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      Raphaela Tucci, Ralph to those who know and love her, beloved former first-grade teacher, newly minted bookstore owner, and ever the optimist is dead…

      Dead.

      Not only is she dead, she’s a ghost. Like, bonafide see-through, floating, boo screeching ghost.

      It’s hard to be optimistic when your life tragically ends the moment you begin to live your dream. But Ralph tries anyway, even as she finds herself stuck in Nina’s big castle—on Long Island, no less.

      Ralph doesn’t know how she ended up where she landed, but after a week of floating silently unseen through room after room, watching these kooky but loveable women live their lives, she doesn’t understand why her destiny isn’t even close to what she’s read in books and seen in movies.

      Maybe there really isn’t an upstairs after all?

      Enter Shamus Ransom, the biggest (hottest) silver-fox elf (whaaat?) she’s ever seen with the ability to see and communicate with ghosts. He’s been hired by Nina to eliminate the funny smell the vampire's positive is a ghost haunting her castle.

      What he finds is a beautiful, completely stuck ghost with a heart of gold and an optimistic outlook he’s never seen in an entity.

      Shamus’s job already isn’t an easy one, but as he tries to find out why Ralph is stuck and categorize what type of ghost she is, he also finds himself falling in deep like with her. Getting involved is absolutely out of the question. Theirs would be far more than a long distance romance. To even consider it was ludicrous, right?

      But as Shamus and the women of OOPS try and figure out what happened to Ralph on the night she was killed and why she’s cemented on this plane, there are dangerous entities gunning for Ralph and they won’t stop until she’s locked away in Hell—forever...
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      Darling readers,

      Thank you for joining me in yet another Accidental adventure! As I wrote this, I watched Rizzoli & Isles because I needed a binge watch, and I discovered something.

      I’ve never been one to put an actor or actress’s face in the role of the OOPS ladies. I’ve never been able to find anyone I thought even similar. But wow, did I ever get hit with a brick in the face when Angie Harmon came on the screen. If she isn’t Nina, no one is. She’s gorgeous, she’s snarky, she’s tough as nails with a heart of gold. If by some stroke of luck, Hollywood ever comes calling, she’s my pick.

      All that to say, the show gave me a great idea for future books—books I hope you’ll join me for when they’re written.

      Until then, if you keep coming back, I’ll keep writing them. Thanks for your support, it means the world!

      Love,

      Dakota XXOO
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      My word, these women were…

      How to describe these women?

      Raphaela Tucci, Ralph to her friends, considered that thought.

      Usually, she compared almost every female she met, and sometimes males, to a Golden Girl—her favorite sitcom ever.

      While there were plenty of comparisons to be had between these women and the ladies on the show, even one of Sophia’s threats couldn’t compare to the intimidations of the woman named Nina.

      She was a Sophia to the millionth power. Brash, brazen, loud, unfiltered and unafraid.

      Not two seconds ago, Nina had barked at Marty about going shopping at some discount mall. “Marty, I swear as fuck is my witness, I’m going to eviscerate you and eat your intestines like goddamn spaghetti if you don’t shut up about this stupid shopping trip. I told you, some weird shit’s going on here and I need to figure it out, okay? George and Dex know someone, and he’s dropping by. Sometimes plans get canceled and your dumb-ass Coach purse spree has to wait.”

      And then Marty had given her the finger—in stereo. “Pipe down, Mistress of the Dark! I’m allowed to express my disappointment about missing a sale because you’re a scaredy-cat and think your mausoleum of a castle is being haunted!”

      Marty? Marty was a mix of Dorothy and Rose. Sometimes flirty and kittenish, other times unintentionally, albeit hilariously unaware of how clever her sweetly dipped sarcasm came across.

      “Be fair, Marty. Something’s going on around here. You know it. We’ve both smelled whatever it is, and you can’t deny what happened at dinner earlier this week. So quit squabbling with each other or you’re both going to bed without your supper!”

      That was Wanda. Ralph’s favorite, not only in the way she dressed in her pencil-slim skirt, silk shirt and cardigan, as though royalty were going to pop in at any moment, but because she wasn’t at all intimidated by either of these women.

