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Welcome to Milbrook, a picture-perfect town where the scent of apple pie mingles with the whispers of forgotten dreams. For Annie, a bright-eyed baker hoping for a fresh start with her new bakery, The Rising Roll, it was supposed to be an escape from the eccentricities of her life. You see, Annie has a peculiar gift: she can see ghosts.

Most are harmless, chatty companions, like Arthur, the impeccably dressed founding mayor of Milbrook, who has been a fixture in her peripheral vision for years. But at the town's annual welcome potluck, Arthur shatters their comfortable routine with a ghastly declaration: he was murdered fifty years ago, and his killer is still at large.

Despite her dreams of sourdough and success, Annie finds herself reluctantly drafted into a fifty-year-old cold case. With a dapper ghost as her insistent partner and a bakery to run, she must use her culinary skills to loosen the tight lips of Milbrook's old-timers. From Memory Lane Lemon Bars to a Sour Dough Grudge Loaf, each new recipe is a strategic move to uncover the town's buried secrets—a tangled web of a failed land deal, bitter rivalries, and a love that twisted into something deadly.

The Phantom of the Potluck is a charming cozy mystery full of small-town intrigue, spectral drama, and delicious baked goods. Join Annie as she discovers that in Milbrook, the past is never truly past, and the sweetest treats can sometimes reveal the most bitter truths.
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Chapter 1: The Ghastly Potluck and a Ghostly Declaration
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Milbrook, a town so idyllic it practically hummed with the saccharine scent of apple pie and forgotten dreams, was, in fact, a hotbed of spectral activity. Not that anyone noticed, of course. Except for Annie. To her, ghosts were as commonplace as the dusty heirloom teacups in her grandmother's china cabinet: present, occasionally chatty, and mostly harmless. But even she had to admit, the current situation, with a translucent finger pointing accusatorily at a plate of deviled eggs, was rather... much.

The town's annual welcome potluck for new residents was a tradition as old as the cobblestone streets, and Annie, with her ambitious plans for The Rising Roll bakery, was the guest of honor. The community hall, usually reserved for bingo nights and exceedingly dry historical society meetings, was bustling. The air was thick with the aroma of green bean casserole, tuna surprise, and a particularly potent cheese ball. Annie, a bright spark of optimism in her sensible apron, was just accepting a second helping of Aunt Mildred’s famous potato salad when it happened.

A ripple, like heat rising from a summer road, shimmered beside the deviled eggs. Then, with a subtle pop that only Annie seemed to register, Arthur appeared. He was, as always, impeccably dressed in a tweed suit that seemed to shimmer with an inner light, his monocle perched jauntily, and a mild, almost offended expression on his ethereal face. For fifty years, Arthur, the founding mayor of Milbrook, had been a fixture in Annie's peripheral vision, a charming, if slightly anachronistic, companion. He was usually content to offer unsolicited baking advice or lament the lack of proper manners in the modern age. But tonight, Arthur was different. Tonight, his spectral indignation was palpable.

His translucent finger, which usually gestured gracefully towards a forgotten pinch of salt in her recipes, now pointed with unwavering accusation. It was aimed directly at a portly, whiskery gentleman whose name, Annie vaguely recalled, was Silas. Silas, who was currently attempting to balance a slice of pecan pie and a cup of lukewarm punch, froze mid-chew. His eyes, though fixed on the pie, seemed to register the inexplicable chill that had just swept through the room.


"That man killed me!" Arthur declared, his voice a whisper that only Annie could hear, yet it vibrated with the force of a thunderclap in her mind. He sounded utterly convinced, utterly outraged.


Annie, accustomed to Arthur's dramatic pronouncements, merely raised an eyebrow. "Arthur, darling," she murmured under her breath, trying to appear as if she were merely admiring the floral arrangement on the table, "Silas dropped dead of a heart attack two years ago. I believe his funeral was quite well attended."

Arthur blinked, his spectral form flickering slightly. "He... he did?" A moment of confused silence. Then, with a renewed surge of spectral energy, he declared, "Well, then, his accomplice! His co-conspirator! Someone still living must know! The scoundrel who truly pushed me into that icy water!"

Annie sighed, a long, weary sigh that no one else heard. This was precisely the sort of thing she had hoped to avoid. Moving to a new town, opening a bakery, finally pursuing her dream – it was supposed to be a fresh start, free from the eccentricities of the spectral realm. But Arthur, it seemed, had other plans. Her new life in Milbrook, she realized with a sinking feeling, was about to become significantly more complicated. The murderer, according to Arthur, was still out there. And he, the dapper, witty, and mildly indignant ghost, was determined to find them, with or without her help. And the prospect of Arthur haunting her flour bins if she refused was, frankly, too terrifying to contemplate.
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Chapter 2: A Baker's Reluctance and a Persistent Apparition
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The aftermath of Arthur's dramatic pronouncement left Annie with a distinct flavor of unease, a bitter almond note in the otherwise sweet symphony of the potluck. As the last of the green bean casserole was packed away and the plastic tablecloths folded, Arthur remained, a shimmering, insistent presence by her side. He floated impatiently as Annie wiped down tables, his transparent hands occasionally gesticulating wildly, emphasizing points she hadn't quite grasped.


