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Chapter 1

“Chelsea will never dance again. We had to put pins and a rod in the leg.”

No! No!

As she jerked awake, the pressure in her chest made it difficult to breathe. She gasped and shot up, gulping breaths. She gripped her right ankle, trying to relieve the phantom pain that had become a permanent part of her body. Five years. Five years of reliving the nightmare.

Her head fell upon her raised knees while her fingers gently massaged the soft skin covering her ankle. Long, dark brown hair formed a shawl around her cheeks and shoulders. The horror-filled dream had returned more often the past few months.

The performance of Romeo and Juliet was to have been the ultimate achievement after she’d worked so hard to become a member of the American Ballet Theatre, one of the most prestigious ballet companies in the United States. The muscle pain and frustration to get each move exactly perfect, and overcoming the backstabbing jealousy and animosity of others had all been worth it. But that night, her world and dreams ended.

Five years might have passed, but she could still feel the gripping strength of Philip’s arms lifting her up, the swell of the music just before he swung her around. If she hadn’t been so lost in concentrating on the music, she would’ve been aware of the change in the way his hands had loosened before she’d plummeted to the floor.

The world around her had ceased to be. Concussed by the fall, she’d awakened hours later in an emergency room, in pain, still not fully aware of what had happened or the extent of her injuries.

She brushed the long strands of hair off her cheek, remembering how Zachary had been holding her hand. He’d been the one to wipe her tears away. He’d been the one to lean down and tell her everything would be okay. He’d been the one to say he was going to find out what happened. He’d witnessed the accident, and the show had been recorded.

She could remember asking about Philip. The anger in Zachary’s voice had been palatable when he’d told her he’d attempted to talk to the principal dancer. The stage manager had reported Philip had been so upset, he’d left the theater, stating he needed to be alone.

After surgery, she’d drifted in and out of a painkiller-induced sleep in a hospital bed in Manhattan, but she’d recognized the familiar voices around her, of her grandparents and Zachary. 

The unfortunate accident had killed her dream to become a prima ballerina.

Now, she raised her head and opened her eyes, being greeted by the early morning sunlight piercing the white hurricane shutters on the four windows of her bedroom. She blinked a few times, to focus on the bedside clock. Seven-thirty.

The scent of freshly brewed coffee let her know her grandparents were up. They usually were awake before the sun crested the horizon on Last Chance Beach.

Wallowing in self-pity wasn’t making her feel better. She swung her feet to the floor and stood, automatically bending over to touch the floor with her hands. Early morning stretching came naturally, and she threw her arms wide, swaying her hips to a slow beat.

Never in her wildest imagination had she thought she’d ever return to Last Chance Beach and live with her grandparents. The white magnolias on the wallpaper in the bedroom she’d slept in as a child had faded over time. The mahogany furniture was the same, but for the queen-size bed. When one ran a rooming house, there was never any problem with having enough furniture.

Many of the homes and beach cabins faced the water, but her grandparents, along with the MacFarlands and the Bennetts, boasted having older homes, claiming to have helped build the foundation for the island.

Out of habit, she fluffed the two pillows, smoothed the sheets, and pulled up the hand-sewn quilt, a gift from her grandmother. The colorful, unique squares had come from the costumes worn by actors at the Gershwin Theater in town.

How lucky she’d been growing up. While most kids read books before bedtime, Chelsea’s bedtime stories had been about the plays and performers her grandparents had worked with in the old theater.

She turned on the water in the shower in the adjoining bathroom, familiar with the knocks coming from the old pipes. Her grandparents claimed this gave the century-old house personality. She towel-dried her hair and ran a brush through the long strands, wincing a couple of times from the bed tangles.

Still shaken by the dream, she forced herself to think about the day ahead. Saturday was her busiest day at On Pointe. She might not have become a prima ballerina, but since returning home four years ago, she’d opened a dance studio for children. The storefront studio was separated by one shop from her beloved theater.

She’d started off teaching ballet, but had soon realized she needed to offer a variety of classes, since not all children were built to be ballerinas. Her lyrical classes incorporated movements to “feel” the lyrics in the songs and were popular among the local twelve-to fourteen-year-olds. She’d recently started a lyrical class for eight-to ten-year-olds.

Her hip-hop class was a favorite with tweens. The five-year-olds who took the introduction to ballet were adorable. Watching them brought back wonderful memories, considering she’d been five when she’d started attending dancing school.


She put on a pair of black leggings, a sleeveless cropped shirt that hugged her slender waist and a long-sleeved blouse that buttoned down the front. She stood in front of the long mirror attached to her dresser and used a brush to gather her hair into a neat twist atop her head. Her dancing instructors had stressed that dressing appropriately, even for practice, added a sense of self-confidence. She’d instilled this in her students, too.




