
Chapter One

			Screaming smoke alarms yanked Ronnie off the couch as if she’d been electrocuted. Popcorn went airborne. Being startled ranked right up there with paper cuts and sour milk: freaking awful and usually your own fault. She flew into the kitchen where wisps of smoke leaked from the oven door. 

			“Shit! Shit! Shit!” She grabbed two potholders just as her best friend burst in out of the rain.

			“Now what are you burning?” Cheryl shouted over the insistent alarm. Waving her hands at the haze, she rushed to open the window a few inches. 

			Ronnie kneed the oven door shut as she set the smoking skillet atop the stove. “I lost track of time, dammit.” She switched on the overhead exhaust fan and flapped a dish towel at the alarm to calm it. Mercifully, the noise ceased.

			“At least the monsoon outside would save us,” Cheryl quipped, hanging her slicker by the door. “Were you smoking meat in the oven again?” She peered over Ronnie’s shoulder and tried to assess the situation. “Why is the Dutch oven sitting on the chicken? Shouldn’t the chicken be in it?”

			“It escaped.”

			“Distracted again, huh?”

			“Now, I have a really crispy chicken recipe.” Ronnie removed the cast iron pot and inspected the splayed bird in its pan. “It’s not totaled.”

			“You forgot to set Alexa again, didn’t you?”

			Ronnie wiggled two spatulas beneath the chicken and lifted it onto a wire rack. She hated to admit that, once again, she’d been distracted by her newly discovered television program, Aerial America. Her customized nineteenth-century farmhouse had the design and furnishings she wanted, but not the self-thinking oven she sometimes needed.

			“This recipe’s for my shoot next week. I’ve got two days to polish it up and I have one chicken left to start over.”

			“Maybe the char will add barbecue flavor.”

			“Glad you think so because it just became our supper.” Ronnie scrubbed the pan in the sink. “I used to cook this all the time but just for myself.”

			“So…let me guess what happened here: Another scenic flight over some state you’ve never watched.”

			“Did you come here to nag? The episode was about Montana. It’s just as easy on the eyes as that hot ghost hunter Peyton Whatshername you lust over.” She loved teasing Cheryl about her fascination with those convoluted ghost shows, particularly Paranormal Pursuit, and the fan-crush she had on its popular star.

			“There’s more to that show than Peyton Stanford, but she is attractive and you know it.”

			“I know. She’s drop-dead gorgeous. I have seen the show, y’know.”

			“Yeah, right. You’ve only seen a few minutes a couple times,” Cheryl reminded her as she inspected the chicken. “Remember—and this is from me, the best friend who’s also your agent—Paranormal Pursuit has done wonders for our network. Peyton’s the number one paranormal investigator on television.”

			“So, I’ve read.”

			“And you should catch her show online. In fact, watch your Smithsonian show online, too. Stream them, so you aren’t locked into those TV time slots. Or bring your laptop out here, maybe.”

			“Aerial America has to be seen on a big screen. When my laptop grows another sixty inches, I promise I will.”

			“Well, if you keep watching TV programming while you’re cooking, you’ll become the number one disaster chef on the network.”

			“I’m no chef. I’m just a cook.”

			“Ronnie, don’t knock a good thing. I just upgraded my office on your success.” She peeled some crispy skin off the chicken and popped it into her mouth. “Your show is—” She turned and stared at the bird in disbelief. “Oh, man, this is fantastic.”

			“My show is what?”

			“A smash. People love Casual Cook, and they love you.”

			“Yeah, well…What I happen to do is what people apparently want to see. I lucked out.” She shrugged, humbled. After two years on the air, the popularity of the ridiculously simple show she created still amazed her. “You know I’ll never understand all the fan mail.”

			“God, Ronnie. What am I going to do with you? I know you read everything you get, all that chatter, the Facebook stuff, the tweets. How many times have you joked about covering the living room walls with them?”

			“Yeah, the chatter usually is fun.” Ronnie gazed out the window as she scrubbed. “But I’ll never get used to how much people love the show.”

			“Well, get used to it. Casual Cook flies under the radar of those flashy, big-name shows, and you’re establishing your own niche—and it’s growing like crazy. Fans relate to you, feel like they have you to themselves. Your numbers have threatened the big guys both years you’ve been on the air. So, get used to fandom, girlfriend.”

			Ronnie chuckled at Cheryl’s tone. “Easy, tiger. I’m working on it, okay?”

			“And to think I blew all that time and money on your wardrobe.”

			Ronnie leaned back against the sink, drying her hands. “I told you not to. This casual cook wears T-shirts and jeans, inside and outside.”

			“Just keep doing what you’re doing—except use a timer if you must cook while bingeing shows.”

			“I don’t binge-watch. You do. Poor Jeff. Too bad he’s just your husband and not a TV ghost hunter.”

			“Hey, we’re happy doing our own stuff. And you’re a good one to talk about my love life.” She snickered. “I should pitch the network Ronnie’s Cooking for One.”

			“You keep me too busy working to do any serious dating.”

			“You’d have very sweet dreams if you followed the adventures of a certain gutsy paranormal investi—”

			“Oh, yes, I’ll have yummy dreams watching people run around condemned buildings, chasing shadows and talking to the air. Right.”

			“I should take your pulse,” Cheryl said, half-turning to face Ronnie. “For Christ’s sake, Ronnie, I’m talking about Peyton Stanford. Watching her drink freaking coffee gets me hot and I’m straight.” She squinted at her. “Do you still like girls?”

			Ronnie checked an invisible watch. “Of course. They should start arriving soon, so if you want a good spot in line, you better—”

			“You’re impossible.” Cheryl rolled her eyes. “Such fun lives we lead. Seriously, you really would like Paranormal Pursuit if you gave it an honest chance. You know she doesn’t go for gimmicks like creepy music or those damn Freddy Krueger subliminal images. And she includes all parts of her investigations, including the behind-the-scenes stuff.”

