Emma Whitecastle watched as the curvaceous, bikini-clad spirit dashed in and out of the waves, as carefree and untouched by the morning cold as a porpoise. Emma, on the other hand, pulled her jacket together and zipped it up close under her chin before hovering over the cup of hot coffee she’d picked up from a bakery around the corner. She’d had a restless night, tossing and turning most of it, so just after five-thirty she dressed quietly in jeans, a sweater, warm socks and sneakers, and headed for the beach to watch the sunrise, leaving behind a sleeping Phillip Bowers in their hotel room.

      It was Thanksgiving weekend. Kelly, Emma’s daughter who was attending Harvard, hadn’t come home for the short holiday, opting instead to spend it at a friend’s home in Connecticut. Emma’s parents were on a cruise through the Panama Canal. Phil’s boys, both a little older than Kelly, were with their mother, and his Aunt Susan and Uncle Glenn were visiting their daughter. That left Phil and Emma to fend for themselves over the four-day holiday.

      Catalina had been Phil’s idea. Emma had been to the vacation spot located just twenty-six miles off the coast of Southern California many times while married to Grant Whitecastle, the bad-boy of TV talk show hosts. During those times she’d either stayed in the finest island hotels, like the former Wrigley Mansion, now known as the Inn on Mt. Ida, or on the yachts of Grant’s show biz friends. When Phil first proposed the trip, he’d booked them at the Inn on Mt. Ida, but Emma didn’t want to stay anywhere she’d stayed with Grant. As Phil ticked off the names of the best hotels, Emma had said no to each.

      Phil had been frustrated. “You can’t go through life avoiding everywhere the two of you traveled. If you do, we’ll never go anywhere.”

      He’d been right. But he hadn’t been right about why Emma felt the way she did.

      “Are you sure you’re over him?” Phil had asked, the vein in his neck as taught as pulled rope, bracing himself for news he didn’t want to hear.

      Emma’s divorce from Grant Whitecastle had been finalized at the end of last year. Technically, she’d become a single woman on January first, just eleven months ago. She and Grant had been separated about a year and a half prior to that, but the marriage had been on the rocks almost from the time he’d hit it big with his tacky, tabloid-style talk show. Even before they’d been formally separated, Grant had impregnated Carolyn Bryant, his B-movie, party girl mistress. Grant had married Carolyn on the first weekend in the new year in a splashy wedding attended by much of Hollywood. Photos of the bride and groom with their toddler son, Oscar, had assaulted Emma from every supermarket checkout stand. And that’s how Emma knew she was over Grant Whitecastle. The photos elicited nothing from her except pity for Grant, for the life he’d thrown away in his quest for fame and his lust for a sleazy wannabe out to grab any man with a big name and a bigger bank account. He’d lost her, damaged the bond with his daughter, even lost the respect of his own parents. He’d pretty much flipped them all the bird – in public.

      Kelly had been reluctant to attend her father’s wedding, but in the end did, reporting back that even though it looked like Hollywood had turned out for the circus event, it was more out of deep-seeded support and respect for Grant’s parents, George and Celeste Whitecastle.

      George Whitecastle was a multi-award winning director and producer who counted Clint Eastwood and George Lucas among his closet friends. George’s parents, both now dead, had been Hollywood legends. Celeste had been a famous starlet, known for her beauty and grace. She’d even been dubbed the next Grace Kelly. And like the late Princess of Monaco, Celeste had given up her budding career for love and family.

      Emma knew that Kelly’s summation was probably correct, that most of the A-list guests at the wedding had been there for George and Celeste. Even though Emma was no longer married to Grant, she was still on the fringe of show business, having her own modest talk show on television, and gossip managed to filter down to her. Grant Whitecastle was respected for his runaway ratings, not for himself. The minute those ratings dipped, he’d be kicked aside like a pair of old worn sneakers, just as he had kicked Emma aside.