      Wanda—undoubtedly a combination of Rose’s gentle nature, Dorothy’s spot-on logic, and Sophia’s no-nonsense attitude—clapped the table with her hand to get their attention, making both women settle back in their chairs.

      Anyway, because Ralph needed to pass the time, and because list-making happened to be one of her favorite things to do, she began mentally compiling her list to describe these women she’d observed while going totally unnoticed for at least a week.

      She hovered in the air above them as they sat around Nina’s big oak table, considering the scene below as she plucked at her favorite beaded bracelets, lining her forearm.

      1: Paranormal.

      That was a word cited often in conversation amongst them. As were werewolf, ass-sniffer, Blondie, vampire, Dark Lord, Elvira Mistress of the Dark, halfsie, witch, demon, Rebecca from Sunnybrook Farms and… Raphaela frowned.

      That was all she could remember for now, but there were more.

      2: Friends.

      These women were insanely loyal to one another. Despite their bickering. And despite the constant razzing from the surreally gorgeous vampire called Mistress of the Dark, a.k.a. Nina—who favored T-shirts with a picture of Rick Astley on them that read: Never Gonna Give a Fuck—of the pretty blonde werewolf with the long beachy waves, refereed by the stately and elegant halfsie, Wanda.

      Loyalty was of the utmost importance among their group, in fact, and that included their various partners in marriage, friends and a pale, sweeter than a soft summer breeze of a boy named Carl. They called him a zombie, but what sort of zombie turned their nose up at brains and instead ate head after head of broccoli, lovingly made in various ways, by Nina?

      3: Loud.

      When they got to tussling, or even when they got together for game night, by Grabthar’s Hammer, they were thunderously loud.

      Sometimes they were jokey-loud, as in, “Did you hear about that crusty bag of dicks necromancer, Finster? His mermaid wife booted him out of the house because he slept with that vapid Sheryl Seymore the sea serpent?”

      Then they cackled until pretty Marty doubled over and had to hold her sides because she couldn’t catch her breath.

      Ralph wouldn’t allow herself to delve into the idea that sea serpents and mermaids existed—though, there was proof aplenty of the paranormal in the women themselves—but that conversation between them certainly had left her curious.

      Sometimes they were argumentative-loud. Yikes. When they disagreed, they did it with their whole chests. It was always deafening, and Nina used so many swear words that Ralph didn’t even know existed, but they always made up. And when they did, that was loud, too.

      4: Honest.

      That described this crew to a T.

      Or at least one of them was—and brutally so. Nina the vampire would be the first one in line to tell her friend Marty if her ass did, indeed, look like too much sausage stuffed into its casing.

      In return, Marty was unafraid to tell Nina she could only hope someday her brain would grow to be as big as her mouth.

      5: Terrifying.

      As awesome as they were as a group, each of them had the single most terrifying properties available in existence in any one person.

      Nina’s surreal beauty belied sharp fangs she flashed when she was angry. That wasn’t to say her incredible speed didn’t match the spectacular baring of her teeth. Ralph had never seen someone clean a house like the Roadrunner on speed, but Nina moved like a special effect in an Avengers movie.

      Marty, on the other hand? Phew, child, when she did that thing she called shapeshifting, it was one for the books. Hair, drool, shredded clothing, and the end result? A werewolf. The first time she’d seen her do it on the night of a full moon, Ralph still couldn’t believe no one had heard her scream.

      In all her fifty years, five months and twenty-six days, she’d never in a million years have believed such a thing existed. But it did. Mind officially blown.

      Then there was Wanda…

      Ralph’s heart swelled just thinking about her. After observing them this week, coming and going, bickering and laughing, yes, Wanda was definitely her favorite. She liked them all, but Wanda reminded her of a favorite colleague she’d often turned to for advice through the years.

      Golden Girls aside, paranormally speaking, she was a combination of Marty and Nina. Half werewolf and half vampire, but all regal elegance and grace personified. She was kind and smart, and she deserved a purple heart for not cracking the other women’s heads together out of sheer frustration from being in the middle of all their arguing.

      Instead, she was the glue that kept them from tearing each other apart. Wanda was a stellar mother, not only to her children, but to all of them.

