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      Change is the only thing in this whole, crazy world that is inevitable.  Whatever we have now, it will change one day.  People have always tried to understand that, going back to time immemorial.

      It was the Greek philosopher Heraclitus—I know, it’s an odd name—who came up with the old line about how “change is the only constant in life.”  About four hundred years earlier, King Solomon gave his advisors the task of finding one single thing, just one, that would always be true.  “This too, shall pass,” was what they brought back to him.  Nothing stays the same.  Everything changes.

      Even the OK GO guys, those singing blokes who perform on moving treadmills, have a song about it.  It’s kind of cool.  You should look it up.

      True as all that might be, Australia isn’t exactly known as the land of big changes.  Uluru and Kata Tjuta, two world-famous rock formations, have been jutting up above the flatlands of Australia for a few millennia.  They figure the Devil’s Marbles up in the Northern Territory have been balancing like that for millions of years.  Even the twin peaks of the Hartz Mountains, just to the west of here in Tasmania, have been watching over us forever.

      But changes are coming.  Things are about to change big time here in Pine Lake.  Seems my little girl’s about to get herself married.

      Carly’s not so much a little girl anymore.  A fact that I have to keep reminding myself, again and again.  I might be just a bit on the wrong side of fifty years old now, with plenty of gray streaking through the auburn of my hair, but it’s hard to accept that my youngest child has grown up to be a woman herself.  Even if she is going to be married in two days, I can remember when she was a little bundle in my arms on the way home from the hospital.

      Well.  That was then.  This is now.

      Two years after the murder of Parliamentary Secretary for Regional Development Jackson Fillmore, three years after our family pried Carly out of the clutches of a cult, Carly has finally settled down and found her place in the world for real.  Found herself a good man to spend that life with.  The man she chose is a police officer, at that.  She’s going to start herself a life, right here in town, and I couldn’t be happier.  I’m so proud of how she’s grown up.

      In a small town like Pine Lake—population 2,146 at last census—weddings are always big news.  This one is gonna be epic.  I’m going to make sure of it.  No way is Adelle Powers going to let her only daughter get married without making a total spectacle out of it.

      That’s me, of course.  Adelle Powers, known as Dell by my friends and enemies alike and it’s fair to say I’ve got plenty of both.  I’m nothing special, as middle-aged mothers go.  Sun-darkened skin and clear green eyes, not tall, not short, just proud to be me.  I’ve had a life full of ups and downs, and maybe a few more downs than ups.  Enough to earn the lines starting to creep around the corners of my eyes and lips, anyway.  This week, though, is definitely going to be one of the better ones.  Every mother goes a bit giddy when her daughter’s about to be wed, I suspect.  No way around that.

      So I’m doing my best to pull out all the stops.  We’ve only got two more days before the big event so there’s not much time left.  Thankfully my best friend just happens to be the finest baker this side of the Queen’s own kitchen.  Rosie’s been preparing food for the big day for a week now, prepping and storing dishes to be cooked or reheated later in our big refrigerator here at the Pine Lake Inn.  She and her staff have been doing double duty, actually, between making meals for our regular guests and getting things ready for the wedding at the same time.

      That’s not to mention the cake.

      Rosie Ryan and I have been friends for more years than I’d care to admit, and I wouldn’t trade a one of them.  While I run the business side of an Inn that used to be a hospital and used to be a private residence before that and used to be a lot of other things to boot, Rosie runs the kitchen and she’s absolutely brilliant at it.  When she’s not tripping over her own two feet or lighting tablecloths on fire, that is.  I mean, accidents happen.  They just seem to happen a lot more often around her.  Pretty sure our insurance agent’s got that tattooed on his arse.  “Accidents Happen.”

      He’s made enough money off our premiums to have it tattooed anywhere he wants.

      Of course, there’s a reason why we pay so much for insurance.  The sudden crash I hear from the kitchen is probably gonna buy our agent another trip to the tattoo parlor…

      “Rosie?” I call out, slipping from behind the Inn’s check-in counter so I can rush through the adjacent dining room and charge my way through the kitchen’s swinging double doors.

      The scene laid out before me is…well, I suppose ‘unbelievable’ just about covers it.

      “Rosie?”

      It’s more of a statement now than a question.  Nobody else but Rosie could’ve been responsible for this.

      Our kitchen is ordinarily a bright and organized space, accentuated by white backsplashes and brushed steel appliances.  The double stove and the huge refrigerator and the separate, stand-up freezer dominate one side, across from the center prep station.  Racks of spices and baking goods are out where they can be quickly accessed.  Usually, even with the hustle of constant cooking and baking going on in here, this space has a stately order to it.  A place for everything, and everything in its place.