      No, Emma was over Grant Whitecastle. She’d stopped loving him long before the divorce was final. What she tried to explain to Phil Bowers was that she wanted to make new and happier memories with him. Many of her past stays on Catalina had not been pleasant ones. Even on the small island, Grant had managed to cat around, and many of those luxury hotel rooms had been the scenes of arguments and despair. In the end, she’d finally agreed to the Hotel Metropole, where Phil booked them into a lovely mini-suite with a balcony facing the ocean.

      Emma took an appreciative sip of her coffee and studied the ghost playing in the surf. She’d first seen the spirit yesterday. It had been Thanksgiving morning, their first morning on the island. After breakfast, she and Phil had gone for a morning stroll to explore the beachfront shop windows before the village of Avalon was fully awake. The ghost of the young woman had been sitting on one of the tiled benches, her eyes closed, her pretty face turned towards the slow rising sun as if soaking up rays at high noon in July. As they had passed by, the ghost had opened her eyes and looked at Emma with a frank curiosity as solid as the bench on which she sat. She said nothing, but several steps later, when Emma looked over her shoulder, the ghost was still staring after them.

      Catalina supposedly had many ghosts in residence. The most famous being that of Natalie Wood. The actress had drowned while yachting off Two Harbors, the other main town on the island. The accident had occurred over Thanksgiving weekend in 1981, and since then many people claim to have seen the ghost of the popular movie star walking the beach. While on the island, Emma planned to do some research into the local spirits and legends for a segment on Catalina on her weekly television talk show on paranormal theories and activities. Catalina’s rich paranormal history dated back to its original Indian inhabitants, and included colorful stories about the Chicago Cubs baseball team, who used the island as its spring training camp for nearly thirty years, and the golden era of Hollywood, when movie stars like Clark Gable and Errol Flynn considered it their playground.

      Emma was fairly new to the world of spirits and ghosts, only discovering her ability to see and speak with them last year when the ghost of her great-great-great grandmother, Ish Reynolds, better known as Granny Apples, had come to her for help to prove her innocence in the death of her husband, Jacob. At first skeptical, Emma reluctantly embraced her ability to see the dead and helped Granny. It was during her investigation into Granny’s death that she’d met Phil Bowers. Shortly after, she was offered a chance to host the talk show. The Whitecastle name, no doubt, giving as much, if not more, weight to the producer’s decision about hiring her than her abilities.

      The show, which aired Thursdays opposite Grant’s daily talk show, was doing well and had a solid following after its first short season. It was on hiatus now, but had been picked up for another run with more episodes. Unlike Grant’s show, Emma’s did not pander to sensationalism, gossip, or tacky subjects, but instead featured lively debates involving experts, scientists and skeptics, as well as historical data and stories. And not only did it cover the world of spirits, but other fields of paranormal study. Her show, simply called The Whitecastle Report, was well respected for its research and even-handed handling of its subjects. It was a reputation Emma took great pride in and pains to protect.

      As for her own paranormal talents, even though Emma saw ghosts all the time, she kept her personal abilities out of the limelight as much as possible. To her relief, spirits didn’t crowd around her like a swarm of pesky flies. Usually, they just went about their business. Sometimes they took casual note of her. And sometimes they interacted with her. Since yesterday morning, Emma had seen the young bikini-wearing ghost several times, including during Thanksgiving dinner at the Country Club, where the spirit, dressed in her flirty dotted and ruffled bathing suit, had flitted from table to table unnoticed while guests dined on turkey and pumpkin pie. The spirit hadn’t spoken to Emma yet, just studied her with a playful interest, like a puppy with a tilted head.

      It had been thoughts of the ghost that had given Emma a restless night and beckoned her outside at sunrise.

      As the darkness turned gun metal gray, the ghost continued to play in the surf. Her image was hazy, like a column of smoke molded into the shape of a woman. She’d been blond in life, her figure curvy with large breasts, a tiny waist, and a sweetheart bottom. However she had died, it’d been while wearing the bikini; thus, she was forever clad. And she had died young, possibly in her mid to late twenties.

      When the ghost turned and looked towards the town, Emma raised a hand and gave the spirit a friendly wave. The ghost smiled and waved back, totally untroubled about being seen. Turning back towards the sea, she waved again before disappearing into the waves lapping at the pier pilings.

