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Author’s Note

 


The Ghost and Cheri was my original
title for this book. For its print publication, an editor changed
it to A Ghost of a Chance. As I was revising the novel, I
found no fewer than thirty books by that title listed online. One
of the joys of the digital age comes when an author can reclaim her
work, including her preferred title, and that’s what I’ve chosen to
do.

Moreover, this edition has been substantially
updated and revised. I restructured the final section of the book
to tighten and improve the pace. Thank goodness I’m a better writer
than I was decades ago!

In addition, I was struck by the fact that,
years later, I’d taken a similar premise and developed the story in
an entirely different way. Touch Me in the Dark starts with
a young woman and a boy moving into a haunted house. What happens
after that, though, is much darker and more intense.
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​ Prologue

 


 


The real estate agent was taking down the For
Sale sign when a woman in her late forties stopped to ask him who
had bought the old Granger house.

“Young couple from Los Angeles,” he said,
handing her one of his cards in case she wanted to buy or sell
property. “You one of the neighbors?”

“Not exactly.” Although she had a plain face,
there was something striking about her eyes, as if they saw beyond
this world into another dimension. That must be his imagination
running wild.

He was glad to have this listing off his
hands. Even without the ghost stories, there was something spooky
about the place, which was unusual for Southern California. If he’d
had to show it much longer, he’d have started thinking he saw
ghosts himself.

“This young couple,” the woman said. “Do they
have a daughter?”

He shook his head. “No. A little boy.
First-grader, I think.”

The woman frowned. “I keep seeing a girl, or
maybe a young woman, but she isn’t married.”

“Has someone been hanging around here?” the
agent asked.

The woman smiled. “I’m sorry. You see, I’m a
sensitive. What some people would call a psychic. I get impressions
about things.”

“You oughta love this place.” The agent
carried the sign to his car. “They say it’s haunted.”

“Yes, they do.”

He considered asking, strictly out of
curiosity, if she’d ever seen an apparition here, but he was
already late for an appointment. Besides, no sense encouraging her
in this nonsense.

*

Watching the agent drive away, Bonnie Dumont
wished she’d kept her mouth shut. People usually figured she was
crazy when she mentioned being psychic, or else they began plying
her with questions about their dead loved ones or about the future,
as if she could turn her visions on and off like a water
faucet.

She’d been on the point of asking him to warn
this couple, yet what good would it do? Tragedy lay ahead for them,
but that was unrelated to the house. She couldn’t save them, she
felt certain.

After they crossed over, the girl would
come.

Despite the late-afternoon sunshine, Bonnie
shivered. Although some things couldn’t be stopped, she didn’t have
to like it.

She walked along in front of the house,
keeping to the sidewalk as she examined the curtainless windows,
peeling paint and overgrown bushes. It had been empty for months,
since the last owners decided they’d be happier elsewhere.

It wasn’t an evil house, but dangerous in its
way.

For me, too.

Bonnie felt drawn to the Granger house
without understanding why. Whoever the young woman might be, she
had a role to play in Bonnie’s life, as well as in the events
surrounding this place.

Reluctantly Bonnie walked to her car. She had
a consultation scheduled in Irvine in half an hour, and it would
take her nearly that long to get there from Orange in rush-hour
traffic.

Still, she knew she would come back here.
Whether or not she wanted to.
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Chapter One

 


 


When Tad woke up, the house was dark and
silent around him. He hugged his teddy bear tight. It still smelled
like Daddy, which made him feel braver.

Then he heard it again, the noise that had
woken him up. Someone crying softly, up in the attic. Or in the
wall, like one of the Borrowers that Aunt Cheri had read to him
about, a little person who lived here with them and stole
things.

He’d heard the crying before, ever since
Mommy and Daddy died, but he hadn’t told anybody. He kept hoping it
might be Mommy, and that if he was very, very good, she’d come
back. Only it was getting harder to remember what she looked like,
in spite of all the videos. He kept seeing Aunt Cheri’s face
instead.

