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      Grace Culmer, a young widow seeking healing and purpose, moves to Pinevale Valley after inheriting Culmer Manor. When she moves into the dilapidated house, she meets Samuel Trueblood Haight, a ghost from the 18th century bound to the manor because of a curse. Together, they navigate personal loss, uncover historical mysteries, and seek redemption and peace.

      A meeting of true opposites: a woman and a man, an optimist and a pessimist, modern and colonial, the living and the dead.

      Can Grace and Samuel maneuver around grief, personal and public history, and a complex relationship to heal and transform their lives and possibly find new love? This endearing paranormal romance has the answer.
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      The fountain in the center of Pinevale Valley, North Carolina, sparkled in the afternoon sunshine. The crystals in the mosaic lining the bottom and sides of the watery basin rivaled the October jewel-colored leaves on the surrounding Smokey Mountains. Grace Culmer arrived just in time for the town’s celebration of the Festival of Leaves.

      Favorite pale green cashmere sweater pulled close around her body, the cool autumn air differed from fall in Dallas, Texas, her home for twenty-two years until making this move.

      Delicate fingers trailed over the plaque on the stone lip of the fountain, damp from the splashes of the dancing sprays, then reached into the pocket of her jeans and removed a penny saved for this purpose. Turning her back to the Perpetual Fountain, eyes closed, she mumbled a wish, and tossed the coin over her shoulder into the water. After spinning around to follow the penny’s tumbling path to the bottom, a light flashed as it settled. Fanciful thoughts filled her head, despite trying to block them.

      Her white SUV, a little rented trailer in tow, sat on the curb of the circular drive around the fountain and next to the Mountain Sweet Shoppe. The scents of fresh baked goods, percolating coffee, and honey made her mouth water, a much needed a pick-me-up before completing the journey.

      The bell over the door tinkled when entering the bakery.

      “Good afternoon,” said an employee, a broad smile lighting her face. The young woman wore a pink uniform, dark brown hair in a high ponytail, tied with a cotton candy pink scarf, reminding Grace of a waitress from a 1950s TV show.

      “Hello, Letha,” Grace said, reading the server’s name tag, and gazing around the small business. A few empty tables and chairs nestled in the front corner near the bay windows.

      “Few people come in at three in the afternoon on a Wednesday,” said Letha. “You can hang here with me.” The glass cases were only half full.

      Grace scanned the offerings and saw her favorite dessert. “Can I have a dish of banana pudding and a coffee?”

      “Good choice. A North Carolina favorite.” Letha placed the bowl on a tray. “Have a seat, and I’ll bring the plate over.”

      Grace sat in a chair with the best view out into the town center, yawning.

      “Have you been traveling long?” Letha placed a mug of coffee, cream, sugar, and a bowl of pudding on the table, cocking a hip with the tray hanging down.

      “I left Memphis early this morning and drove straight here,” said Grace, stirring cream and sugar into the coffee.

      Letha nodded. “I noticed the Texas plates.”

      Grace held out a hand. “I’m Grace,” she said, pointing her chin at the seat opposite.

      Letha sat, placed the tray on the windowsill, shook Grace’s hand, then put her elbows on the table and leaned forward, eager for all the tea.

      “I was born and raised in Dallas. Lived there all my life. This is the first time I’ve ever been anywhere else.” The sampled spoonful of the dessert was creamy and packed with bananas. “Mmm. Really good.”

      “Did you know there’s a song called Banana Puddin?” Letha opened a music app on her phone. “It’s by Southern Culture on the Skids.” The tune played and Letha laughed. “When you get a chance, look for the live video. It’s crazy fun.”

      “I will,” said Grace. “I hope it does the taste justice.”

      Letha leaned back after pocketing her phone. “Are you just passing through?”

      As she looked at the girl over the rim of her cup, Grace decided there was no point in keeping any secrets from new neighbors and potential friends. “Pinevale Valley is my final destination.” She sipped the coffee.