      “Brrrr,” a familiar whispery voice said from behind Emma. “Makes me cold as a witch’s titty just looking at her.”

      Emma continued looking at the spot where the young spirit had disappeared. “You’re a ghost, Granny, you don’t feel cold.”

      “But I remember it. Felt it plenty in my life. Hunger, too. There were winters in the cabin, didn’t know which would claim us first before spring, the cold or starvation.”

      As a shiver went through Emma, she took a big drink of her coffee. Usually she could tell when Granny or another spirit was near by a sudden chill in the air, but in the cold of the damp sea air, Granny’s arrival had gone unnoticed.

      “You know that ghost, Granny? The one just now on the beach?” She turned to look at the spirit of Ish Reynolds, the woman who’d been known as Granny Apples because of her expert pie baking.

      Just as the young ghost was bound for eternity to wear a bikini, Granny Apples would always be dressed in pioneer clothing consisting of a long-sleeved blouse and long full skirt. Granny had died over a hundred years ago. She had been a tiny but strong woman with braided hair circling her head like a crown and a pinched face weathered by years of working out-of-doors. Granny had been only forty-one years old when she died, but the hard life and the attitude of her times made her seem older.

      “Can’t say that I do,” the ghost answered, keeping her face to the sea.

      “She keeps appearing to me. I think she wants something.”

      “Has she spoken?”

      “Not yet. She just watches me in a friendly manner. Almost like she’s trying to remember me from somewhere.”

      “Maybe she’s an old school mate who’s passed on.”

      Emma swallowed some more hot coffee. “No, I don’t think so. From her appearance, I’d say she might have died sometime in the sixties. That’s the nineteen sixties,” Emma clarified, tossing Granny an impish grin.

      The ghost pursed her lips in annoyance. “I ken what you mean. They didn’t wear bathing costumes like that in my day.”

      “Did you notice her hairstyle? The way it was teased on top with the ends curled upward. That was called a flip. And her bathing suit looked a bit old-fashioned with the polka dots and ruffles.”

      Granny crossed her arms. “Humph, glad I was dressed when I passed. Hate to think of spending eternity with my backside hanging out like that.”

      Granny’s observation caught Emma’s attention. She smiled, glad she hadn’t met any ghosts yet who’d died in the nude.

      The town of Avalon was tucked into a crescent-shaped bay on Catalina Island. The main street that ran along the beach front was appropriately named Crescent. High hills stood on either side of the bay like sentries. Daylight crept over one hill, while fog rolled over the opposite one. They met in the middle like tenuous lovers, shrouding the sea in a hazy veil. Palm trees along the beach were ringed with tiny lights and many of the shop fronts and hotels already had their Christmas lights up and lit. At night it had been magical walking along the festive beach hand-in-hand with Phil. This morning the lights faded into the swelling dawn, handing the baton of a new day off to the sun.

      Both behind and in front of Emma, the town was starting to stir. Ahead of her, people staying on the numerous boats and yachts moored in the bay were wakening. She caught sight of a bright yellow rubber dinghy making its way from one boat to the pier, like a duckling swimming off on its own for the first time. On the long pier that housed several tourist businesses and restaurants, she could make out people going about the chore of opening for the day. Along Crescent, a few folks were out for early morning strolls or heading to work. Behind her, she heard the soft thunk of metal against pavement, followed by a gentle swoosh. Turning, she saw a man bundled in jacket and gloves sweeping the street and sidewalk with a broom and caddy, moving deliberately along Crescent, scanning for wayward trash and debris. Catalina was very clean and its citizens took great pride in keeping it that way. It was one of the things Emma had always enjoyed about the island.

      “Mighty beautiful place.”

      Emma started. She’d almost forgotten about Granny. The ghost was perched on the far edge of her bench, still looking out to sea.

      “Never saw the ocean until I was dead.”

      “Never?”

      The question surprised both Emma and Granny. Swinging their heads in unison to their left, they saw the young ghost – the woman from the beach – standing just a few feet away. In addition to her bikini, she wore a small bow clipped to the right side of her hair. Nothing else. It was the first time Emma had seen her so close or heard her voice.