			Ignoring Cheryl’s fan-girl rambling, Ronnie set the scorched chicken into the pot this time and put it back into the oven at a lower temperature to roast. “I’m sorry, hon, but ghosts and shadows and voices? Oh, my! Nope. Not a big believer. It’s all a bit much.”

			Cheryl grumbled something as she plopped down at the island and plowed aside clutter to make room for her laptop. 

			“Why do you have to be such a skeptic? Peyton gets into some pretty intriguing stuff and she’s a real stickler for legitimacy. Somehow, she stays respectful, genuinely studious about the paranormal. Watch more episodes with me and you’ll see.”

			“Cheryl.”

			“What happened to that intrepid partner-in-crime I had in college? You’re missing the fun of paranormal adventure.”

			Ronnie stopped halving a pile of potatoes. “Cheryl.” Getting her all riled up was fun, but this always happened when she over-teased about Peyton Stanford. She let her mind drift back to the forty-five minutes of bliss she’d had prior to all this and wondered when she’d see the rest of that episode.

			“Just watch a few with me. Come on, Ron.” Laying it on heavy now, Cheryl pouted as she clicked through screens. “It’s my one vice…well, except for Belgian chocolate and anything Gucci. We’ll watch some full episodes after dinner, and you’ll get into it. I know you will.” She looked up to see Ronnie nodding reluctantly. “Really? You’re saying you will?”

			“If it’ll make you stop harping about Stanford, yes.”

			“I-I can’t promise that.”

			When she didn’t elaborate, Ronnie stopped cutting again. “You really suck at keeping secrets. And you can’t look chagrined with that stupid grin on your face.”

			“You need to sit.” She waved Ronnie to a stool at the island. “I have a surprise.” She seemed suspiciously giddy as she turned the laptop toward Ronnie.

			“A surprise I’m going to like as much as you apparently do?”

			“Just read this. It came in a half hour ago from the programming department, from Ed Rankin himself.”

			Ronnie drew a stool closer and read the email, her breath catching after the first paragraph. 

			“No friggin’ way!” She sat back hard.

			“No way what? You agree or disagree?”

			“Are you shitting me? Do I have a say in this? I’ve done dumb things all my life, but this…No. Absolutely not. I do not agree with this. It’s stupid.”

			“The network is aiming for something totally new—”

			“This is beyond new.”

			“—and putting you and Peyton Stanford together is it. Oh, come on. It’ll be fun.”

			“God. Shit no! ‘Fun’? It’s the stupidest idea ever. And what about this?” She pointed at the email’s second paragraph. “A live finale? Live? On Halloween? Did I say, ‘Shit no’? Well, shit no! Kill me now, please.”

			“Problem is, girlfriend, this isn’t a concept. The wheels are in motion already, Ronnie. Some variation of Paranormal Pursuit Meets Casual Cook is happening.”

			Pushing up the sleeves of her sweatshirt as if for a fight, Ronnie stormed to the stove and turned back. She gestured vaguely to her chest. “Seriously? Me? The network’s actually given this its blessing? This? Sounds like the result of too many late-night cocktail meetings, if you ask me. Really, could there be a more bizarre combination?”

			“At first glance, no, and not just because you two couldn’t be further afield from each other. This actually is brilliant.”

			“This actually is embarrassing, that’s what this is.”

			“No, it’s a brilliant stroke. Two fan favorites. Crossover shows are lucrative, so…so we’ve agreed to it.”

			“We have? Oh, for God’s sake.” Ronnie stood in the middle of the kitchen, hands in her back pockets, and stared out the window, trying not to snort like a bull. Her heart pounded, adrenaline surged, egged on by possibilities and flooded with questions. Peyton Stanford? 

			“Of all people, of all shows!” she snapped toward the window. “How do you possibly combine two programs like ours?” She spun back to Cheryl and threw up her hands. “Is she supposed to find ghosts in my soup? How do I cook in one of her spooky decrepit locations? What the f—Are we shooting comedy now? Am I supposed to be her straight man or something?”

			“The network is dead serious here, Ron.” Cheryl using her executive voice meant Ronnie was supposed to calm the hell down and pay attention. Ronnie didn’t like it. The voice seldom led to anything fun.

			Cheryl cleared her throat. 

			Here comes the kicker.

			“This will be a ratings shot-in-the-arm for both shows. You are going to guest star on her show. Three times. And you have to play nice.” 

			Ronnie steamed as Cheryl went to the counter and came back with a bottle of wine, then poured drinks for them. She obviously knew she needed to soften this blow somehow.

			“So,” Cheryl began again, “We’ll be watching Paranormal Pursuit a lot. Starting tonight. And you probably should start researching some really old recipes if you don’t want to piss off some really old ghosts.”

			What about pissing me off?

			Ronnie paced back to the window and gripped the edge of the sink with both hands. Shit. Cooking and ghosts? What a freaking joke.

			Aside from coping with the absurdity of it all, she had a hard time conceptualizing any of this. Just as she would never suggest such an arrangement, she could damn well guarantee it wasn’t Stanford’s idea, either. No way the announcement landed softly in the Paranormal Pursuit camp. Stanford had an exacting style, a no-nonsense reputation, and, if gossip in TV land was even half-way accurate, she would never tolerate alterations to her long-running show. 

			“Oh, to have been a fly on the wall when they dumped this on her.” Ronnie returned to the island and downed an indelicate mouthful of wine. “What a circus this will be.”

			* * *

			Peyton slammed her cocktail down so hard, alcohol sloshed onto the coffee table.

			“Son of a bitch!”

			She swiped mussed curls off her cheek as she roiled around the conference room, several stories above network headquarters in Manhattan. Eric, her friend and cameraman for all six years Paranormal Pursuit had been on the air, leaned against the tall window frame and brooded over his whiskey. He stared down at traffic, safely out of Peyton’s path.

			“Did I plant the seed for this damn fiasco?” she asked him. “Did I? Last month with the Pottle Inn investigation?” She stepped closer. She couldn’t believe this nightmare may have originated with her and hoped he agreed. “Remember all the energy in that kitchen? The hints of chocolate? The baking bread? Everyone in the crew smelled them.”