The crying stopped; now the woman was
speaking softly, like a radio turned down low. Tad pushed Buster
the bear away from his face so he could hear.

“I love him.” He made out those words
clearly. “I cannot bear to live without him.”

That didn’t sound like Mommy. Were there
really ghosts here? Mommy and Daddy had laughed at the stories
about this old house being haunted. Aunt Cheri didn’t believe them,
either,

Tad waited, in case the ghost spoke again,
but all he heard was the whisper of a warm September breeze through
the cypress tree out front. Soft teddy bear fur tickled his cheek,
and he burrowed deeper into the pillow. Soon he was asleep.

*

Sunlight streamed through the kitchen window
as Cheri tucked a package of raisins into the Cookie Monster lunch
box. Tad didn’t need lunch, since he’d only be gone until noon
today, but she didn’t feel right sending the seven-year-old to
school empty-handed. Besides, he might get hungry for a snack.

She wished he hadn’t insisted on going alone
today. She felt as though she ought to be there for his first day
back at school since his parents died. But it seemed to be a matter
of pride with him to go alone. Or maybe loyalty; he pushed her away
sometimes, as if resenting her presence.

She knew she wasn’t his mother. Single and
childless, she’d been unprepared to take responsibility for her
nephew. But she was doing her best.

A thump from upstairs startled her. “Are you
all right?” she called. No one answered.

She was about to go check when Tad clumped
down the stairs and into the kitchen. In the morning light, he bore
a striking resemblance to Cheri’s brother Jeff, with chestnut hair
a shade lighter than her own and eyes the same bright green. She
swallowed the tears that always lurked near the surface.

“I heard you banging around upstairs,” she
said. “You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”

“Wasn’t me.” Tad plopped into his chair.
“Must be one of the ghosts.”

“Right.” Cheri leaned over to rebutton the
top of his polo shirt, which he’d gotten crooked. “Want some
eggs?”

“Mom always gives me cereal,” he said.

With a sigh, Cheri lifted down a box of
frosted wheat squares from the pantry. “These okay?”

“I guess so.” Although he didn’t say thank
you as she poured the milk, Cheri preferred not to chide him. She
wondered when she’d feel secure enough to act like a real mother.
Well, there’d be plenty of time to remind Tad of his manners
later.

He finished quickly, grabbed the lunch box
and headed for the door. “Tad—” Cheri stopped on the point of
telling him that his rudeness hurt her feelings. “I suppose you’ve
missed your friends this summer,” she finished lamely.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Facing her, Tad paused,
his forehead furrowed. “There are ghosts here.
Seriously.”

“You don’t believe that, do you?” Local
legend had it that the house was haunted by some of its original
owners, a peculiar family named the Grangers. But as far as Cheri
was concerned, the only ghost on the premises was that of her
overworked vacuum cleaner, which had died the day before. “Tad,
there’s no such thing.”

“Are, too!” He clutched his lunch box.
“You’ll find out.”

Before she could answer, Cheri heard the
school bus chugging up the street, and Tad dashed outside without a
goodbye.

She stared after him for a moment before
closing the door. He was so small and defenseless, and he’d been
through a lot this summer. She hoped she’d be able to penetrate the
wall he’d built around himself, to help him learn to love and trust
again. And that she wouldn’t lose her temper along the way and ruin
everything.

Feeling lost without her nephew, Cheri
wandered into the living room. The high ceiling and large bay
window were cozily offset by the rose-patterned carpet and antique
oak furniture. She’d been surprised when Jeff and Donna bought an
old home rather than a more modern design, until she’d visited
Orange and fallen in love with its old-fashioned neighborhoods.

Donna had spent most of last spring
redecorating the house, even installing the tile in the kitchen
herself. Absorbed in his work as an assistant professor of art at
Chapman University, Jeff hadn’t had much time to help, but for
Donna’s birthday he’d put in the oak cabinets. How they’d loved
this house. They’d planned to grow old here.