      “Came from Kansas,” Granny continued, as if she spoke to this new spirit every day. “Settled in the mountains once we got to California. That’s were the gold was, so that’s where my man stayed put.”

      “I’d just die if I couldn’t go to the beach.” Through the ghostly whisper, Emma discerned a young voice that held an almost childlike quality. She changed her estimation of the woman’s age at death to be her early twenties. “Growing up, all I ever dreamed about were California beaches. And now here I am.” The young spirit twirled with glee, like she’d won a prize at a carnival.

      Emma and Granny looked at each other a moment before Granny cocked a thumb in Emma’s direction. “This here’s my great granddaughter, Emma.”

      “Great-great-great granddaughter,” Emma corrected. She drank the last of her coffee in one final gulp and tossed the cup into a trash bin that stood next to the bench. She knew Granny was sensitive about her age, even in death, and Emma loved teasing her about it.

      “Whatever,” Granny replied, rolled her eyes. Emma frowned at the response, thinking Granny was picking up far too many modern bad habits. Granny returned her attention to the other ghost. “Emma’s a friend to those on the other side.”

      The young ghost looked from one woman to the other – from the dead to the living and back again – her face glowing and guileless in the growing morning light.

      “My name’s Tessa – Tessa North.” Before either Granny or Emma could say anything, the young spirit added, “Am I really dead?”
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      “Wait a minute.”

      Their suite’s bathroom had a whirlpool tub bordered on one side with sliding doors that could be opened to expose the tub to the bedroom and the warmth from the fireplace. Phil, who was shaving, turned from the mirror to stare at Emma through the open sliding doors. She was sprawled on their king size bed in a fluffy terry cloth robe telling him about her encounter with Tessa North. After returning from her sunrise rendezvous with the two ghosts, Emma had warmed her bones in the tub, where she’d been joined by a playful Phil.

      “Are you telling me that this ghost doesn’t know she’s dead?”

      “It’s more like she’s not sure about it. Like she’s confused.”

      He pointed his razor in her direction. “But you think she died in the sixties?”

      “Yes, at least from her hair style and bathing suit. She looks like something out of one of those old teen beach movies. You know, the ones with Frankie Avalon and Annette Funicello. Weren’t those from the sixties?”

      “Sure were.” Phil grinned through tracks of shaving cream. “When I was a kid, my first major crush was on Annette Funicello.” He winked at Emma. “Man, could she fill out a bathing suit.” Emma made a face at him. He laughed and went back to shaving.

      “Too bad you can’t see ghosts, Phil. The figure on Tessa North makes Annette look downright dowdy.”

      Phil rinsed his face, then turned back to Emma while drying off with a hand towel. “Really?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Think Pamela Sue Anderson, but naïve.”

      Both his eyebrows shot up. “Hmm, maybe you could arrange a special vision for me.”

      Shaking her head with amusement, Emma got off the bed, removed her robe, and started to dress. “Fat chance, cowboy.”

      Phil dashed out of the bathroom and gently tackled Emma, the two of them falling back down onto the large bed. Emma giggled as he straddled her, holding her arms above her head. “You old fool, get off me.”

      From his perch, Phil Bowers studied his prey. Dressed or undressed, the sight of Emma Whitecastle never ceased to take his breath away. Tall and willowy, with short, blond flirty hair, she wore her forties well. He adored every inch of her, including the fine lines edging her crisp blue eyes and generous mouth. And he loved that her intelligence and sharp wit kept him on his toes. She was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman, even if she did come with a sidecar of things that went bump in the night. He’d learned to adjust to the unconventional side of Emma Whitecastle, just as she’d learned to accommodate his stubbornness.

      Phil leaned down and trapped Emma’s mouth with his own. They both smelled of soap and tasted of toothpaste. His kiss was long and demanding. Emma settled into it, her own lips parting in welcome. When he let go her arms, they instinctively went around his neck in an embrace.

      “You two are worse than a couple of field rabbits.”