      She was the warm chocolate chip cookie dipped in chilled milk, while wrapping your favorite blanket around your shoulders kind of comfort. The gentle caress of a cool breeze across your overheated cheeks. And even though Wanda had no idea, Ralph had connected with her simply by observing her tender nature, her quiet calm.

      She’d been watching them all week as they came and went, dropping in for lunch or a family dinner, picking up children, bringing them over for playdates, puppy sitting for one another, going off shopping together, watching movies.

      At least, she thought it had been a week. She’d looked at the calendar Nina had hanging up on the side of her fridge (who even had a paper calendar anymore?)—a fridge mostly filled with IV-like packets of blood for Nina and broccoli for Carl.

      Add in some fresh fruit, vegetables, yogurt, milk and juice for Charlie—her half-witch, half-vampire toddler daughter—and dog food for her two-legged dog, Waffles, and that just about summed up the extent of the excitement in Ralph’s life since this happened.

      Floating through Nina’s castle, watching these women and their families live their lives, and making lists, including a catalog of what was in the vampire’s fridge.

      What a rush, right?

      Ralph tried her level best not to dwell on figuring out how she’d come to be here, because it only brought her to tears for the trying.

      But she couldn’t put off the inevitable forever. She had to figure out what had happened to her, what was to become of her, and how she’d landed in, of all places, a castle on Long Island.

      She knew it was on Long Island because Nina and her husband Greg’s snail mail said so. But a castle in New York was the least of the oddities she’d encountered this past week.

      For instance, one minute she was in her tiny bookstore, Once Upon a Time, the one she’d taken early retirement from teaching first grade to buy. The one she’d worked endless summers for, doing any job she could get her hands on for extra money—the store she’d saved  for years to purchase.

      The last day she remembered before this happened was a week ago. She’d been in her store late at night, unpacking some inventory and looking forward to going upstairs to her tiny loft apartment, where she’d order in some Chinese and catch up on one of her favorite British mysteries.

      Then everything had gone black.

      The next minute, she woke up, or maybe it was more like resurfaced from the darkness, and she was here, floating from room to room like some creepy voyeur no one could see or hear.

      And trust, she’d tried to make her presence known. In fact, she’d become so desperate yesterday, Ralph had literally screamed directly in Nina’s face, only to have the vampire wrinkle her nose and flare her nostrils as her only acknowledgement.

      Then, in a conversation with her small blue friend who went by the name Archibald, he of the British accent and spiffy suit, Nina had groused about how something didn’t feel right.

      But that had been the only reaction Ralph had gotten thus far, and she’d done a whole lot of talking and yelling. She’d even done jumping jacks on the couch.

      So, either this was a really bad, really long nightmare, or she was…

      What?

      Dead. For sure she was dead.

      No one could see or hear her. Yet, she was still wandering around, capable of seeing other people in current time. In fact, she’d watched the news with Greg and Nina (okay, so they didn’t know she was there, but still…) and the current year was 2024. She knew it was still 2024.

      Then there was that call Nina had made to some friend of hers, who knew someone who hunted ghosts.

      She’d heard the vampire say those exact words. I need someone who hunts ghosts, Georgie…

      Thus, that had to mean Nina thought she was…

      A ghost.

      Le gasp…
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      But a ghost who was…what?

      Stuck?

      Had unfinished business?

      Hadn’t been invited upstairs to mingle with the divine amongst the clouds?

      Was there even an upstairs?

      There must be, if Nina and crew had a friend who was an angel, right? Or had she heard that wrong?

      Ralph blanched. Maybe she hadn’t been invited upstairs because she was supposed to go downstairs?

      Hold up. She didn’t claim to be perfect, but she’d been a decent enough person when she was alive. She didn’t lie, cheat, steal. So why was she here, and not at the Pearly Gates?

      Yet, it was the only explanation. All the evidence pointed to her being a ghost.

      The first piece of said evidence pointing to her ghostly status? She could float, and in some moments that was pretty righteous, if she kept it honest.

      Ralph had touched the highest height of Nina’s ornate castle ceiling without any effort at all. She’d risen like a hot air balloon, and it had to be at least forty feet high.

      Second bit of proof? She could make the lights flicker—also cool, except…so what?