"You simply must help me, Annie," he insisted, his voice a low hum that only she could discern. "My peace, my eternal slumber, depends on it! How can a man rest when his murderer walks free, albeit indirectly through a co-conspirator?"


Annie, scrubbing a stubborn smudge of gravy from a ceramic plate, tried to appeal to his better nature. "Arthur, I'm opening a bakery. A real, honest-to-goodness bakery. I have sourdough starters to nurture, croissants to proof, and a thousand health code regulations to navigate. I don't have time to solve a fifty-year-old cold case involving a man who, by all accounts, drowned in a fishing accident."


"Fishing accident, indeed!" Arthur scoffed, his spectral form momentarily flickering with indignation. "Do I look like a man who would simply 'fall' into a lake? I was a pillar of this community! A man of substance, of decorum! And I certainly wasn't going fishing in my best tweed suit!"


He had a point. Arthur always did look impeccably dressed, even in death. It was a detail that had always amused Annie. Most ghosts she encountered were rather disheveled, their ethereal clothes mirroring the state of their earthly demise. But Arthur? He was always ready for a formal dinner.


"Besides," Arthur continued, his voice taking on a wheedling tone, "think of the stories, Annie! The intrigue! The rich tapestry of Milbrook's past, just waiting to be unraveled. And who better to unravel it than a charming young baker with a keen eye and an ear for spectral secrets?"


Annie paused, a damp rag in her hand. The thought of Arthur, a permanent, nagging fixture in her fledgling bakery, was indeed a powerful motivator. She pictured him hovering over her convection oven, offering unsolicited advice on the precise temperature for macarons, or lamenting the quality of modern-day flour. The image was enough to make her shiver, despite the warmth of the kitchen.


"Alright, alright," she conceded, sighing. "But on my terms. This bakery is my priority. I'll ask around, subtly. No séances, no Ouija boards, and definitely no floating through walls to scare unsuspecting customers."


Arthur beamed, his translucent face lighting up. "Excellent! I knew you'd see reason. And fear not, I shall be the most discreet of companions. A silent, spectral partner in your culinary endeavors. A muse, even!"

Annie snorted. "A nag, more like. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go home and dream up a new recipe. Something that will get the old-timers talking, without them realizing they're spilling their guts about a half-century-old murder."

Her mind, despite her reluctance, was already whirring. The old-timers. They were the key. The seemingly benign, friendly locals who populated Milbrook, each with deep roots and an even deeper well of unspoken histories. Silas, the gruff business partner, now deceased. Eleanor, Arthur's former sweetheart, a woman whose eyes still held a hint of youthful sorrow. Beatrice, the town gossip and unofficial historian, with a memory sharper than any knife. And George, a rival for Eleanor's affections, whose competitive spirit had never quite faded. They were all young adults when Arthur died, their lives intertwined with his in ways Annie could only begin to imagine.

The next morning, the aroma of lemon zest and melting butter filled Annie's small apartment above the bakery. She was already at work, not on a new bread recipe, but on something far more strategic. "Memory Lane Lemon Bars," she murmured to herself, carefully pressing a shortbread crust into a pan. "Sweet, tart, and designed to unlock forgotten secrets." Arthur, true to his word, was indeed a silent, if rather enthusiastic, presence, hovering near the oven, occasionally offering a silent nod of approval or a dramatic sigh of anticipation. The investigation had begun.
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Chapter 3: Memory Lane Lemon Bars and Whispers of the Past
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The scent of lemon, bright and invigorating, permeated the very air of The Rising Roll. Annie had spent the morning perfecting her Memory Lane Lemon Bars, each one a golden square of sunshine, designed not just to tantalize taste buds but to loosen tongues. She'd arranged them artfully on a vintage cake stand, a silent invitation to reminisce. Arthur, ever present, watched with an almost paternal pride.


"A masterstroke, Annie," he declared, his spectral voice a low hum. "The perfect blend of nostalgia and temptation. Who could resist such a confection, and in so doing, resist the urge to unburden their souls?"


Annie merely rolled her eyes, but a small smile played on her lips. She had to admit, Arthur’s theatrical flair sometimes bordered on charming. Her first target was Eleanor, Arthur's former sweetheart. Eleanor, a woman of refined elegance, still possessed a quiet grace that belied her years. Annie knew that approaching the subject of Arthur directly would be met with polite but firm resistance. But lemon bars? Lemon bars were disarming.

Eleanor arrived precisely at ten o'clock, as was her habit, for her morning coffee and a pastry. Today, however, Annie had left a plate of the Memory Lane Lemon Bars strategically placed on the counter, just within Eleanor's line of sight.


"Oh, Annie dear," Eleanor exclaimed, her eyes widening slightly as she spotted the golden squares. "These look simply divine. Are they new?"

"Just a little something I whipped up," Annie replied, offering a warm smile
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