      “Wow. Moving to a small town in the mountains will be a big change from living in a city.” Letha tightened her ponytail. “Have you got a place to stay yet? Try the Kisselton Inn. Chantille Kisselton, the owner, is like the town’s Grammy.”

      “That sounds inviting. I could use a Grammy. I don’t have any family left. My parents died when I was twelve. I was married, but my husband died last year on my twenty-first birthday.”

      “Oh, no.” Letha pulled on her hair, a nervous gesture, while placing the other hand over her heart. “That’s so sad. Your whole life has been turned upside down.”

      “You could say that.” She finished the pudding.

      “Would you like more coffee?”

      Grace shook her head. “I want to get some decent sleep tonight.”

      Letha handed Grace a box of pastries. “Well, this will be on us.”

      “Oh, that’s unnecessary.”

      “I insist,” said Letha. “A welcome to your new home gift.” The corners of her mouth turned down, and she glanced at Grace without meeting her eyes. “You seem so young. You couldn’t have been married long.”

      “Three years, actually,” said Grace. “David and I were both eighteen. We were in foster care together for four years before that.” The words rushed out all at once. If she told the story to Letha now, Letha would tell the whole town, and Grace wouldn’t have to repeat the tale. “He took me out to dinner for my birthday and first legal drink.” Her voice caught in her throat. “A mugger shot him as we walked back to the car. He died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.”

      Tears brimmed in the corners of Letha’s warm brown eyes and she sniffed. “That’s so sad. Can I hug you?”

      Grace’s heart swelled as she nodded.

      Letha rose, moved next to Grace, and wrapped both arms around her, foreheads touching.

      A couple strolled past the window and glanced their way, curiosity written on their faces. An orange four-wheeler buzzed by on the street. A tabby cat chased a golden retriever across the field on the other side of the road. Honey bees buzzed over the purple asters in pots on the sidewalk.

      Letha squeezed her tight and held her for a couple of beats, patted her hair and sat back down. “Would you like me to call Chantille and book you a room at the Kisselton Inn?”

      “Actually, I have a house already,” said Grace. “Culmer Manor. Heading there when I finish here.”

      Letha gasped, eyes wide, hands clenched together into one fist. “You can’t live there. Culmer Manor is haunted.”
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      Waving a tricorne at a swarm of flies when in a spectral state stretched credulity. Samuel Trueblood Haight had done many futile things while alive and now dead, but he prided himself on logical decisions. He stopped fanning with the hand clutching the hat. Over the more than two hundred years since Susannah Eveans cursed him, the trick of affecting the physical world of Culmer Manor eluded him. He refused to give up trying, though, and just needed to find the right method to get back his corporeal self.

      Interaction with live people was central to the solution to breaking the curse, an enormous solution hole. Culmer Manor, the house he haunted, sat on acreage isolated by white cedar and loblolly-bay trees on the outskirts of town. No one came to visit the deserted house except the occasional schoolchildren daring each other to do deeds of bravery. And they never stepped foot in the deteriorating building. Whereas he was confined to the place.

      The front porch faced south. Samuel marked the passing of time by watching the seasons come and go. He died in the summer of seventeen seventy-five. But the shortest day of the year each December was easiest to recognize, and he marked off another year in his mind. Year two hundred forty-four of solitude wound pass in a few months.

      He existed in a world without most of the senses, registering sight and sound as if perpetual fog shrouded the world. Vision provided gray, dull light, and muted color, hearing muffled noises and minute vibrations. Taste, smell, and touch left him with nothing, not even memories of those experiences.

      His entire being was one of thought. Feelings and sensations died with his physical body, which would make him happy if he were capable of that emotion.

      Gulliver’s Travels, which he read many times as a child, helped Samuel stave off insanity by reciting Johnathan Swift’s novel of the adventures of Lemuel Gulliver. The taste of summer strawberries eluded him, but every detail about the six-inch Lilliputians and the giants of Brobdingnag stuck. The story reinforced the need to act against injustice, especially as enacted by the British government.