      Making the lights flicker had only resulted in Nina calling her friend Darnell (a demon who, frankly, came across as anything but demonic. He was actually quite sweet and cuddly looking, and he loved her children and her dog, Waffles). He came over and checked the fuse boxes in her enormous digs.

      Finally, sometimes, if Raphaela concentrated really hard, she could almost pick up items. During a recent family meal, without thinking about manners, or the fact that no one could see her and her actions might create a stir, she’d reached for the most delicious-looking cupcake, piled high with the thickest chocolate frosting she’d ever seen.

      The blue man named Arch had made them—he was always making something delicious—and after their elaborate family dinner, he’d set them in the middle of the table on a gleaming red platter.

      She hadn’t even been hungry. In fact, she couldn’t remember being hungry or thirsty or tired or much of anything but lost since she’d ended up here.

      Yet, the cupcakes smelled heavenly, and her instincts kicked in.

      That had gone so spectacularly wrong. Her hand didn’t feel like her hand anymore. When she’d grabbed the cupcake, her fingers felt like rubber and her hand felt like a heavy slab of meat. Yet, in a weird turn of events, she could still touch her bracelets and necklaces, her clothes and hair.

      Anyway, instead of snatching the tempting cupcake up whole, she’d annihilated it. Crushed it until its crumbs lie strewn all over the table, similar to the way Godzilla had trashed Tokyo.

      She’d moved things before, with the same rubbery feel to her hands, but they’d been things that had gone unnoticed. Like a small Hummel figurine on a shelf in the play room, where Nina displayed her gramma Lou’s collection, or little Charlie’s toothbrush.

      Leave it to her sweet tooth to create the kind of havoc that would get Ralph noticed in all the wrong ways.

      Phew, had that ever caused serious havoc. There’d been yelling, and lots of sniffing (because apparently when you were paranormal, you could sniff out all sorts of things, including danger), and more yelling that included threats from Nina to whoever was “fucking around.”

      Nina already terrified her; she didn’t want to know if it really was possible to pull her intestines through her belly button and cram them down her throat.

      But if she was a ghost, why was she here? Was she even still with the living—or was this some kind of plane for dead paranormals?

      Were all the stories she’d read and the movies she’d watched completely inaccurate? Was the Long Island Medium full of bunk? Was there truly no other side? No Heaven? No Hell? No afterlife at all?

      If this was it, if this was her eternity, roaming the halls of a vampire’s castle in Long Island, and the only way to pass the time was by taking inventory of her fridge and watching everyone else live their lives…how did she make it stop?

      Ralph had always considered herself an optimist. In fact, she’d been accused of being overly optimistic all her life, but she couldn’t find a glass half full in this existence.

      And now? Well, now Nina had someone coming to investigate her amazing castle to see if it was haunted. Apparently, the women were in agreement that something was “off” in her humble abode.

      So they’d contacted one of their many connections and found some ghost hunter named Shamus Ransom to come and do whatever ghost hunters do to sniff out an entity.

      What kind of name was Shamus Ransom anyway? Sounded like one of the heroes in her beloved romance novels.

      Ralph sighed.

      Speaking of, would she ever be able to read a romance novel again? Or her favorite, psychological thrillers? She couldn’t touch a cupcake without squashing it into oblivion. How could she hope to hold a book?

      Would she ever be able to curl up in a chair by her tiny fireplace on a cold winter’s night with a cup of coffee, her favorite blanket, and her cat, Blanche Devereaux, ever again?

      Her stomach plummeted to her toes. She felt clammy thinking about Blanche, even though to the touch, her skin was dry as a bone.

      Blanche… Who would take care of her feisty feline?

      Tears stung her eyes, a vision of her fluffy white and black stray she’d found as a tiny kitten and bottle fed back to health flashing in her mind’s eye.

      She’d named her after her favorite Golden Girls character, the one she most wished she could be more like.

      Blanche Devereaux the kitty was saucy and flirty, just like the real Golden Girl.

      Ralph the human…er, now ghost, was definitely a Rose. Most who knew her would probably compare her to Rose Nylund. Idealistic, hopeful, maybe a little naïve.