			“Yup and Rankin’s people could have picked it up from our discussion after the shoot,” he offered. “We did toss around the idea of food from the era, how it can arouse residual spirits. Maybe that did it.”

			Peyton recalled the Rhode Island site, active during the jaunty 1890s, and the remarkable amount of paranormal activity in that kitchen. Too bad they weren’t able to record and convey the fleeting aromas they detected during the crew’s three-day investigation. How they had bemoaned that fact during their summary analysis.

			“They must have heard us.” When Eric nodded, she shoved both hands through her shoulder-length blonde hair. “Argh! That’s gotta be it. That’s where they cooked up this asinine idea.”

			“Poor choice of words.”

			“Dammit. Yes.” Peyton exhaled with a huff. She kicked an ottoman out of her way, strode to the windows, and shouted to any deity that could listen. “We turn our operation into a cooking show? A frigging cooking show?” She turned to him so sharply, he straightened with a start. “Tell me how this is supposed to work because I have no Goddammed idea. Do you? No, of course you don’t, because it won’t.”

			Across the room, crew members Caroline and Brian strolled in, their energetic expressions quickly dropping when Eric flashed a foreboding look. They glanced at each other and withheld greetings, taken by Peyton’s march back to the coffee table.

			“Have you two heard?” she barked and downed the remnants of her drink. 

			“Just an hour ago,” Caroline said, settling on the couch. “It’s a done deal?”

			Peyton returned to glaring out the windows, arms folded across her chest. The network toying with their successful format would turn their production and careers, her own image into a nationwide joke.

			“Our next case, the house in Eastham on Cape Cod,” Eric said to the team, “the one we’re leaving for on Wednesday? It’ll be a little different now.” Peyton sagged into an armchair and dropped her head back, trying not to hear him. “Rankin’s people made it clear that the property owners are excited about this ‘special episode’ and have turned over complete use of the house.” 

			“Including the kitchen?” Caroline quickly looked to her fellow crewmembers. “I mean, Ronnie Sharp’s really going to be there? She’s gonna cook?” 

			Eric nodded. “Apparently.” Brian snickered as he retrieved a beer from the mini-fridge.

			Peyton just stared at the ceiling. “Network’s arranged a meeting on Monday for the two of us to break the ice. Should be lovely.” She lifted her head and eyed Caroline. “You watch those damn cooking shows. Isn’t she the one around the campfire, all Timberlands and flannel?” She let her head fall back again. “Jesus. How does something like that stay on the air?”

			“Peyton,” Eric said into his glass. “Your privilege is showing.”

			“I think her show’s fun,” Caroline said. “You really should watch it. She doesn’t cook outside all the time.”

			Peyton sat up with a snap. “So, she’s going to cook God-knows-what while we tiptoe around her, investigating?” She shook her head. “That’s not how we work. I won’t stand for it, and I’ll tell her so.”

			Caroline bit her lip.

			“Peyton.” This time, Eric frowned at her. “Blame the network, not Ronnie Sharp. You know better.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Peyton scrubbed a hand over her face. She had to stop the temper tantrum. “I know she’s as entitled to her show as we are to ours, but it doesn’t make sense to mess with a good thing. Network threw this together and sold it in a heartbeat. How smart is that?”

			“Well, pretty damn smart,” he countered, “if sponsors jumped on board. The money people must really believe this will fly. It’s supposed to boost ratings all around.”

			Brian looked from Peyton to Eric. “Yeah, but…damn. We shoot with lights out most of the time, so is she going to cook in the dark?”

			Peyton guffawed. “Oh, are we lending her night-vision goggles?”

			“You know,” Caroline tried, “Ronnie seems like the adventurous type so maybe she’d fit right in. She might even be a fan.”

			Brian elbowed her. “Crush much? Are you after some celebrity home cooking?”

			Ignoring him, Caroline watched Peyton return to the windows. “Of course,” she added, “Ronnie could be just as upset as we are, Peyton. Her ratings are very good, so I’m sure this wasn’t her doing.”

			“Well, we may have competition like never before, but we’re still on top of our market, don’t forget,” Peyton stated without turning. “I know our numbers have leveled off for the first time in years and, no doubt, that’s what’s pushing the network, but I’m not letting Paranormal Pursuit take a back seat to anyone. We have too much to lose. I don’t care whose emotional breakdown led to this.”

			




Chapter Ten

			Ronnie actually had reservations about everyone eating supper in the kitchen, and having Peyton designate the room as a “hot spot” didn’t help. She’d never had paranormal worries before but could feel today’s unexplained creepiness gnawing away at her logic. In contrast, the team seemed to take the day in stride, caring more about warmth and table space, so she forced her focus back to food and prepared for everyone’s arrival.

			Sam and his camera crept closer as she piled roasted vegetables into a huge bowl. 

			“I never was a parsnip fan,” she told him and the viewers, “until I discovered this old farmhouse recipe.”

			“I’ll take the carrots,” he said. “The other things, eh…not so much.” Behind him, Jamie nodded in agreement.

			“Our ancestors would be so disappointed.” Ronnie waved her serving spoon at the camera. “All of you, give these a try. You’ll be surprised what the sweetness of carrots can do for parsnips.” She placed the bowl on the table beside a heaping basket of cornbread squares and continued addressing her viewers. “You saw how easy all this was to prepare. Some chopping, a little seasoning, some mixing, and toss everything in the oven for a while.” She paused to point at the stove. “We’ve seen how much of a pain a wood-fired oven can be, but it really adds a special flavor. So, go ahead and try this outside, too.”

			“Like on a backyard fire pit?” Sam asked.

			“Or a grill. And cover it, simulate your oven.”

			“No more talking.” Brian strode in with purpose, rubbing his hands together. “God, I could eat the air in here, it smells that good.” He lit two more candlesticks on the table.

			Holding a skillet of golden chicken parts, Ronnie interrupted Peyton’s walk to the table and fanned the aroma up into her face. 

			“Yes? No?”

			“Definitely, yes.” Peyton inhaled appreciatively. “But I’m still annoyed with you.”