      Now there’s a jumble of copper pots and pans lying on the floor in front of the stove.  Rosie’s right in the middle of them, arms akimbo and wearing a befuddled expression like she’s got no earthly idea how she got there.  The two kitchen workers are trying to get her back up on her feet, but somehow, she keeps managing to catch a foot inside a pot or have a pan slide along the floor under her hand, and back down she goes.

      On the ceiling above her head, there’s a splash of pink and white frosting.  Yellow cake chunks are suspended in them, caught between gravity’s pull and the sticky, gooey goodness of the sugary icing.  That’s the top layer of the wedding cake Rosie had been working on.  I recognize it by what’s left of it but how in the name of the First Fleet did it get on the ceiling?

      “Ah, Dell,” Rosie greets me, up on one foot again with the assistance of her staff.  “I think I may have just discovered a new type of gunpowder.  The whole thing just went boom!  I didn’t think egg whites were flammable!”

      I suspect they’re not, under normal circumstances.  Things in our kitchen, however, are hardly ever ‘normal.’   Rosie blinks her pretty brown eyes at me, trying to get her bearings again after her fright.  Her oval face and brown hair are smeared with pink and white frosting too, along with streaks of black that I’m guessing are smoke.

      Smoke…oh, snap.

      “John,” I say quickly, “did we disconnect the smoke alarm…?”

      “Got it done already boss,” John answers me, already knowing what I was going to ask.  He’s the one that’s got ahold of Rosie’s right arm and between him and Rick on her other side, they’ve got her mostly up on her own now.  “We’ll hook it back up soon as we get things put back to rights.  Er, might be a bit.”

      I give him a grateful smile and then slip my arm around Rosie’s wide waist to take over helping her walk.  I pick my employees carefully, and there’s a reason for it.  Anyone who can last more than a week in this place is worth every penny.  I’m going to have to remind myself to add a little something extra in these guys’ paychecks this time around. They ought to be earning hazard pay.

      Behind me, I hear a clump of cake drop from the ceiling to go clang against the pots.  Yup.  They’ll be cleaning this one up for more than a minute.  All that cake is nothing but a waste now.

      Plop, goes another frosting-covered bit.  Plop, clang!

      “Rosie, please tell me that was just the top of the cake that’s now decorating our ceiling, and not the whole thing?  You still have the wedding cake for the guests safe and sound in the refrigerator, right?”

      “What?  Oh.  ‘Course it’s just the top up there.  How on Earth would I get the entire cake stuck to the ceiling?”  Fanning herself with the hem of her apron, she gives me a look like I’ve just asked the silliest thing imaginable.  “I’d have to use dynamite or something, to get a whole cake up there like that.  That’d just be silly, now wouldn’t it?  I mean, who keeps dynamite in a kitchen?”

      I blink at her in disbelief.  “You’ve never needed dynamite to make things blow up before, Rosie.”

      “Goodness, Dell!  You’re making it sound like I can’t take a step without falling flat on my face!  I’ve been baking since I was a little girl, thank you kindly.  Still got all ten fingers and all ten toes!”  Maybe so, but she wiggles her fingers now, doing a quick count just in case.

      “Rosie,” I point out patiently, “the cake exploded.”

      She eyes the mess on the ceiling dubiously, and then shrugs.  “Could happen to anyone, that could.”

      Yeah…no.  I’m really extra certain that it couldn’t.

      She waves her hand expressively about the kitchen.  “This domain belongs to me, sure as the Queen belongs in Buckingham Palace.”  Her arm knocks over spices bottles on the counter next to us and sends them sprawling to the floor.  “I’m like a maestro conducting a symphony!”  Her fingers catch the handle of a coffee cup accidentally on the backswing, swiping it off a serving tray, spilling coffee in a liquid line across the floor.  “I am in complete control of this entire…here, now.  Where’d this mug come from?”

      As she stares into the coffee cup in her hand, bewildered, a little bit of the ceiling cake comes dropping down to plop into what’s left of the steaming black drink inside just like it was choreographed to happen that way.

      I watch it all happen, smiling to myself in bewilderment.  Rosie truly is a wonder, and despite everything that just happened, there really is no one I’d rather have make my daughter’s wedding cake than her.  Thank God what’s up there on the ceiling above us is just the separate, “top” layer that she was making for the happy couple.  Tradition says to save the top of the cake in the freezer for your first anniversary.  Goes right along with the whole something old, something new bit.

      Then again, anyone who’s tried eating year-old wedding cake knows that it’s just gross.

      Rosie’s already made the rest of the cake, is the point.  Turns out cake can be kept fresh in a fridge for up to five days.  Rosie’s been making all the food for the wedding ceremony and the reception a little at a time, in fact, even though it means she’s had to do triple duty in the kitchen.  We’ve pared our dining room menu down to simple things like sandwiches and pasta so we’ve got the extra storage space for the wedding foods, like the top layer of the cake.  Now that it’s just a blackened smear slowly dropping all over the floor, Rosie’s gonna have to start over.  Well.  As long as it’s done in time for the ceremony.