Before going downstairs, she went to the closet to get her dance bag. She took an inventory of its contents—shoes, a change of clothes, spare tights, the small bag that held her hair essentials. As she’d be there all day, she also always included a few energy bars.




The Aubusson runner down the long hall muffled her footsteps. The rooming house had been in her family for over a hundred years. According to her grandfather, the Townsends had settled in Last Chance Beach shortly after the lighthouse was established in the late 1800s.




One of her favorite bedtime stories was about her great-grandmother, who had come to the island to appear in a talent contest at the theater. She’d fallen in love with the town and had never left. Of course, meeting Chelsea’s great-grandfather had helped make up her mind.




Chelsea’s routine was to stop in front of the open door to the Doll Room, her second-favorite room in the house. Little girls had dollhouses, but Chelsea had a Doll Room. Her cherished keepsakes were displayed in cribs, rocking chairs, highchairs, and cradles. Four baby dolls sat on little chairs at a table that was fully laid out with a China tea set. Two adult-size rocking chairs with lace-covered cushions fronted an armoire that held a display of smaller dolls.




What made the dolls unique was they came from all over the world. A new doll would arrive every year on her birthday and Christmas. To this day, she didn’t know who sent them.




She got to the bottom step and was greeted by the late February breeze coming through the screened front door. Morning sunlight brought to life the colorful crystal panes in the arched transom over the double-wide front door. Pink bougainvillea clung to the arch over the front steps.




To her right was an old-fashioned parlor, complete with camel hump, framed couches, and a love seat. Fern-green valances graced the tops of the three front windows. A black iron fire screen covered the opening of the fireplace that had a cherrywood frame.




An assortment of photographs lined the length of the wood mantel. Not all were of family members. To give the rooming house a big-family feel, her grandmother displayed a picture of everyone who had lived there over the years.




The other things that made the rooming house unique were the two Christmas trees on display year-round. One artificial tree was a true “family tree.” Every member of their family who had passed away had a small, framed plaque attached to a red cardinal. The plaque displayed their photo, date of birth and the year of their death.




The other tree was military-themed and dated back to the Civil War. Her grandmother had traced their family history, and any member who had served in a branch of the military had earned a place on the tree.




Not all of those who had bravely served were men. She approached the tree and lifted one of the brass plates that commemorated a relative who’d served as a member of WASP, or Women Airforce Service Pilots, in World War II. In her photo, Jackie wore a WWII flying helmet and a white silk scarf around her neck. She’d been a trained pilot who’d tested and ferried aircraft. The female pilots’ efforts had freed up male pilots for combat roles. According to Chelsea’s grandmother, Jackie had been a daredevil and had flown planes that towed targets for combat pilots in training to shoot at.




If only Chelsea had the courage of Jackie Townsend, facing the past and taking a chance on her future.




The house was so large it had a second parlor across the hall, dubbed the Music Room, thanks to the original pipe organ in one corner. A second fireplace was covered by a black iron fire screen. Her grandmother had related that during Prohibition, the room had been designated the ladies’ parlor. They’d actually drunk tea while the men could enjoy their “tea” in the other room. The polished wood floor hadn’t been covered by carpeting on purpose so couples could dance.




Despite it being so early in the morning, their resident pianist, Benjamin Lang, aka Benny, struck the keys of the pipe organ and played the Frank Sinatra classic “You Make Me Feel So Young.”




Benny had played piano at the Gershwin Theater and was best friends with her grandparents. His hair was as white as snow, and he gathered it in a ponytail at the base of his neck. He favored jackets with velvet collars and sported a white ascot when they had dinner. The former concert pianist liked to talk about his career that had taken him around the world, boasting he’d played for kings and queens.




Her grandmother had let it slip that Benny’s bank account wasn’t light. Chelsea wondered why he chose to live in a rooming house.




A smile blossomed on her face when her grandparents started to dance. Her grandmother’s head rested on her grandfather’s shoulder. Thinking about Albert and Olivia’s love story would forever send a warm feeling to her heart. He’d served on an aircraft carrier during the Vietnam War and had been on a flight home for his thirty-day leave when he’d stopped at a USO center at the airport, needing a place to stay between flights. She had been a USO volunteer and had accidentally dumped a cup of coffee on his Navy blues. It was love at first sight. They’d spent his entire leave together, and he’d proposed. She’d said he’d have to wait for his answer until he came back to her. They’d married three days after he’d returned home.




Their hair had turned white, and they’d added a few pounds over the years, but both were spry and healthy, thank God. Olivia favored wearing a soft cotton dress with an apron. Albert liked chinos and wore lightweight flannel shirts in the colder months. He’d honed his electrical skills in the Navy, had worked at the theater and still did odd jobs for people.