			“And your judgment is flawless.”

			“You had to be a smartass at exactly the wrong moment.”

			“I’m famous for my impeccable timing.” Ronnie winked and Peyton sat down, shaking her head.

			Sam stepped closer, focused on the skillet.

			“Check out these beauties,” Ronnie said. “Just enough time, don’t spare the heat, use a trusty old cast iron, and voila!” She piled pieces on a platter with artistic flair and methodical patience, giving Sam time to capture her work. 

			Caroline lingered over the platter. “Wow, look at this. You just put these in the oven?”

			“Yup.” Ronnie passed out mugs of hard cider. “Really just skin-side down in a screaming hot pan.” In an aside to viewers, she leaned toward Sam. “I used a little lard to stay true to the period.”

			“Lard?” Peyton looked horrified.

			“Don’t worry. A little won’t kill you or your figure.” She sat between her and Caroline. “I’m counting on this recipe being a hit with all of you—everyone,” she said toward the ceiling. “It’s just some basic seasoning, nothing fancy, because the typical household back then didn’t have much beyond salt and pepper. Besides, most other spices would burn. Season later.” She glanced at the camera. “And don’t forget to flip the chicken about half-way through.”

			“Okay, Casual Cook people,” Eric announced, tucking himself into the table. “Less talking, more eating.”

			Sam left his camera running, positioned perfectly on the counter, and followed Jamie to the table. 

			“Listen. I, ah…Taking a moment here.” Peyton cleared her throat and looked at Ronnie. “As much as I wanted to strangle you earlier, and, well, maybe at other times, too, but… Considering all that went on here today, you have pulled off a miracle and I want you to know we appreciate it. Thank you.”

			The compliment took Ronnie aback. It was nice to know Peyton’s manners could get her past their jousting. The temptation to call her on it, though, to see her eyes flare, her lips draw taught, that was hard to resist.

			“You’re saying that, unlike the last time, I wasn’t my own worst enemy in the kitchen?”

			Peyton’s look advised her not to start trouble. “Apparently, so.”

			“Even though you sent Georgina up from the cellar to give me grief.”

			“Can’t you accept a compliment without being an ass?”

			Ronnie grinned. “Sure. I was just curious about where such a humble concession was coming from.”

			“It wasn’t a humble concession.”

			“Oh, okay. I did think it sounded a little out of character for you.”

			“It was a compliment. Do you know what a compliment is? Must be a rarity for you because you obviously don’t know how to accept one graciously.”

			“I guess the source is what threw me.”

			“Hey,” Eric said, waving his fork from Ronnie to Peyton and back. “Not that either of you seems to give a damn, but if you don’t quit it, we’ll stick you in the corner.”

			Caroline bumped Ronnie’s elbow. “This meal is terrific. You know, if Georgina or the colonel appeared right now, I’d ignore them.”

			“Uh-uh,” Jamie said. “Can’t do that. The whole purpose of cooking here is to pump up the action.”

			“And it worked—again.” Brian grinned at Peyton across the table. “There’s no question what roused today’s activity.”

			“Hear, hear,” Eric said, raising his mug of cider.

			“Cheers to the Casual Cook,” Sam added, and everyone drank.

			Peyton turned to Ronnie, mug in hand. “No mystery ingredients, I take it?”

			“No milk, either.”

			“No poison?” 

			“If your head hits the table, I promise to pick it up.”

			“Thanks a lot.” Peyton shook her head while the others laughed.

			“You know,” Jamie said, pausing to drink, “I honestly never thought chicken could taste this good.” 

			Too busy stuffing his face to speak, Brian nodded enthusiastically.

			Peyton examined the cornbread in her hand. “At the risk of tossing you something you can’t catch, I have to admit this is the best cornbread I’ve ever had.”

			Ronnie graciously accepted the many compliments, but Peyton’s struck a chord. Maybe they could advance beyond the stilted, awkward maneuvering of strangers thrown into a single project, and shift toward mutual appreciation. She figured they already shared some degree of mutual respect, albeit muddled by exasperating head butting, but appreciation was different.

			She gave that concept more thought as conversation dwindled and they devoured everything she’d prepared. She was pondering the significance of attraction when a heavy thump sounded in the parlor. Both the table and the wide plank floorboards beneath her feet vibrated as if someone had dropped a hundred-pound sack in the next room. Everyone stopped eating, even mid-chew. Then came a succession of faint knocks.

			Peyton stared at the doorway, transfixed as if expecting something to materialize.

			With a reluctant sigh, Brian shoved his chair back. “I’ll go.” He snatched a camera and recorder off the counter and hurried out. Eric left with camera in hand as well. Sam and Jamie jumped up and captured reaction at the table before chasing after the others.

			“Poor timing,” Ronnie whispered, thinking she should keep her voice down in case more knocks floated into the room. “But that is what this is all about.”

			“Oh, I so want to pass on this one,” Caroline said on a sigh.

			“You know? I think I might, at that.” Peyton sounded frustrated, tired.

			Ronnie looked from Caroline on her right to Peyton on her left. “I thought we had finished with the mysteries.”

			“It’s hard to ever be sure. Have you had your fill for the day?”

			“Mm-hm,” Ronnie answered. “Need to give it all a rest for a while.”

			Peyton helped herself to more cornbread. “If I didn’t know better,” she began through a smug little grin, “I’d say we won you over today. Finally.” Ronnie tried to dismiss the assessment with a shrug but that only made Peyton continue. “That haze in here earlier rattled the Casual Cook, and she knows it. And the stove—”

			“And those EVP responses,” Caroline added as she cleared the table.

			“Okay,” Ronnie said, and sat back. “Yes, it bugged me, not being able to explain them.”

			“Uh-huh.” Peyton sat back, too, looking quite satisfied.

			“You’re pretty pleased with yourself, aren’t you?”

			Peyton wiped her amused smile with a napkin. “About as pleased as you are with this meal.”

			“Well, you two can toss all this around, if you want,” Caroline said, “but I’m going to run some playback on the monitors. I’m supposed to be working.”