After working on the place all winter and
spring, they’d taken a long-planned vacation in Italy, and Cheri
had been delighted to spend the month of June here with Tad. They’d
all hugged each other goodbye in this house less than three months
ago. Two weeks later came the phone call from Rome, telling her
Jeff and Donna had been killed in an automobile accident.

Cheri paused before a wall of photographs.
Most depicted her brother’s wedding and Tad’s early childhood.
There was also an undated shot of the house with broad open land
around it. In another photo, a shiny 1940s-style car stood in
front. More pictures showed unfamiliar people wearing old-fashioned
clothing and an air of stiff formality, as if they’d forgotten how
to smile. They didn’t seem real; almost like mannequins in a store
window. These must be from the era when the Granger family had
lived here.

It hurt to think that Tad’s children might
view their grandparents that way, as if they weren’t real, either.
New people would come into his and Cheri’s lives who would never
know Jeff and Donna. It was almost enough to make her wish ghosts
existed.

She shook her head. The last thing she wanted
was to reinforce Tad’s fantasies. He needed security, not tall
tales and groundless fears.

In the dark of night, lying upstairs in her
bed, Cheri sometimes thought she heard an odd scrape or murmur. In
the small hours, when dreams seep into waking thoughts, didn’t
everyone believe in ghosts a little?

A script lay on the couch. She forced herself
to sit down and open it. She’d promised to report on its merits for
her friend Elaine, who was starting a film production company in
nearby Los Angeles. She’d asked Cheri to join it, both as actress
and a producer. Although Cheri had agreed to help with some of the
production aspects, she’d said no to acting. She preferred to live
quietly here on her savings.

“I’m a mother now,” she’d told Elaine. They
both knew that wasn’t the only reason, though.

Leaning back, Cheri read the description of
the heroine: Belle, a French maid in her early twenties, a gamine
with a girl-next-door smile. Smart, sexy in a down-to-earth way,
and full of mischief.

The character sounded appealing. A year or
two ago, Cheri would have jumped at the chance to play Belle. Now,
even if she hadn’t made a commitment to raise her nephew, there was
too much hurt and bitterness for her to return to performing.

After growing up on a television series that
ran for half a dozen years, Cheri had starred in several cable TV
movies and put in guest appearances on other shows. Once she
reached her mid-twenties, however, she couldn’t pass for a teenager
any longer. Besides, she’d been eager for new challenges.

Her agent had sent her script after script
that required nude scenes. Cheri had refused. Then, last year, as
she was reeling from the breakup of her first love affair, her
agent had come up with a feature film that didn’t require
nudity.

What began as a dream had deteriorated into a
nightmare. The director was moody and erratic, her co-star arrived
drunk more often than not, and the critics trashed the results.
Audiences stayed away in droves, and blogs portrayed Cheri as a
has-been.

Her agent had ignored her phone calls, texts
and emails. Trendy restaurants seated her in the back. Producers
ignored her, and people she’d considered friends forgot to invite
her to parties.

She’d performed in a couple of stage plays around the
area. Despite respectable reviews, she’d played to half-empty
houses.

If there was a positive side, it had been the
disappearance of the paparazzi that used to follow her around. They
couldn’t sell her photos for enough money to justify harassing
her.

At twenty-seven, Cheri was tired of struggling to be
taken seriously as an actress, tired of worrying about whether she
was thin or pretty or talented enough to make the transition to
adult stardom. Even though the flop was old news, the idea of going
back to work tied her stomach into knots.

If only the house didn’t feel so empty.

Overhead, something scraped. Cheri sat bolt
upright, her heart thudding.

It couldn’t be Tad; he’d left for school.
Surely she would have heard if someone had broken in. Could it be a
raccoon?

Or a ghost?

You’re worse than Tad! she scolded
herself. You’ve lived in apartments for so long, you’ve
forgotten what houses are like. It’s just settling.

She listened for a repetition. All was
silent.

Snuggling against the arm of the sofa, Cheri
dug into the script, a romance about Belle working for a family in
the expensive LA community of Bel Air. With zippy dialogue and
funny lines, it might be exactly the light comedy Elaine needed to
establish her new company.