      Okay, she was a lot naïve and a lot like Rose.

      Which is what kept her hope alive where Blanche was concerned. She always kept her feeder and water full, but that wouldn’t last much longer than another week. If she could just make contact with someone—with anyone—maybe she could get someone to help Blanche.

      She didn’t have any living family, and she was only just starting to make friends with her neighboring store owners. No one was going to notice she’d been gone for a long time if she didn’t…

      She’d only recently opened the bookstore. She didn’t have any help yet, so the possibility someone might realize she was gone…er, dead, wasn’t likely for a while.

      Her best friend, Hazel, lived in Connecticut. They only saw each other once a month or so, and she’d just been to visit when Raphaela had soft-opened the store a couple of weeks ago. There was little to no chance she’d show up looking for her.

      Though, when she didn’t answer Hazel’s texts, she might send someone to check on her. There was a glimmer of hope there, but was it enough hope to save Blanche from starvation?

      She didn’t have a huge clientele yet, though her former teaching colleagues and parents of her former students and all the people she loved had come to her soft opening. She’d planned on having a grand opening once she’d received all her inventory.

      She hadn’t even had time to implement her idea for a silent book club…

      Though, surely someone would notice Once Upon a Time wasn’t open for business. Like, maybe old Mrs. Havershaw, her landlady.

      And where was her physical body? If the last thing she remembered was being in the store, was her body still in there?

      Gracious. That would smell by now, wouldn’t it? If her body was inside the store, or even in her apartment upstairs, wouldn’t her neighbors, Phil and Gil, who owned the sandwich shop next door, start to…smell her?

      How dreadful.

      Shaking off thoughts of her dead body lying helplessly neglected somewhere, Ralph turned her attention to the door of Nina’s castle, where she was currently letting in probably the handsomest man she’d ever seen…and she’d seen a few in her fifty plus years.

      And it wasn’t Nina’s husband Greg. He was outrageously good-looking, too, but he wasn’t this guy, with silvery-gray hair poking out from beneath his navy-blue knit cap, and a neatly trimmed beard.

      This guy was like a walking fairytale prince, but rougher around the edges.

      “Shamus Ransom. Good to meet you.” He extended a large, lean hand with long tapered fingers to Nina, filling up the doorway with his wide chest and long legs.

      Nina took his hand and nodded, her lips thinning. “The ghost dude, right?”

      He granted her a smile—a beautiful smile, if Raphaela did say so herself. Lots of white teeth against tanned skin and deep grooves on either side of his full-ish mouth.

      “I prefer ghost hunter, but dude will do.” He gave the entryway and the great room a cursory glance.

      Ralph’s stomach plummeted to the floor. Could he see her? He was, after all, a ghost hunter. Instantly, she hid behind a large vase in gold and black with big bunches of dried red hydrangea heads, located right by the great room entrance.

      Twisting and turning one of her necklaces, she bit the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming her fear.

      She’d missed the first half of the call Nina’d had with her friend George, the guardian angel (she refused to believe that wasn’t proof that upstairs existed), who’d claimed she knew someone who could help. But if he was a ghost hunter—hunter being the operative word—that meant a ghost was the prey, right?

      Would he hurt her? Could he? Did he have ghost paraphernalia to exorcise ghosts? Like a ray gun that would smoke her out? Or a proton pack with a hose attached that he could shoot in her direction?

      Heavens knew she’d read plenty of ghost stories in her time, but they were all fiction. Surely she couldn’t rely on what she read in books and saw in the movies. Or could she? This was really happening to her, and it was mostly happening just like in the books and movies…

      Quite suddenly, after trying so desperately to get their attention, she felt very exposed. Naked, even, and she couldn’t make herself small enough.

      Marty rushed to the gleaming wooden front doors, her bangle bracelets clinking together, her gleaming gold, dangly earrings quivering against her blonde hair.

      “Nina,” she chided. “Be a good host and invite the man inside. It’s freezing out there.” Reaching out a hand, she offered it to Shamus Ransom, who took it with an amicable smile. “I’m Marty Flaherty, and this is Wanda Jefferson. Please, come in.”