			Elbows on the table, Peyton rubbed her eyes and Ronnie wondered how long a day or night Peyton was willing to put in. She didn’t budge when everyone left, and, for someone constantly charging forward, she appeared to have run out of gas. 

			I should have packed a couple bottles of wine.

			“It’s been quite a day,” Ronnie said, rising to start on the dishes. “I know it certainly has for me, and, I’d guess, you guys, too. Do you still think Georgina’s really gone?”

			“I did until those knocks sounded. One or two can mean anything or nothing, but that was four in a row, so I’m not convinced. It’s not that far-fetched to think that, after what, a hundred fifty or so years, a crazy woman like Georgina has figured out how to stick around.”

			Unsure what to think, Ronnie looked over her shoulder as she scrubbed, and watched Peyton stand and stretch her arms above her head. Her clingy polo shirt detailed every refined inch of Peyton’s stomach and breasts, and Ronnie turned away from the titillating view. 

			Go there at your own peril.

			“Now that I’ve eaten, I’m dragging,” Peyton said. She pushed up her sleeves, warily eyeing Ronnie’s pile of dishes. “Move over. I’ll help. It’s only fair.”

			“No, no. You’re not helping, but thanks. This won’t take long. Your ship needs its captain, doesn’t it?”

			“They’re not adrift at sea,” Peyton assured her, and yawned behind her hand. “Trying to get rid of me?”

			Ronnie sent her a sideways look. “Not when you’re preferring my company.”

			“Ha. I’m preferring a little escape from the chaos.”

			“Then, I’m just trying to keep your ship from running aground.”

			“Of course, you are.” Peyton pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ll be joining them in a few. Right now, though, I really just want to leave things to the editing process, let those guys run with whatever that was.”

			“Hope no one squeals to the network.”

			“They wouldn’t dare. Even you wouldn’t.” Peyton frowned at the tripod camera in the corner. “Besides, I’ll swear you all to secrecy.”

			Ronnie understood Peyton’s need for these few minutes away from it all. She hardly seemed ready for paranormal combat. 

			“The hotshots will think their crossover scheme backfired,” Ronnie teased her. “They’ll be crushed to learn that when we cranked up the paranormal activity, their star went AWOL.”

			Peyton dismissed that scenario with a flip of her hand. “The crossover didn’t backfire. I’m sure the team is making contact out there as we speak, doing just fine without me.”

			“That’s dereliction of duty, you know,” Ronnie countered, grinning. “The network will take the star off your door.”

			“Will you quit with the star thing?” She set her hands on her hips. “Tell me you don’t seriously think I have a freaking star. Jesus, Ronnie. Do real stars even have stars on their doors anymore? I don’t even have a door.” She laughed when Ronnie did, and Ronnie was glad to hear it. 

			“I think we’re both pretty tired.”

			“Yeah. God, it’s going to be a long night.”

			“Are you guys camping out here?” Ronnie shuddered at that thought. She’d survived horrendous thunder and lightning storms camped in a tent, but this place was just too…active to imagine it in the dead and dark of a calm night. Unlike the crew, she could leave at any time, now with dinner behind them, and her home and bed appealed in a very big way.

			“Yes,” Peyton said, “well, you aren’t expected to, but we’ll set up cots and spend the night.”

			“Hm. So now you’re the Girl Scout.”

			Peyton leaned against the counter and grinned, reminded of the wisecrack she had delivered months ago. “Point for you, yes. We need a few hours’ sleep before tackling the three o’clock hour.”

			“Three o’clock? Why three?” Ronnie doubted any of them would be sharp at that hour.

			“It’s a favorite time of night for paranormal activity.”

			“Isn’t midnight when bad stuff happens? You know, all the witches come out?” She held up dripping hands and wiggled her fingers, mocked casting a spell.

			“Midnight’s for Cinderella or whipping up a snack. Not for agitated spirits.” 

			“Well, that’s one of many things I’ve learned from Paranormal Pursuit,” Ronnie said, rinsing the last of the dishes. “I’ll be counting them tonight instead of sheep.”

			“You do that.” Peyton offered a weary smile as she headed for the door. “I’ll quiz you sometime.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			By nine thirty that night, Peyton was ready to sleep for a month. Shuffling Ronnie’s coolers and crates out and their own overnight gear in had eaten the last of everyone’s energy. Adding to that, she was perplexed to feel more emotionally drained than usual. Ronnie was to blame. Their refreshingly civil one-on-one in the kitchen was a distraction she had to park somewhere before it gained any traction.

			The house seemed almost too still since Ronnie’s departure. Even the crew’s spirit felt a bit depleted. Has she only been gone an hour?

			“I’ve got fresh batteries for all our instruments,” Brian announced as they watched camera footage and sorted through gear on the dining room table. “We can run all the cameras—including the one we now have in the cellar—we can run them straight through the night.” He pulled up a chair next to Caroline at the monitors. “I’m actually looking forward to sacking out in the family room. I don’t think the colonel will show, so I bet it’ll be quiet.”

			Caroline gestured over her shoulder. “Well, that cot back there has my name on it and I’m very happy to be staying right here.” 

			Eric nodded. “I’m banking on quiet in the cellar. Cold, but my sleeping bag can handle it. Just don’t forget to wake me up if I sleep through my alarm.” With a glance at Peyton, he added, “It may not be quiet for you in the kitchen, though.”

			Peyton considered that. By far, the kitchen had been the most active room in the house, and that fact she readily attributed to Ronnie’s efforts, but she had lived through creepier investigations. Here, however, the team hadn’t been able to debunk that kitchen cloud incident, or the mystery of the smoking stove, or the stick figure that appeared to cause it. 

			Each occurrence could revisit her tonight, and Peyton found herself wishing she’d questioned Ronnie further about the cloud, its density, smell, speed, its weight upon her. And what if she needed expertise with the Glenwood? She actually wished Ronnie hadn’t left.

			“Let’s set our phones for three o’clock.” 

			Brian quickly established his alarm. “Ronnie left us the cookies, you know.”