      He floated through the three-story house once occupied by Felicity, onetime fiancé, and her parents and brother. When he broke the engagement, Felicity’s brother, Elias, challenged him to a duel in her honor. Samuel refused to raise a pistol, the fight with Elias over this severed pledge making no sense when the colonies were battling England. They stood on opposite sides of the issue, hence the reason for his split with them.

      Samuel disagreed with Elias’s point of view, so Elias shot him.

      As he lay in the front garden of Culmer Manor, Susannah Eveans, a local healer and Felicity’s aunt, knelt by him, pressing a wad of cotton cloth to the wound. “Nothing I can do for him. The lead ball tore through the artery. He will bleed out soon.”

      His gaze tripped over those standing around his prone body, settling on Felicity. Tears ran down her cheeks. Shed for him?

      “What is one woman’s broken heart when the world is at war?” Voice weak, but loud enough for all to hear his question.

      Susannah Eveans snarled and spat on the ground by his body. “Learn the answer to that question, Samuel Trueblood Haight, and you will save yourself. Until then, may you spend eternity alone and lonely.”

      The heat of the June earth seeped into his body, the depths of Hell dragging his soul to the grave in the back corner of the property.

      “… for they have no conception how a rational creature can be compelled, but only advised, or exhorted; because no person can disobey reason, without giving up his claim to be a rational creature.” Samuel quoted from Gulliver’s Travels.

      Susannah’s curse baffled him, making no sense in response to his dying question, an insolvable, centuries old riddle. He was the wronged party and yet received the punishment.

      So he repeated the places in the novel: Blefuscu, Houyhnhnm, and Balnibarbi, names that required concentration to pronounce even and visualize. These words kept madness, despair, and hysteria at bay as time crawled by.

      He wandered to the second floor main bedroom and hovered by the windows facing the front balcony. The sun was lowering towards the western horizon on the right. The various shades of gray hinted that the leaves had changed color, and heralding the beginning of autumn. Soon, they would float to the ground, and bringing the end of another year closer.

      An enclosed horseless vehicle pulling a wagon drove onto the front lawn. Shiny white with glass windows, the conveyance reflected the setting sun. He blinked, fascinated by the contraption.

      A door swung open, and a young girl dressed in trousers stepped out onto the grass. Even through hazy vision, he could tell she was vibrant. Or perhaps he was just getting a twinge of excitement, of anticipation.

      Fists on hips, she faced the house, shook her head, and shrugged. After pulling open a back door to the vehicle, she dragged a travel bag out, hefting the satchel and taking a step forward.

      She was coming into the house.
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      What had she gotten herself into? The rundown building, all weatherworn gray and brown clapboard, with two glassless windows, loomed in the late afternoon light. She flipped houses and was good at it. But this place? Was David’s bequeath of the ancestral home a money pit?

      The three-story house faced south on ten acres of wooded land full of red maple, yellow poplar, loblolly pine, magnolia, and dogwood. Weeds and blue and white asters ran rampant on the acre immediately around the building. Sunflowers grew along the eastern wall. Coral honeysuckle twined up both chimneys on the western wall, the smell sweet on the afternoon breeze.

      Butterflies and bees dancing from bloom to bloom in summer filled her imagination. A colony of beehives nestled in the back garden to the right. Add beekeeping to the list of skills to learn. Blueberry bushes created a natural fence around the rear field. The land sure had possibilities for a camp for at-risk youth.

      The first order of business was to set up a living space before the day’s light faded to dark. With the bag of essential clothes and toiletries slung over a shoulder, she marched to the front porch as if off to do battle with the careworn home.

      A flash of movement in an upper window gave her pause. The central window under the roof of the balcony was dark and empty. Perhaps the flash of a bird flying overhead.

      The wood creaked under her weight as she
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