      Phil Bowers felt, rather than heard, the slight gasp as it escaped Emma’s lips. It wasn’t a pant of passion, but rather a slight pause or change of mind before she turned back to the matter-at-hand. For a fleeting instant, Emma had lost her focus mid-kiss. When he felt the cold draft on his bare back, Phil was pretty sure why. He rolled off of her.

      “I thought Granny wasn’t supposed to come into our bedroom. You know how I feel about putting on a show.”

      Emma sighed. She wasn’t about to lie. Even though Phil Bowers couldn’t hear or see Granny Apples, he’d become very astute about knowing when the spirit was present. He even talked directly to the ghost on occasion, although Emma had to relay Granny’s replies.

      He didn’t wait for Emma to respond. “Granny, you know you’re not to intrude on our intimate time. And don’t pretend you’re not here. I can feel you.”

      “She doesn’t usually, Phil.” Emma got off the bed and pulled her robe back on. In spite of the flickering flames in the fireplace, with Granny in the room, the air had turned chilly.

      Ghosts need energy to materialize, much as a flashlight needs batteries to shine. They extract that energy from the heat in the atmosphere around them, causing the air to turn cool or even cold as the heat is absorbed into their physical presentation. But like all energy, it was used up quickly and their apparitions soon needed to disappear to recharge.

      “Isn’t he a little old to be carrying on like a prize stud?” As the ghost materialized, Emma saw her gray image perched on the edge of one of the upholstered chairs across from the bed.

      Emma looked over at Phil Bowers. He’d gotten off the bed, the towel he’d been wearing falling to the floor in the movement. Ghost or no ghost, he didn’t replace it. He was a fine-looking man in his early fifties, tall and strong with wide shoulders and a slight middle-aged spread. His face was rugged, divided by a thick graying moustache. His head bald. His eyes danced when he laughed or teased, which he did often. Phil was a very successful attorney with a practice in San Diego and a family ranch in Julian, where Granny was from. He was solid and dependable and embraced no pretense. Nor did he tolerate it in others. He was the opposite of her trend-chasing, looks-obsessed, headline-grabbing ex-husband. Grant Whitecastle was smoke and mirrors. Phillip Bowers, a load-bearing wall.

      As both the ghost and his lover watched, Phil walked to the dresser, pulled out clothes, and started dressing. Emma looked over at Granny. The ghost was trying to keep her eyes averted in an attempt at modesty, but Emma saw her sneak appreciative looks Phil’s way. In spite of her snappish comments, Emma knew that Granny liked and admired Phil Bowers and did her best to comply with his wishes about respecting intimate boundaries.

      Emma walked over to the ghost and took the matching chair next to her. “What’s up, Granny?”

      “It’s that Tessa girl. I think we need to help her.”

      “You mean, I need to help her, don’t you?”

      “I said we. I mean we.”

      “Don’t get testy. Did you talk to her?”

      “Little fool thinks she’s on some sort of never-ending holiday.”

      “And what’s wrong with that? She appeared happy enough.”

      “She’s not sure she’s dead, Emma. She needs help, I tell ya.”

      “Did she tell you anything about what happened to her? About the last thing she remembers?”

      “Is this about the bikini ghost?” Phil stood nearby, listening to what sounded like a one-sided conversation while he threaded a belt through the loops at the waist of his jeans.

      “Yes. Granny thinks we should help her realize her situation. The girl may not fully understand that she’s dead.”

      Phil picked up his boots and plopped down in the chair where Granny was sitting, going through the ghost unawares.

      “Humph!” Granny disappeared, popping up on the bed.

      “You know he didn’t do that on purpose, Granny.”

      “I’m not so sure.” The ghost crossed her arms and scowled.

      Phil looked at Emma, then at the place here she’d re-focused her eyes. It dawned on him what had happened. “Damn it, Granny, if I can’t see you, how do you expect me not to go through you.” He pulled on one boot. “Hard to believe this beach bunny hasn’t caught on in all this time that she’s not among the living. Didn’t it occur to her after the first ten or so years? Didn’t she wonder why she wasn’t hungry or thirsty? Or why she can swim in November without being cold?” He pulled on the other boot.