As she read, Cheri kept one ear cocked for
the doorbell. Her lawyer had emailed that he was sending an
associated with documents for her to sign. The law firm handling
her brother’s estate was friendly and informal, and she appreciated
the man’s willingness to drop by on his way to the office.

Overhead a board creaked. Was that a
footstep?

Cheri didn’t dare call the police and risk
the report finding its way into the news. The media would have a
holiday if she claimed to hear a ghost. They might even imply she
was drinking heavily. She’d learned during her ill-fated love
affair with an actor the year before that the truth wasn’t much of
a defense.

Cheri walked to the foot of the stairs. When
her voice caught in her throat, she forced it out fiercely. “I’ve
called the police and I have a gun, so why don’t you get out the
same way you came in!”

Nothing stirred.

She was almost certain that the noise hadn’t
meant anything, and she didn’t intend to cower downstairs worrying
about it. After fetching her cell phone from the kitchen, she
mounted the steps.

At the top, Cheri paused to listen.

A faint rustling came from the direction of
her bedroom. The only other sound was the thudding of her
heart.

Clutching the phone, she advanced along the
hall, her sneakers making almost no sound. Near the door to her
room, a blast of cold air startled her. She gazed around for the
source of the draft, in vain.

Steeling her nerve, Cheri moved into the
room.

From the corner of her eye, she saw something
white billow toward her in eerie silence. Forgetting her resolve,
Cheri raced out of the room, down the stairs and through the front
door. Once in the safety of the sunshine, she grabbed a column on
the porch for support.

“Are you all right?” Through the gate came a
tall man wearing a tailored three-piece suit and carrying a
briefcase.

“Thank goodness you’re here.” There was
nothing like a lawyer to drive nonsense out of your mind, Cheri
thought as she gulped in the fresh air. Her cheeks bloomed with
embarrassment. How ridiculous she must look to this calm man with
intelligent gray eyes. “I had a scare. I thought I heard someone
upstairs, and then I saw something white fluttering around. I’m not
sure what it was.”

A firm hand reached out. “Take my arm.
Really, Miss Louette, I make a great leaning post.”

“I’m fine.” Except for hanging onto this
post for dear life. Straightening, she let go, and felt her
knees buckle.

“Not quite fine,” the man observed, catching
her arm. Too shaky to pull free despite her embarrassment, Cheri
let him guide her into the house.

*

Although Cheri Louette was a little above
average height, she felt slender and light to Sky Welton. He’d seen
her on television many times, but in person she looked fresher,
with her curls brushed back loosely from the delicate cheekbones
and her eyes shining with excitement. Actresses were supposed to be
beautiful; it was their business. But he was finding her
unexpectedly appealing.

He’d imagined any number of ways Cheri
Louette might greet him, from slamming the door in his face to
demanding a hefty performance fee. He had never imagined anything
like this.

She obviously didn’t suspect who he was.

If she knew he was a cable TV host
specializing in the paranormal, would those lovely features form a
mask of calculated interest? Would she ask about ratings, trying to
determined whether his Orange County-based show could boost her
sagging career? He’d heard that Cheri had withdrawn from Hollywood
for personal reasons, and had wondered if that wasn’t a cover-up
for a case of wounded ego.

He hadn’t been prepared to meet someone so
vulnerable and artless. Damn it, he didn’t want to get close to a
woman right now, particularly an ambitious one. On the other hand,
his program needed her. She was still practically a household name.
Besides, there was a delicious softness about her mouth and a
fragility in her manner that he couldn’t bring himself to
dismiss.

Not yet. Not until he’d explained why he was
here.

*

In the living room, Cheri moved reluctantly
away from the comfort of the man’s arm. She hadn’t had anyone to
lean on these past few months, and hadn’t realized until now how
much she missed it. But she had no business taking advantage of
this lawyer’s kindness.

“Would you like me to go upstairs and look
around?” the man asked after setting his briefcase to one side. “My
hands are registered as deadly weapons.”