			Eric took off for the kitchen. “Hey, there’s a note on this cooler. She left us bottled water and leftover chicken,” he yelled back. 

			Peyton wondered how Ronnie would react to sleeping on a cot in the kitchen. Probably wouldn’t faze the Girl Scout, but a solo paranormal encounter could deflate that effervescent spirit of hers in an instant. 

			Eric came back and passed out cookies. “We’re lucky Sam didn’t eat them all before he left. These could be the highlight of our whole damn night.” He held one up to the camera in the corner. “We’re finishing them, buddy.”

			“Sam will curse you when he sees that on tape,” Caroline said.

			“Hey,” Brian countered, “he and Jamie took off to find an ice cream shop. They get to lounge in the RV.” He sneered at the camera. “No sympathy from us.”

			“I’m with you,” Eric said, nodding at Brian. “They’ve got ice cream and we’ve got bottled water and cookies?”

			“Don’t forget the chicken. We’ll devour that at three o’clock,” Caroline said. “Thank God, Ronnie’s such a good cook.”

			Brian slouched in the chair. “I kinda miss her, buzzing around, full of energy and ideas.”

			Peyton had to agree. Ronnie changed their routine, added a wide-eyed reality so often dismissed in their line of work, and Peyton could see the audience appeal she’d initially doubted. She had been so caught up in Paranormal Pursuit’s dominance, she hadn’t seen any need for proactive adjustments to their process. Now, however, she couldn’t ignore how Ronnie had grounded the show, humanized it in ways viewers were bound to appreciate. 

			Why, instead of behaving like a two-year-old, didn’t I think this through in the beginning? Because she presses all the God damn annoying buttons even more than I thought she would. Because she can be a pain in my ass, especially on camera. Because the littlest exchanges turn into ridiculous snark contests. Because I wasn’t expecting a woman to settle into my head.

			Eric leaned toward her in his chair. “I’m surprised by how much she’s added to our cases, stirred up activity. You are too, considering how you felt at the outset.”

			Peyton chose not to meet any particular pair of eyes. She’d mostly gained insight into herself and discovered she could be doing better. Evidently, Ronnie had tweaked her thinking. 

			“I am surprised, yes.” As much by myself as by her. Peyton straightened in her seat and summoned her professionalism to the forefront. “I’m just really pleased we’ve learned to better appreciate kitchens.”

			Eric arched an eyebrow. That was pathetic and they both knew it.

			“Yeah,” Brian said, “especially when kitchens turn out as productive as this one. Good luck to you, sleeping in there.” 

			They laughed as they separated for the night, and Peyton was pleased to see their spirits lift.

			Alone now in the kitchen, she set the Ovilus, a lantern, and a walkie-talkie on the table, and changed into sweats. The lantern intensified the shadows in the large room, as if the memory of that dark cloud wasn’t enough to rattle her. To keep her nerves in check, she stretched out on her cot and summoned the scene of their dinner gathering, of Ronnie confidently scurrying about, prepping and serving and chatting as much with the audience on camera as with them. Their individual approaches differed so dramatically, yet somehow seemed complementary, and she conceded that their fan bases just might agree.

			After one last look around, she shut off the lantern and the world went black. All she could see were the two tiny “active” lights from equipment stationed across the room: the green one from the REM-pod on the floor between the basement and family room doors, and the red one from the static night-vision camera in the corner. At least they provided a bit of company in the darkness. She closed her eyes, wondering if her team had dozed off already. She, too, hoped to be consumed by sleep—and nothing else—for the next few hours.

			But just prior to their alarms sounding at three, a lengthy high-pitched creak came from the family room door. Peyton bolted upright, instantly awake. The REM-pod began flashing, its piercing beeps loud enough to rouse the silent house. She fumbled for the Ovilus on the table and heard Brian’s heavy footsteps approaching in the family room.

			Caroline’s voice came through the walkie. “Peyton? I’ve got you on camera.”

			Peyton finally found the Ovilus in the dark and switched it on. The computerized monotone spoke immediately.

			“GO.” The bright white capital letters made her blink. 

			Peyton shivered. “Georgina?” she asked the darkness. “Are you here?”

			Brian appeared in the family room doorway, only his haggard face illuminated by the colored lights of an SLS screen. His haunted look gave Peyton another chill. 

			“I got this blast of cold air,” he said quietly. “Shivered so friggin’ hard, I woke up. Then that pod started.”

			The basement door latch clicked. Erik eased into the kitchen with his night-vision camera focused on her, his face bathed in devilish green light.

			The REM-pod continued to strobe off both men as they advanced into the room. 

			Peyton stood and faced them, concluding that the three of them now surrounded whatever was tripping the device. She was tempted to light the lantern but didn’t want to scare off this entity and lose the opportunity to interact.

			“We are here now,” Peyton declared over the REM-pod’s beeping. “This home is for the living, not you.” For a moment, she worried about agitating this energy to the poltergeist level, where projectiles could actually become a danger.

			Brian switched off the REM-pod, repositioned it beside the stove, and activated only its light. No sooner had he stepped back than it began blinking furiously.

			Something iron clinked and the stove’s firebox door swung open. Nearby, the poker leaning against the wall clattered to the floor. Snatching it up, ensuring that no spirit would, Peyton glanced at each man and figured she looked just as shaken.

			“You will not start a fire in that stove!” she shouted, raising the poker like a scepter. She surveyed the room for an orb of energy, a light anomaly, something.

			The REM-pod went dark. 

			“Where’d she go?” Eric asked.

			Brian panned the room with the SLS. “Nothin’.” He swore under his breath. “Don’t even try playing with us!”

			From the Ovilus: “Ron.”

			Peyton stared at the device. It vibrated as her hand shook.

			“Shit,” Brian murmured.

			Eric leaned around his camera, his eyes wide.

			Peyton swallowed hard, then took a deep breath. 