      “She seemed a bit tetched to me,” Granny offered. Emma relayed her words to Phil. Emma got up and shed her robe once more. “I don’t think she’s tetched, as you put it, Granny. But she does seem naïve, almost childlike.” This time Emma succeeded in getting dressed without interruption, thinking and talking as she pulled on her clothes. “I think on some level Tessa does know she’s dead, but is in denial about it. Maybe that childish behavior is part of her defense mechanism.”

      Finished dressing, Phil sat back in his chair waiting for Emma. “Maybe she needs a ghost shrink.”

      Emma stopped dressing and looked at Granny. Granny looked back. “Milo,” the two of them said at the same time, but Phil heard only Emma.

      “I was kidding, Emma.”

      Emma pulled on her sweater and reached for her cell phone. “Kidding or not, who better to tell us what may be going on with this ghost?” She scrolled through the phone’s address book and selected Milo’s number.

      Milo Ravenscroft was the clairvoyant who had connected Granny with Emma, then mentored Emma through the process of accepting and learning about her special gifts. It was also Milo who had recommended Emma as the host of the paranormal talk show. He was a short, nerdy man in his forties who lived in a modest house where the western boundary of Los Angeles bordered Santa Monica. He was a well-known clairvoyant, but opted for a quiet life outside of the limelight. Emma respected him for that.

      After Milo answered and pleasantries were exchanged, Emma used the speaker feature on her phone and got to the reason for her call.

      “It is very possible, Emma,” Milo told her, “that this spirit is in denial about her death. Sometimes, for various reasons, spirits do need help going to the other side. And they all need to cross over, even if they choose to come back to visit, like Granny.”

      “But how can we help her?”

      Phil ran a hand over his smooth skull in frustration. “Oh boy, I can see this romantic weekend going south real quick.”

      “I’m not sure, Emma,” Milo continued, “without meeting her myself. But try to find out what happened to her at the time of her death. Maybe something traumatic occurred.”

      Phil leaned forward in his chair to be heard through the small speaker. “You don’t consider dying traumatic?”

      “Of course it’s traumatic, Phil.” Milo laughed lightly. “But something very unusual might have happened to make her block it out or deny it. While spirits don’t have the same sense of time and location, or even sense of surroundings that we do, they were still real people at one time. Just as we don’t fully understand the true depth of the human mind, we have even less understanding of what happens to that mind at the time of or after death.”

      Phil shook his head. “Tell you what, Milo. Why don’t you come on over here and hold a few couch sessions with this Tessa ghost?”

      “I would find that quite fascinating, Phil, but this weekend is out of the question for me. I’m in Chicago right now and won’t be home until Tuesday. Tell you what, though, Emma, find out what you can about Tessa and when I return we’ll put our heads together.”

      “Okay,” Emma agreed. “If she reappears, I’ll see what I can learn.”

      “Is Granny there?”

      “I’m here, Milo.” Still not comfortable with some modern conveniences, the ghost hovered with caution by the phone held by Emma.

      “Granny, see if you can get Tessa to come to the mainland for a session. You might have to guide her over when we do it. Almost fetch her, if you will. I’ll bet she died on Catalina and hasn’t left the island since.”

      “Ah.” In his comfortable seat, Phil stretched, raising his arms over his head, clasping his hands together, and extending them as far as he could. Finished, he added his two cents. “May I ask a question here?”

      Milo paused. Granny and Emma turned to Phil and waited.

      “Has this ghost even asked for your help? She might be happy just the way she is. If so, why upset her apple cart?” When no one replied, Phil continued. “She’s already dead. It’s not like you’re going to change her situation by meddling.”

      Granny was the first to turn her attention towards the sliding doors that led to the balcony. Emma eyes followed. Phil turned in his chair to look, too, but only because Emma had. He saw nothing. Granny and Emma saw the young spirit. She was standing just outside on the balcony, looking in. Her earlier smile had been replaced by a frown.

      “You guys there?” Milo called from the phone.