She smiled for the first time since she’d met
him. “I’m feeling kind of foolish, and I’m sure you’re in a
hurry.”

“I don’t mind. Let’s go up together and see
what’s there.”

“All right, if you don’t mind.” Determined
not to act like a scared child, Cheri started up the stairs.

“Now, tell me about the noises you heard.”
Behind her, his voice resonated, deep and reassuring.

Cheri described the creaking board and her aborted
investigation. To her relief, he didn’t scoff. “Did you feel
anything in particular? A chill, for example?” he asked as they
reached the hallway.

“There was a draft. I couldn’t figure
out where it came from. Do you suppose the wallpaper hides cracks
in the walls?” Realizing her sister-in-law wouldn’t have covered
those without repairing them, Cheri answered her own question. “I
don’t suppose that’s likely.”

“Where did you see the—what was it?—white
floating movement?”

She pointed to her bedroom.

“Why don’t you wait here and I’ll take a
look?” he said.

“That’s not necessary.” Ashamed of her
earlier cowardice, Cheri led the way. “There...” She stopped.
Through the open bedroom window, the breeze sent gauzy curtains
flaring into the room. “How stupid. I didn’t even think about the
curtains.”

“Did you leave the window open this morning?”
the man asked.

Good question. “Now that you mention it, I
remember shutting it. Or maybe that was yesterday.”

The man walked over and closed the sash-style
window. “It’s a bit loose, so you might have a small draft no
matter what. I don’t see how it could open itself, though. Have you
noticed anything else strange since you moved in?”

“Occasional noises at night,” Cheri admitted.
“I assumed it was my nephew.” Well, enough of this. The man no
doubt had other appointments. “I’d better sign those documents so
you can get to the office.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The estate. Didn’t you bring—?” The question
hung in the air as Cheri realized how careless she’d been.

Preoccupied with her fright, she hadn’t
questioned her assumption that he was the lawyer. She’d allowed a
stranger into her house. Into her bedroom.

“You aren’t from the law firm?”

“Sorry, no.” He didn’t rush to explain.

“You called me by name.” She tried with only
moderate success to disguise her discomfort.

“Of course I know who you are.” His tone was
mildly teasing. “Doesn’t everybody? You were the girl on Young
and Eager.”

“What are you doing here?” Cheri folded her
arms. Now the peculiar way he’d studied her downstairs made sense.
The world was full of kooks and hustlers, and he might be one of
them.

“Helping a lady in distress.” Irony edged his
smile. “However, I’ll admit to an ulterior motive.”

“Are you a reporter?” He hadn’t tried to
photograph her, so that ruled out paparazzi.

“Not exactly.” The light from the window
highlighted the shape of his body, splendidly muscular even in a
tailored suit. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Sky Welton.”

He held out his hand and, torn between
annoyance and curiosity, she shook it, then retreated. “What can I
do for you, Mr. Welton?”

“You can appear on my cable TV show here in
Orange.” Calmly, he added, “It’s called Sky’s the Limit. But
most people refer to it by a more descriptive name.”

“What’s that?” She held herself straight.

“They call it Orange County
Ghostbusters.” He appeared to be studying her reaction. “I’m
here to see about your ghosts, Miss Louette. I believe they may be
real.”
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“You must be kidding!” Cheri backed away.
“This has gone far enough. Who do you really work for?”

“Homeland Security,” the man said promptly.
“My show is part of a covert operation to flush out terrorists
posing as mind readers and fortunetellers.”

The response was so outrageous that Cheri
found it hard not to smile. But the world was full of charming
manipulators and personable con men. “Or maybe you work for the
CIA. That would stand for, let me see, Confessions, Invasion of
Privacy and...”

“Apologetic. As in, I apologize for taking
advantage of the situation.” The sincerity in Sky Welton’s voice
reassured her--almost.

“What did you say your name was?” Cheri asked
warily.

“Sky. Short for Schuyler.” Smoothly, he
continued, “And yours used to be Cheryl Lewiston, until your agent
changed it. Former agent, the one you very wisely fired last spring
after he stuck you in that lousy movie. You’re a much better
actress than that, Cheri.”