      She tugged him behind her until he was in the great room, where Nina had more than her fair share of flea market velvet paintings hanging on the walls. Elvis appeared to be one of her favorite subjects in more ways than one.

      As Shamus entered the grand foyer, he landed but two feet from where she hid.

      “Can we get you anything?” asked Wanda, gracious as ever, tucking her light ice-blue sweater around her torso.

      Shamus shook his head. “I’m fine, thanks. Why don’t you tell me what’s been going on and why you think you have a ghost?”

      Nina pointed to her plush red couch, indicating he should sit. Despite her love of Elvis and various skulls in velvet paintings, her taste in furniture and other décor, while bold and colorful, was immaculate.

      “Sit,” she ordered with a point of her finger.

      Wanda rolled her eyes and grated out a sigh. “What Neanderthal Nina means is, thanks so much for coming, Mr. Ransom. Our dear friend Georgina highly recommends you and your services. She said the two of you sometimes cross paths in your…work. Please, do have a seat.”

      Shamus dropped down on the red couch, the rustle of his jeans the only sound.

      He let his muscled legs stretch out for what looked like miles and miles in front of him before he said, “George and Dex, they’re great people. I got my dog Dale from their rescue.”

      He had a rescue dog? Her heart went all soft and squishy, even if he was here to eradicate her.

      Marty smiled, slapping her thighs with the palms of her hand. “Dale? Blind Dale the beagle?”

      Now Shamus grinned with obvious pride, his green eyes sparkling. “That’s my boy. He’s so great. I can’t tell you how glad I am that I found them and their rescue. It doesn’t hurt that they’re paranormal, either.”

      Marty grinned from ear to ear. “I volunteer there a couple of times a month. I used to walk Dale all the time. Man, he’s such a love. If I could get my hands on those bastards who did those horrible things to him in that lab and blinded him, I’d wring their pathetic necks!”

      For a moment, Shamus clenched his fists, but then he relaxed. “You and me both. But he’s doing really well. He learned his way around my place in no time. He’s happy and healthy and the best friend any guy could ask for. Also, he can sniff out a ghost from a mile away. I always say it was fate that I found him. I really lucked out. In fact, I’m so happy with him, I’m thinking of going back to get Dale a friend.”

      Wanda smiled with clear pleasure, her serene face lighting up. “Aren’t Dex and George the best? They’re such amazing kids. They’ve really turned that pet rescue into a true paradise for unwanted and special-needs furbabies.”

      Shamus didn’t have time to give Wanda an answer. The short blue man named Arch rushed out with a tray, cups bobbling and some of those gorgeous cupcakes tempting Ralph all over again.

      “Master Ransom, how good of you to come on such short notice. Please do have some tea. It will help warm you after braving such a cold winter’s day.”

      Shamus nodded his thanks, and then he cocked his head in Archibald’s direction. “Troll?”

      Archibald straightened, brushing at his flawlessly perfect suit with a mischievous smile. “Was it the blue hair that gave it away, sir?”

      Shamus barked a laugh, scooping up Waffles to settle him on his lap, wheelchair and all. “Dead giveaway, my friend.” Then he tapped his ears, lifting the edge of his cap to reveal their pointy tips. “My ears usually do it for me.”

      “An elf!” Archibald chirped. “How splendid!”

      Shamus held up a hand and seesawed it. “Half and half. My father was human, which explains my size. My mother is elf.”

      Wait. He was an elf? Ralph was still getting past his pointy ears and the fact that Arch was a troll. But this big hunk of a man was an elf?

      The weird went on and on around here, didn’t it?

      Said the alleged ghost…

      How had all of this existed right under every human’s nose, and no one had noticed? How did they fly so low under the radar? They were out here living their lives, loud and proud like no one watching would care.

      Arch nodded, clicking his heels together. “I, like so many things ’round these parts, am an accident. Originally a vampire turned human, recently turned troll.”

      Shamus grinned. “Bet you have some stories to tell, huh?”

      Archibald howled a laugh. “If you only knew the half of it, Master Ransom. As for now, I shall leave you to figure out what’s happening in Mistress Nina’s humble abode. Do enjoy some tea and a fresh cupcake as you discuss.” He winked, and then he was gone.

      As Shamus stroked Waffles
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