      Emma pulled the phone close to her mouth and whispered. “Tessa North just appeared.”

      Emma motioned to the young spirit to come in. Phil got up out of his chair and moved to the other side of the room. With the bathroom sliding doors still open, he sat on the edge of the whirlpool tub and watched, keeping his senses alert. He wasn’t sure what was about to happen, but he was pretty sure he wouldn’t understand much of it. With further encouragement from Emma, the young ghost walked through the glass doors and entered the room, making it even cooler. The change in temperature was something Phil did understand. He knew a new spirit had entered the room. His stomach growled. Whatever was going to happen, he hoped they’d make it snappy so he and Emma could get to breakfast. Ghosts may not need to eat, but they did.

      He hoisted one booted leg across the opposite knee. “I’m guessing now might be a good time to ask her if she wants that help or not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      After Granny and Tessa North disappeared, Phil and Emma had a late breakfast at Jack’s Country Kitchen, then resumed their weekend plans with a long walk uphill to the Wrigley Memorial and Botanical gardens. Though cool and damp that morning, the fog had burned off, leaving the air warm with a crisp accent.

      Holding hands, they followed a small map of the city, wandering first down Catalina Avenue to Tremont Street, then along Tremont until it intersected with Avalon Canyon Road. Along the way, they passed small, colorful houses, many built in the shotgun style, standing eaves to eaves on the limited soil. At Avalon Canyon Road, they turned left, leaving behind the more densely populated area. According to the map, at the end of Avalon Canyon Road they would find the Botanical Gardens. Phil had wanted to rent a golf cart, the most common mode of transportation on the island, but Emma had held her ground, citing that they needed the exercise.

      “Didn’t we get enough exercise back at the hotel last night?” Phil shot her a sly look. “And this morning?”

      “And didn’t you just fill up on biscuits and gravy? Not to mention sausages and a three egg omelet.”

      “And enjoyed every morsel.” He winked at her. “Hey, Fancy Pants, not my problem if you don’t eat red meat. A sausage or two might do you good once in a while.”

      “Yuck. My blueberry pancakes were just fine, thank you.”

      Fancy Pants was the nickname Phil had tagged her with when they’d first met. At that time, he’d meant it as a negative moniker, but now it was his pet name for her. And as the nickname had moved from negative to affectionate, so had Emma’s feelings about it changed from annoyance to enjoyment.

      They walked a few more steps, passing the island’s fire station. “Odd, isn’t it?” she observed with a smile. “I’m the city girl and you’re the country boy, yet I’m the one who wants to hike and spend time outside.”

      “I spend plenty of time outside on the ranch. Right now I’m on vacation. Didn’t realize I’d be on a forced march.”

      “And aren’t you glad I had you change your boots for athletic shoes?”

      Phil growled with pretend annoyance. Emma saw physical exercise as a form of entertainment, while he saw it as a means to get things done, like working around the ranch he shared with his aunt and uncle, Susan and Glenn Steveson. Or spending time on a treadmill because his doctor ordered him to do it. But as much as he groused, he really did enjoy the activities he shared with Emma and had never felt better.

      Emma laughed. “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You bet you will, Fancy Pants.” He stopped her in her tracks and planted a big kiss on her mouth. She melted into his strong, warm arms.

      “I’ll make it up to you about Granny, too.”

      “No problem there, so long as she’s not in the peanut gallery when we’re feeling frisky. And as long as I don’t end up at the bottom of your priority list.”

      “Not a chance, cowboy.” Emma’s smile turned quickly into a frown. “Seriously, Phil, do you mind very much about the ghosts?”

      Phil Bowers looked into her clear blue eyes, feeling his heart swell at the kindness and affection radiating from them, and love. He stuck a hand into his pants pocket and fingered the small box he’d put there earlier.

      “Not really. I’d mind it more if you were boring. And, Emma Whitecastle, you are anything but boring.” After looking around, he changed his mind and removed his hand from his pocket, using it to cup her cheek instead. He kissed her quickly again before they resumed their walk.

      “So,” he said, after they’d walked a few more yards, “what’s the deal on this new ghost? Remember, I only heard your side of it.”