“I didn’t fire him. He fired me.” She refused
to sugar-coat the facts.

“Then he’s an idiot.”

“And you’re a flatterer.” She wished she
didn’t feel inexplicably disappointed at discovering that Sky
Welton was no better than all the other opportunists she’d fended
off. “As you’ve just admitted, you entered my house under false
pretenses and I’ll thank you to leave.”

“I never lied to you,” he protested.

That didn’t excuse his deceptive actions.
“Yes, you did, by default.”

“I’ll admit de fault is mostly mine, but not
entirely,” he joked.

Unable to muster a retort, Cheri turned and
marched downstairs. She didn’t glance at him again until she was at
the bottom.

“Doesn’t the condemned man get a chance to
defend himself?” He rested one arm on the newel post. Through a
stained-glass window, a ray of rosy light played over him, almost
as if the house were welcoming him.

“Look, Mr. Welton, I appreciate your helping
me check upstairs, but now I’d like to be alone.”

Sky released a long breath. “Aren’t you
curious to know more about this house? I’m a thorough researcher,
Miss Louette. While I’m hardly as well known as you, I do have a
reputation among followers of the paranormal.”

She wanted to argue that she knew the history
of the place, but that wasn’t entirely true. Since she’d only taken
possession as Tad’s guardian, she hadn’t done the kind of research
an owner might. Still, Donna had told Cheri a few things. “I know
it used to belong to a family called the Grangers.”

“They owned a large auto dealership and
repair facility,” Sky supplied helpfully.

“Yes. There was a family member, a woman who
never married. She outlived the others.”

“And who were those others?”

“I have no idea.” Cheri nearly renewed her
demand that he leave, except that she wouldn’t mind a few more bits
of information. That was, assuming his price—figuratively
speaking--wasn’t too high.

“That’s it?” Retrieving his briefcase and
moving toward the kitchen, Sky kept talking. “You’ve been hearing
suspicious noises at night and you don’t even care whose ghost
might be drifting through your bedroom?”

“I’m not one of your gullible viewers.” Since
there seemed no way to stop him short of calling the police, she
followed. “I don’t even believe in horoscopes.”

“Neither do I.” Sky grinned. “I only read my
horoscope every morning so I’ll know what isn’t likely to
happen.”

In the old-fashioned kitchen, which Donna had
redesigned with country-style cabinets and curtains, he found two
cups in the drainer and filled them from the coffeemaker. “How do
you take yours?”

Cheri could hardly believe his nerve. It was
almost funny. With a tightening in her throat, she realized that
she liked the sight of a man here in this kitchen. The house was
too big for one woman and a small boy.

She cut off that line of thinking, fast.
Sky’s teasing gray eyes and thick, dark-blond hair added to his
charm, exactly as she’d expect from a TV host. “Black is fine.”

After a swallow of coffee, he drew a tablet
computer from the briefcase. “If you’re wondering about me, here
are the basics.” He clicked to the website of a local cable
station. The home page featured a clip of Sky on a broadcast set,
interviewing a man identified as a psychologist from a major
university. Pictures and copy underneath told more about Sky,
including that he’d won a local Emmy.

“All right.” Since her knees hadn’t entirely
recovered their stability, she sat at the table. “You’ve convinced
me you do host a TV show on the paranormal. But as far as I’m
concerned, Mr. Welton, you might as well work for a tabloid,
because I loathe publicity.”

Sky tucked the tablet into the briefcase and
sat across from her. “It isn’t my fault you moved into the Granger
house. No offense, but I was interested in this place long before
you turned up.”

“Then why haven’t you done a program on it
before? Or have you?”

He helped himself to a chocolate chip cookie
from the jar she kept for Tad. “You tell me: why should the last
couple of owners all refuse to let me go through the house with a
psychic to find out if there’s anything here?”