      Rick and John have the pots and pans picked up, and they’re dragging over the collapsible stepstool to try to scrape the mess of it off the ceiling with a dustpan.  It won’t do to have that hanging over their heads—literally as well as figuratively—when they start making the lunch orders.  Guess I should get out of their way, too.

      “You going to be okay now?” I ask Rosie, bending down a bit to look her in her eyes.  “Got your bearings again?”

      “Of course I do,” she says, a bit testily.  “I can handle it, sure as death follows taxes.”

      I frown.  “Not sure that’s how it goes.”

      “Well, maybe not, but ya know what I mean.”

      “You mean, no more exploding cakes.  Right?”

      Rosie purses her full lips.  Then she gives me a wink.  “Right as rain.  Nothing else is gonna go wrong, believe you me.”

      From her lips to God’s ears.  I give her a quick hug full of the love I have for my friend.  Nice to have people to depend on for the good times, as well as the bad.  It’s good to have friends when you need them.  Family, too.  And speaking of which.

      “Have you seen Carly about this morning?” I ask Rosie.  “We’ve got a meeting at eleven with Pastor Albright to go over the details of the ceremony for her and Ben.  He’s got some last-minute religious advice to give us, I think.”

      I’d meant it sarcastically, but Rosie took my lighthearted comment the way any good Christian would.

      “Oh, the Bible’s full of advice for married folks, sure enough,” she says with a big smile.  “My favorite’s from Proverbs.  ‘He who finds a wife finds a good thing, and gets favor from the Lord.’  Seems to me more men should remember that.  My Josh certainly knows it.  I remind him every single day so he don’t forget!”

      “Amen,” I say, enthusiastically.

      “Have you looked for Carly upstairs in her room?” Rosie suggests.  “Haven’t seen her down here.  She might be sleeping in.  I think her and Ben were out last night, weren’t they?  Might’ve got home late and now she’s sleeping it off.”

      I find a half-smile for that.  Knowing my daughter’s got an all-consuming love is great, but thinking of my daughter out with a boy until all hours…yeah.  Once upon a time I’d have grounded her for that.  Now, I just remind myself she’s a grown woman in love.  She might still live here at the Inn with me, for now, but even that’s going to change in just a few days.  Gonna take me some time to get over being overprotective, I think.  Might as well start now.

      “She’s going to have her whole life to be with him,” I say, rolling my eyes.  “You’d think she could lay off for just one night before the wedding.  Enjoy being single as long as she can.”

      Rossie laughs.  “Says the girl who just got married her ownself.  You been able to stay away from James Callahan since you two tied your knot, have ya?”

      I can feel my face blushing just thinking about James Callahan.  She’s right.  James and I have barely spent half a day apart from each other since our wedding, a year and a half ago.  The idea of being married again at my age never would’ve occurred to me before he came strolling into my life.  This is my second marriage, and my journalist husband and I are as inseparable as two of those seahorses that mate for life.  He’s been wonderful.  Even agreed to let me keep my last name, Powers.  I had my reasons.

      For one, it’s the name I took from my first husband.  It keeps me connected to him since he passed.

      For another, I’ve been running the Pine Lake Inn as Adelle Powers forever and having all of the paperwork switched to a new married name would have been a time-consuming headache.  Business cards, stationary, the whole nine yards and then some.

      Besides, my name is who I am.  It’s who I think of when I look in the mirror.  So, Dell Powers is married to James Callahan, and our mailbox reads “Callahan Powers House—Horse and Carriage.”  That’s a reference to that old Frank Sinatra song about how well love and marriage go together, and which should come first.  Kind of an inside joke.

      Lightning really does strike twice, sometimes.  At least, it did in my case.  Maybe for Carly and Ben, the first time will be all they need.

      “All right,” I tell her, “I’ll go and wake Carly up, I guess.  You should start over on the top layer of the cake, if you expect to get back to your husband and kids, yourself.  Look at us.  Both of us married and gushing over our husbands.  Carly, too, I guess.  Who would have thought love would be so thick in the air at the Pine Lake Inn?”

      Rosie rolls her eyes.  “Sure.  If I can get my Josh to start pulling his weight around the house, I’ll love him tons.  Right now he’s lucky I tolerate his foolishness.  Go on, then.  Go get Carly and get her to the church on time.  I don’t want anything to ruin her big day!”