			“Ronnie is not here. She’s not starting a fire, and neither are you!” She shook the poker vehemently. “No one is starting a fire in that damn stove! Do you hear me?” She turned in a circle as she spoke. “Georgina? We’re assuming it’s you. Give us a sign.” The Ovilus, the entire room remained silent, and Peyton nodded. “I still swear it’s her.” 

			Nothing from the Ovilus.

			“Dammit.”

			Eric whispered from behind his camera, “Anyone else freezing besides me?”

			“Yeah, me,” Brian said.

			“And me.” Peyton glared into the space before her. “Oh, she’s with us for sure. Somewhere.” 

			The frayed remnants of her patience dissolved. She had faced ornery spirits before, young and old, assorted forms of persistent energy that battled for dominance, but never had an elderly female murderer posed such a challenge. Aggravated now, and angry, she set the poker atop the stove, let it rattle loudly on the cast iron, and swore as she flung mussed hair off her face.

			“God dammit, Georgina Wallace. You are leaving this place tonight. Now. This isn’t your damn stove. This isn’t your damn house.”

			They all turned when two distinct knocks sounded at the table.

			“You listen to me,” Peyton declared in that direction. “I’m talking to you, woman to woman. You can take any form you like but we won’t be intimidated. Do you understand that? We’re staying and you are going. Now, get the hell out!”

			They stood motionless, waiting, listening, peering into the darkness. 

			Eric slowly released a breath. “I don’t feel that chill anymore.”

			Caroline’s voice from the walkie startled them. “Hey? Eh…Serious breeze coming into the dining room here. The front doo—”

			The REM-pod at the front door interrupted her and they hurried toward it. Caroline met them there just as the device shut off. 

			“We’ve been here before,” she said. “Now is she gone for good?”

			They just stared at the door as the heavy brass latch jiggled.

			




Chapter Twelve

			“Ribs should be ready in an hour,” Jeff said, dragging a lounge chair under the umbrella. “My wife says they’re as fantastic as yours.” He looked up at Cheryl for confirmation as she joined them by the pool.

			Eyes closing, Ronnie smiled as she basked in the sun and inhaled the smell of barbecued ribs in the smoker. Lazy afternoons like this were what summer was all about.

			“They’re out of this world,” Cheryl stated as she opened a bag of chips. She plopped into a lounge and reclined at Ronnie’s side. “This will be the third time he’s followed your recipe. God, they turn out so good. You’ll see.”

			“Can’t wait. I’m starving.” Ronnie rolled her head to see Jeff. “I hear that smoker is your new best friend.”

			“Oh, you heard right. She’s hot stuff.”

			“If you give it some woman’s name, I’ll never return your leaf blower.”

			He sipped his beer and shook his head. “Nah. No name yet. But what’s up with your new friend? How’s that going?”

			Ronnie caught the conspiratorial glance he sent Cheryl. Here we go. She closed her eyes again and turned her face back to the sun.

			“Peyton’s stopping by next weekend, probably Saturday afternoon.”

			“Really?” Cheryl immediately set the chips aside. “Are you cooking dinner for her? Will she stay on the Cape long? Does this have anything to do with the advance screenings?”

			Ronnie rolled her head toward Cheryl this time and squinted at her. “Damn, girl. Are you done?”

			“Well, does it?” She drew her chair back upright. “Those test audiences loved both crossovers. Network’s been patting itself on the back for a couple weeks now, for God’s sake, so are they rushing to set up the finale? Is that why she’s coming? What did she say? And why haven’t I been notified?”

			Jeff snickered. “I bet she’s staying at your place.”

			Cheryl’s animated look became impish. “She is, isn’t she? Oh, yes!”

			“No, she isn’t.” Ronnie sighed and sat up, righting her own chairback. “Jesus Christ. You guys are bad.”

			Jeff laughed as he went to check the ribs and Cheryl sat sideways in her chair to lean closer to Ronnie.

			“You’re doing the Cheshire cat thing, dammit. Come on, Ronnie, spill.”

			“Apparently, the network execs considered how the screenings went and don’t want to wait too long before setting up the last crossover.”

			“The two-hour live one.” Cheryl looked off to the fence, dreamy-eyed.

			“I guess they see it as a ratings slam dunk, but the location has to be spot on, with all the accommodations for a live shoot. Peyton doesn’t want to leave it up to them. She always selects their locations, but the network wanted to get involved for this one, and she told them no. So, she has to produce a winner. She called because she’s having trouble with that.”

			“So, she needs you, huh?”

			“She has a few promising sites but called to see if I had any ideas. We thought it best to get together so I can show her some locations.”

			“A perfect opportunity. She’s coming alone, I hope. How long will she be here?”

			“She’s coming with Jamie and Caroline. They’re flying in on Tuesday and leaving sometime Monday—and they’ve already booked a B&B in Chatham.”

			“Too bad at least she couldn’t stay with you,” Cheryl said as Jeff rejoined them.

			“Hey,” he offered, and tapped Ronnie’s shoulder. “Make her change plans.”

			She chuckled at his encouragement. “Stop reading into all this. They have a busy schedule, seeing places with real estate agents, owners, and even some little ghost hunting group from this area. Plus, they’ll be doing legwork on any potential locations. I told her to call when she’s ready to check out some of my suggestions, so most likely Saturday afternoon.”

			“See?” Cheryl tried. “She should be staying with you.”

			“Things are fine just as they are.”

			“Ronnie.”

			“Look. Left to ourselves with no producer or crew around, we would probably frustrate the hell out of each other. How could we work together if things degenerated into arguing or slamming doors or…or throwing dishes? What then?”

			Cheryl grinned as she sat back in her chair. “Sure. Ah-huh. Or cocktails and laughing and teasing and getting buzzed and spending—”

			“This is about work, and our styles clash as it is.”

			“Please. You’re overthinking this. It’s only one show.”

			“Regardless. You know, I don’t think we have one thing in common.”

			Cheryl raised both palms. “You’re both gay.”

			“Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

			Jeff snorted. “You’re chicken, that’s what you are.”

			“Ronnie,” Cheryl tried, “you don’t know what you don’t know.”