The pang of loneliness stung Chelsea a little more when her grandfather kissed his beloved on the cheek. Marriage had been offered by a wonderful man, but she’d chosen her career over her longtime love, Zachary MacFarland. Every time she heard the old Frank Sinatra song “My Way,” she regretted her decision.




Fate had sucker-punched her again eight months ago when Zachary had returned to Last Chance Beach. His daughter was one of her students. The wall Chelsea had thrown up between them was weakening.




“Ah, here’s my girl.” Her grandfather grinned, relinquished his wife and held out his arms. “Dance with me.”




She accepted his invitation and immediately caught the scent of bay rum. Benny segued into “It Had to Be You.” “Keep dancing like this, and I’ll definitely start a seniors’ night at On Pointe.




“I’ll supply the music,” Benny called out.




She’d been thinking about doing something at the studio for seniors. Reliving their younger days would bring them enjoyment. The song ended, and she kissed her grandfather on the cheek.




“Let’s do this. I’ll put together a flyer, and you can pass it out at the senior center. Thursday nights, from seven to nine o’clock, once a month.”




“Each month, we’ll change the music, starting with songs from the ’40s,” Benny added.




Albert gave Benny a thumbs-up. “And when we get to the disco era, I’ll install a couple of disco lights in the dance studio.”




“I’m sure you’ll get a great response,” her grandmother said and took Chelsea by the arm, leading her into the oversize country kitchen. “A good breakfast for you, young lady. I know you’ll live on those energy bars the rest of the day.”




The old-fashioned kitchen needed updating, but her grandmother refused to make any changes. She’d cooked many a meal on the six-burner black iron gas stove, and the thirty-year-old refrigerator worked just fine. Her grandfather had insisted a dishwasher be installed ten years ago.




A ruffled valance in mint green, her grandmother’s favorite color, draped the top of the double-hung windows that overlooked the backyard. A wooden lazy Susan in the center of the long polished maple table held a napkin holder and salt and pepper shakers. In recent years, her grandparents had limited the number of tenants at the rooming house. Benny, Wesley Vickers, the former stage manager for the theater, and Archie Hermann, a world-famous magician who’d performed at the theater, were longtime residents.




Olivia set a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon in front of Chelsea, then brought her own cup of tea to the table and sat next to Chelsea. 




She spread some of her grandmother’s homemade strawberry jam on a still-warm slice of sourdough bread.




“Chelsea, I saw that you got a letter from the realtor. Are you sure this is what you want to do? It’s a big undertaking.”




“Grandmother, you have a history with the theater, so you’ll understand when I tell you that every time I walk past the Gershwin, I feel invisible arms reaching out to me. It’s a part of the town’s history and should be brought back to life.” She swept a hand toward the parlor. “Benny played the organ, you sold tickets, Grandpa was the maintenance man, Wesley was the stage manager, and Archie filled the seats with his great magic tricks.”




She stopped to take a drink of her own cup of peach herbal tea. “I want to hold the dance recital there, let my students enjoy the excitement of being on a real stage. I’ll open it up to the school here and those on the mainland to have concerts. We’ll bring back cabaret nights.”




“I can feel your enthusiasm and love your ideas. Of course, we’ll help you as much as we can.”




“Nell Patrick, the realtor, let me know there are two other people interested in the theater.”




Olivia pursed her lips. “I don’t suppose she shared who they are.”




“No, but why now? The property has been vacant for over twenty-five years.”




The sound of someone with an uneven gait coming into the kitchen drew her attention. Wesley had been born with one leg shorter than the other. He had just turned seventy-four, but other than the limp and pain from the arthritis in his hip, he appeared content. His salt-and-pepper beard reminded her of a Gloucester fisherman right out of New England. Wide suspenders stretched over his narrow shoulders to hold up his baggy trousers. Like her grandfather, he favored flannel shirts. Chelsea considered him on the quiet and shy side.




“Sorry to interrupt. I’ll come back for a refill on my coffee.”




“Mr. Vickers, that isn’t necessary.” Chelsea picked up her empty plate and cup and put them in the dishwasher. “I’ve got to get going.”




He twisted his aged hands together. “Any word on you buying the theater?”




Chelsea rested the tips of her fingers on his arm. “You’ll be one of the first to know. Do you think you’ll be able to handle the job as stage manager again?” The job probably required someone years younger, but there were things about the theater only Wesley knew.




His blue eyes brightened behind his black-rimmed glasses. “I’m up for the job.”




“Mr. Vickers, since you’ve been associated with the theater the longest, have you encountered the ghost?”




He dipped his head, and a cagey gleam filled his eyes. “You mean ghosts? There are two.”




Two ghosts? In all the years her grandparents had spoken about the theater, they’d never related that there were two ghosts. “I only know about the owner shooting himself with a shotgun in the middle seat in the tenth row.”