      The guest rooms are on the top two floors of the Inn, fifteen altogether, and my room is at the end of the top floor.  Carly has the one right next to mine.  It takes a bit of time to get up there since this building was constructed long before elevators were required.  We’ve got plans to put a couple of rooms down on the first floor, adding on to the main structure for the first time in over a century, to make us DDA compliant.  For now, there’s just the one flight of stairs up to the second floor, and then another set at the end of a long hallway goes up to the third.  That’s okay.  I’m in no rush.  I’m humming to myself by the time I’m at the end of the second floor and halfway up the stairs to the top floor—

      A face pops out of the wall next to me, followed by a head and shoulders and half a body, making me jump back and nearly take a bad tumble.  I grab the railing with one hand and put the other to my heart, feeling it pounding in my chest under my blouse.  The head and shoulders of a man who just about gave me a coronary are just bobbing there, up and down, up and down, like he can’t remember that gravity’s got no hold over the dead.

      Lachlan Halliburton died more than two hundred years ago.  I know a few things about his past and I fully believe that he was just as annoying when he was alive.

      “So help me God,” I growl at him, pointing a finger under the thin nose in his pinched face.  “If you don’t stop that, I’m gonna hire a Catholic priest to come in here and cleanse the entire place right down to the foundation, just like they did in that movie Exorcist.  You might not want to stay in your grave, but I’ll put you there and pull your tombstone down on top of it if you keep scaring the daylights out of me, you watch me if I don’t!”

      Lachlan mimes a look of dramatic horror, hands over his mouth, his copper-red hair sticking straight out on end.  Then he gives me a wink, and fades back into the wall.  Dear God, he is an annoying little man.  I can’t remember a time when my life didn’t involve jump scares from a ghost in suspenders!

      Although, on the other hand, I guess I have kinda gotten used to seeing his face and his playful pranks.  We’ve all got those friends who just irritate us to no end, even though we know we’d be poorer for not having them in our life.  Lachlan is one of those.  For all of his antics, I think I’d miss him if he was gone.

      Did I mention I can see ghosts?  Seems to me that I have.  If not, well, that’s kind of an important bit to know about me.  Been that way for as long as I can remember, to one degree or another.  It’s both a blessing, and a curse, as they say.

      The Pine Lake Inn is full of ghosts, actually.  My dearly departed first husband, Richard, is one of them.  It’s been awkward at times—especially since I’m married again—but for the most part it does my heart good to still have him about.  There’s a random assortment of others, as well.  I’ve yet to figure out if it’s because the building draws them here, or if it’s because I’m some sort of magnet for the afterlife.  In the end I guess it doesn’t really matter which it is.  They’re here, and so am I.

      Giving the wall a final glare, just in case Lachlan had any designs on poking his head out again, I finish climbing the stairs to the top floor.  A few guests are just coming out of their rooms up here, smiling at me and exchanging a few words on their way down to get lunch from our famous dining room.  When they’re gone, and I’m alone again, I stop in front of Carly’s room and knock on her door.

      When I don’t get a response, I consider going in with my master key…but I quickly shake my head to dispel the thought.  No.  If she’s in there and sleeping, I’ll let her be.  She’s got a big day coming up.  She’ll need all the rest she can get over the next two days.  Especially if she’s going to stay out ‘til all hours with Ben night after night.  What time did she even get in last night?  I was fast asleep, but I can imagine it would’ve been well after midnight.

      Ah, to be young again.

      Standing there, uncertain of what to do, I turn and find I’m not alone after all.  One of the Inn’s other ghosts has joined me.

      I give her a smile.  “Hiya, Jess.”

      Once upon a time, my good friend was the same age as me.  We went to Uni together, then grew apart like friends do.  We managed to reconnect just before she was murdered.  Now she’ll always be the fun-loving soul she was back then, never aging, never changing.  She’s decided to have her hair dyed red and blue today.  Seems as a ghost, she can just change her look, and her style, and her clothes on a whim.  Her black t-shirt has the print of an AC-DC album cover on it.  Her nails are painted in stripes to match her hair.  Eternally young, changing her style to match her mood…gotta say, I’m a bit jealous.  Not that I wish I was a ghost, but maybe it’s not as terrible as those Ghostbuster films make it seem.

      She gives me a little wave of her fingers, and I wave back.  “You been up here long?  Don’t suppose you’ve seen Carly come or go this morning?”

      She looks at the room, and then back at me.  Then she shakes her head.

      I really wish that all ghosts could talk.  It would make things a lot easier when I ask a question.  She hasn’t seen Carly, though.  Good enough.  Must mean she’s still in there sleeping.  Well, if my daughter’s not going to be there for the meeting with Pastor Albright, then I’d best be there on time myself.  Ben will be there, I’m sure.  One of us can give Carly the condensed version later.

      “See ya later, Jess.  I’ll catch up with ya when I’m back and tell you all about the wedding plans.  Okay?”

      She looks at the room again, and then fades backward into the wall and out of sight.

      Yup.  Lots of things are easier when you’re a ghost.  There’s one big drawback, though.  I’m not sure I could handle the endless days of being alone.  Nobody to talk to, except other specters and people like me who can see them.  Never being able to have someone hold me when I was sad, or
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