			“I know our conversations always end up like challenges. Not that she’s…combative, really. I mean, she certainly has a nice side, too, but usually we square off.”

			“And you can’t handle that? You?” 

			“Definitely chicken,” Jeff muttered.

			“It’s not about that. And I am not chicken.”

			“You are,” he said, grinning, “and she sounds defensive, so she is, too.”

			Cheryl nodded at him and sent Ronnie a knowing look. 

			“Since when is the Ronnie Sharp I’ve known for twenty-odd years not attracted to such a dynamic woman?”

			Jeff cleared his throat. “Don’t forget the steaming-hot sexy part.”

			Ronnie rolled her eyes. The two of them were relentless. She reached for her margarita, which had become as watered down in the sun as her argument. “I’m not blind, but I have to be prac—”

			Cheryl thrust herself closer. “That’s a load of crap and you know it.” She sat back, looking quite satisfied with herself. “Get in that pool right now. You’re losing your mind in this heat.”

			Thinking it best to just keep her mouth shut, Ronnie hauled herself out of the lounge chair and dove in.

			She shivered as she touched bottom and shot upward to daylight, and the bracing cold made her thoughts race. Such good friends with such good intentions, she mused. But she was right to exercise caution with Peyton, to keep a tight rein on emotions that hadn’t seen active duty in some time. How could they work together if something developed between them? True, there would only be one more show to worry about, but they just basically tolerated each other now. 

			She climbed out of the water and toweled off, shaking her head at herself and the entire matter. All this concern was ridiculously overblown. No big deal.

			* * *

			Ronnie trotted down the porch steps, a bit more amped up than she thought she would be to see Peyton. Being contractually bound to a project with a stranger had become so much more so quickly. They shared a professional—manufactured—relationship, but, after several months, they still set each other off in a heartbeat. Ronnie figured that was the spark she felt so often lately, the spark that had her smiling at Peyton’s arrival.

			But she couldn’t help shaking her head at the rented white BMW convertible.

			With all her wild curls somehow corralled into a ponytail and dressed casually in blouse and shorts, Peyton swung long, toned legs out of the car and set her sunglasses atop her head. Ronnie actually wished she had a camera. If she wasn’t already a network star, she should be.

			“Hey, ghost hunter,” she said, knowing she’d once perturbed Peyton with the tag. “Too bad you ended up with a junk box rental.”

			Peyton held her hands out from her sides. “When you’re worth millions, why not?” She offered a handshake and Ronnie accepted, then converted it to a quick, platonic hug.

			“Come on in. GPS get you here okay, or did you have to flash those sweet legs for directions?” She heard Peyton chuckle as she led her up the steps.

			“Took you all of ten seconds to jump back in the saddle.”

			“Just don’t ever go investigating dressed like that.” She held open the screen door. “You’ll have spirits all over you.”

			“Thanks, I think.”

			“Let me get us drinks,” she offered as they moved inside. “Something to kick off the afternoon. Fresh lemonade, maybe?”

			“Anything cold would be great, thank you.” Peyton entered the living room and Ronnie wondered how the beachy décor compared to a high-end urban condo. “This is adorable,” Peyton said, turning in place, eyeing everything. “Did you have this done? Or did you design it all yourself?” She raised a hand quickly. “Silly question, right? You did all this.”

			“I did.” Ronnie gestured around the room. “Make yourself at home.” 

			“It’s beautiful, really. It’s certainly not the classic Cape Cod cottage,” she continued, following Ronnie to the kitchen, “so much more spacious, airy inside than I imagined.”

			She sounded surprised, and Ronnie wondered if Peyton hadn’t believed a homeowner, Ronnie in particular, could have created such a space. 

			“I can be dangerous with a hammer.”

			“Not a doubt in my mind.”

			“It was the first time I could afford to design an old farmhouse the way I wanted,” Ronnie said, handing her the lemonade. “This kitchen was my priority.” She watched Peyton survey her pride and joy. She doubted that someone who never cooked could appreciate all the quartz counter space or the professional appliances. The antique-brick wall oven, the custom cabinetry, and the meticulous country detail were probably lost on Peyton.

			“You know I hardly spend any time in a kitchen, but there’s no question that this is special, Ronnie. It’s so breezy, so sunny.”

			“Thank you. It keeps me smiling.”

			“I love all this natural light. You shoot your show in here, don’t you?”

			“You’ve actually seen it?”

			Peyton scowled at her. “Yes, I have. Well, a few. And I think I’ve seen bits of this kitchen before.”

			“We do most of our shooting here, yeah. Thank God it’s big enough. It keeps the budget—and my stress level down.” She waved her toward the rear door. “Behind you there are bedrooms down that far hall, and downstairs, I have an office and a couple other miscellaneous rooms, but out here,” she led them onto a screened-in patio, “is where I usually hang out.”

			Peyton gaped at the expanse of grassland far beyond the stone patio. “I never expected to see that on Cape Cod.”

			Ronnie pulled out chairs for each of them and sat at the table. “Having a horse farm for a neighbor isn’t as rare on the Cape as you’d think. There are twenty-two acres of serenity out there.”

			“I’d find sanctuary in it, too. I don’t blame you.” She sat as if dazed.

			Ronnie pointed to a corner of her property. “And that is my forest refuge.”

			“I never would have guessed you had all this back here. How much land do you have?”

			“Almost five acres, a couple of them woods for serious quiet time. I do contemplate nature, now and then.”

			“Seems a little out of character, but okay. You cook in those woods, too?”

			“On a fire pit, whenever I can.”

			Peyton sat back and sipped her lemonade. “Year-round, I bet.”

			“Doesn’t everyone?”

			“I’m not sure I could handle the cold, cooking in a coat.”

			Ronnie had to smile at the image of Peyton bent over a cookfire in boots and mittens. “Nothing beats the smell of bacon on crisp morning air.” She raised her glass and winked. “You might be surprised how much you like it.”

			Peyton laughed lightly. “Now you’re pushing it.”

			“I just count my blessings.” She wouldn’t trade this precious location for anything. “With all the traveling you do for the show, is New Jersey
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