      He had asked about it over breakfast, but Emma stalled, saying she’d tell him when they weren’t in such a public place.

      The ghost of Tessa North had been reluctant at first, but soon relaxed in their presence. She’d looked at Phil, who was staring in her direction, with curiosity.

      “He can’t see me?” Her question wasn’t one of concern, but of interest.

      Emma shook her head. “No, he can’t. And he can’t hear you either, but he knows you’re there. He’s a good friend of mine and Granny’s.” When Tessa said nothing more, Emma added, “Is there something we can do for you, Tessa?”

      The ghost shrugged and moved away from the balcony doors. She drifted over to where Phil sat, as if testing whether or not he could see her, then moved closer to Granny and Emma.

      “Granny asked me if I knew I was dead.” She shrugged again, lifting her shoulders high with exaggeration as only the young can do. “I know I’m not like you, Emma, or like him.” She pointed at Phil. “At least not anymore. But is this what being dead is like? Playing at the beach every day? Where are the angels? In Sunday school we were told angels came to get us and take us to God.”

      Emma smiled at the young ghost. “You are dead, Tessa. You are a spirit now, able to come and go as you like.”

      “But you need to pass over to the other side,” Granny insisted.

      “Granny’s right, Tessa. I’m not sure what’s on the other side. Maybe God, maybe angels, maybe nothing but peace and bright light, but there does seem to be an orderly way of going about it. You can always come back here to visit, just as Granny does.”

      “But I can’t go anywhere. I have to stay here and wait.”

      “Wait for what, Tessa?” As Emma asked the question, she noticed Phil become more alert, trying to fill in the blanks between her conversation and what he couldn’t hear.

      Granny drifted closer to Tessa North. “What are you waiting for, child?”

      “For Curtis.” Tessa said it as if it explained everything. When she received only blank looks, she added, “He told me he’d come back.” She looked worried. “If I go somewhere, he might not be able to find me.”

      “Who’s Curtis, Tessa?” Emma kept her voice in mother-mode, speaking to Tessa as if speaking to her own daughter.

      The ghost cast her eyes downward. Her blush evidenced by her manner, rather than by her colorless and hazy cheeks. She looked up and beamed. “He told me he loved me. He told me he’d come back.”

      Emma moved over and sat down in one of the chairs. “Let’s talk about this, Tessa.”

      Following Emma’s example, Tessa sat in the chair closest to the balcony. Granny stood near her. Phil watched Emma, noting that she was as comfortable talking to the air as she was speaking with him. When they’d first met, he’d called her psychotic, now he thought her amazing.

      “Tessa,” Emma began, keeping her voice kind and soothing. “What do you last remember? About being alive, I mean, and about Curtis?”

      Tessa gave off a big sigh and scrunched her pretty face as she tried to remember. “We were on the boat.” A frown materialized across Tessa’s brow. “Everyone was upset by the news and wanted to get away to relax.”

      “What news, Tessa? Do you remember that?”

      “Of course, I do. Everyone was upset about it.”

      “Who’s everyone?”

      Turning her face to Emma, Tessa looked at her in surprise. “Why, just everyone. Don’t you read or listen to the news?”

      Emma tried not to smile too much lest Tessa interpret it as mockery. She’d learned that spirits often have no sense of time or history. It could be that Tessa had no concept of how many years had passed since her death. She was still pretty sure Tessa was from the sixties, and dug deep into her brain to unearth major news events of that decade. Since Emma wasn’t born until the sixties, all the information at her disposal would have been learned from history books and stories told by people like her parents. She recalled that the sixties had been turbulent years – the Viet Nam war, protest marches, the assassinations of both President Kennedy and Martin Luther King, the Cuban Missile Crisis – with any number of things that could have made big news.

      “What specifically upset Curtis, Tessa?”

      When Tessa spoke, her eyes were wide. “They were there, you know – at the Ambassador Hotel – when it happened.”

      The Ambassador Hotel. That definitely struck a chord in Emma’s memory bank. She rooted around to grasp it clearly
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