Wesley guided his thumbs under the elastic strips of the suspenders on either side of his button-down shirt. “Walter Shannon, the first owner, drank a lot and hanged himself from a rigging system in a fly loft in 1935. Story was he was having an affair with an actor, and his wife threatened to tell his family.”




“Did you ever encounter his ghost?”




He nodded. “The basement-level dressing rooms are dank and chilly, and Walter likes to hang out there. Now, Douglas Whitney, the one who shot himself, lets out a maniacal laugh when he goes up the steps to stage right. You’ll also feel him when you go up to the projection booth. First, you feel a bone-chilling cold, immediately followed by a hot little breeze.”




Why was she just now finding out these things? Since she intended to purchase the theater, she’d better be prepared to put up with the ghostly presences. 




It still bothered her that someone else was also interested in an abandoned theater after all these years. How many more secrets did this theater hold? 




She shuddered at the thought and turned her mind to the present and On Pointe. 
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Zachary shut down his computer and turned off his desk light at police headquarters. The sign on his cubicle read Detective Zachary MacFarland, not that he’d had to use his skills as a homicide detective since he’d joined the Last Chance Beach force eight months ago. The biggest challenge was adjusting to the slower pace after being a murder cop with the New York Police Department. He shook his head and laughed. Where else would you find the governing body of a town in a building that used to be called the Gold Doubloon Pub? While the police headquarters was on the first floor, the mayor and city offices were on the second floor.




He paused from pushing his chair away from his desk when his boss approached. He’d worked with Declan Moran in New York for a few months, before Zachary had been transferred to another precinct. Since returning to Last Chance Beach, the chief had married, and Zach had enjoyed Tatiana’s company a number of times at their home. 




Declan’s tan chinos had a sharp crease, and he wore a golf shirt with the logo of the LCB Police Department.




Dec propped a hip on the corner of Zachary’s desk. “I wanted to catch you before you left. Have you adjusted to the slower pace of our police department?”




“That’s the third time you’ve asked me that since I joined the force. Are you afraid I’m going to quit out of boredom?”




“The thought has crossed my mind. Getting a detective with your skills is a plus for our small-town force. The winter months are slower since we don’t have that many tourists. You can expect the next influx of college kids during spring break.”




“Since I grew up here, I’m well aware of the busy months.”




“Point noted. It took me a few months to adjust to the gentler pattern, but I’d never go back to a big city.” The chief nodded in the direction of the thick file folder sitting on the opposite corner of Zach’s desk. “Your body is here, but your mind is in New York with the case that is never far from your thoughts.”




He usually kept that file in his bottom drawer, but the chief was right. The case that had changed his life still needed to be solved.




“Put your mind at ease. I like working three, twelve-hour shifts and having four days off. Later, I’ll be painting my daughter’s bedroom.”




“Have fun. I’m off this weekend. Tatiana let me know she added a few things to my honey-do list.”




Zach stepped out onto Main Street and appreciated the lighter traffic. He thought about getting a cup of coffee at the Playing Hooky Coffee Shop, but decided to go directly to his truck parked behind the building. While on the job, he drove a newer black Tahoe, similar to what the patrol division used.




He drove down Main Street and headed for Sunset Avenue. This was considered the older, established neighborhood where the homes were larger and had a Victorian flare. He slowed at a stop sign, his eyes drawn to the house on the corner of Sunset Avenue. A pang of longing was captured by the memories of sitting in the rocking chairs on the front porch with Chelsea. Their backyards had been separated by a picket fence with a swinging gate. It had helped that his Aunt Helen and Chelsea’s grandparents were best friends, so they’d spent a lot of hours together growing up.




The day Chelsea’s mother had announced they were going to live in the city so Chelsea could have more intense dancing instruction, his twelve-year-old heart had broken. In the following years, their lives had taken a number of twists, but now they were back to where they’d started. Neither of their families knew about their very close history while they’d both lived in New York. The way he felt about her hadn’t changed. To his disappointment and confusion, since he’d returned to LCB, she’d been treating him like he was nothing more than a casual acquaintance.




He pulled into the driveway of Aunt Helen’s home and had barely gotten out of the truck when the side door opened, and a bundle of energy in a pink body leotard and white leggings rushed out to him.




He picked her up and swung her around, her blond ponytail brushing his cheek. Hazel-green eyes were bright from excitement. “Hailey MacFarland, you’re getting heavy from eating too many of Aunt Helen’s cookies.”




“I only had two yesterday. I love Saturdays and Wednesdays when I can go to dancing school!”




He took her hand when they walked inside and up the three steps into a big kitchen that had the flavor of the fifties, right down to a metal-topped table in the center of the room. His aunt’s favorite color was red, so she’d covered the windows over the sink with red-and-white-checked curtains that matched the seat cushions.
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