“Because they didn’t want their privacy
invaded, either.” Cheri couldn’t resist taking a cookie for
herself, although she’d sworn not to put on weight just because she
didn’t have to look anorexic for the camera.

“May I ask you a personal question?”

Startled, she blurted, “No.”

“That’s too bad. I was going to ask for your
cookie recipe.” His gray eyes widened in feigned innocence.

“Don’t tell me you’re the cookie-baking
type.” Was there a Mrs. Welton? Cheri wondered, observing in spite
of herself that he didn’t wear a ring.

To her dismay, she saw Sky register her
glance at his hand. “Nope. I’m not domestic. Not married,
either.”

She ducked her head to hide her red cheeks.
“I thought you were going to tell me about the house.”

“That’s right.” He halted as her phone
rang.

Realizing it might concern Tad, Cheri yanked
it out of her pocket. “Hello?”

It was the attorney, apologizing for being
delayed and promising to bring the documents later. She didn’t
bother to complain.

*

Shooting an episode with Cheri Louette and
the Granger house could be the break Sky needed to get Sky’s the
Limit picked up by a major cable network. Miles Appleby, the
executive he’d been talking to in New York, was concerned that the
subject of Sky’s show might not be of broad enough interest. Well,
no one could deny that a haunted house with a well-known actress
like Cheri living in it held broad interest.

He’d expected, when he stopped by, that she
might refuse his invitation because his show was small potatoes; he
hadn’t expected that she’d turn out to be publicity-shy in general.
Her harsh treatment by the press must have stung deeply.

Sky admired her for taking responsibility for her
orphaned nephew, and surely her brother’s death had been a severe
blow. But appearing on his program wouldn’t do any harm.
Celebrities were always being interviewed at their homes. It went
with the territory, and the ghost legends gave her a great gimmick
that someone more attention-hungry would leap to exploit.

Instead, he’d have to work around her
defenses. Yet an inexplicable instinct to protect her sent up
warning flares. She was both beautiful and vulnerable, and that
made her dangerous to Sky emotionally. This urge to serve as her
knight in white armor was likely to prove a double-edged sword, or
perhaps a double-edged mace, if such things existed.

Cheri might be nursing her wounds now, but
sooner or later she’d rediscover a taste for the spotlight and the
adulation that went with it. He’d tried marriage once to a woman as
ambitious as he was, and even though he’d been willing to meet her
halfway, it hadn’t worked. He refused to put himself through that
again.

Cheri clicked off and sat tapping her fingers
on the counter, as if debating the best way to get rid of him. He’d
better press on quickly. “Since you plan to be a member of our
community, you should meet some people around here. Not television
people—real ones.”

“I suppose I’ll to join the PTA and…whatever
people normally join.” Cheri glanced out the window and looked
startled. “Is it noon already?”

“Yes.” A young boy was hurrying up the walk,
his face too thin and serious for his age. “Is this your
nephew?”

“That’s right.”,

Sky followed Cheri to the door. On the porch,
the boy’s electric-green eyes held the same guarded expression as
his aunt’s.

“How did it go?” Cheri asked, ushering him
inside.

“Okay.” The boy stared up at Sky. “Hey!
You’re that guy on TV.”

“You must be Tad.” Sky reached down and shook
the boy’s hand. “I’m glad to find I’m not entirely unknown in this
household.”

“Dad used to say your show was crap.”

“Tad!” Cheri reproved.

“Well, that’s what he said.”

“I’m glad your father had heard of me and, I
presume, watched an episode or two,” Sky noted amiably.

Tad frowned. “Do you really know stuff about
ghosts?”

“A few things,” Sky said. “You have a
question?”

Tad nodded. “What do they talk about?”

“That’s a strange question,” Cheri said.

“I want to know,” Tad insisted.

It occurred to Sky that if he wanted to learn
about any paranormal element present in this
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Chapter Three





















































What do I know…about love?

Half rising into wakefulness, Cheri heard
the words fade into an echo. Then her eyes flew open and she was
staring into the darkness of her bedroom.
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Chapter Five







































And what about the curse?
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